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				Dedication

				This novel is for all those who work in or on the sea.

				She is a harsh mistress indeed, but treat her like a lady.
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				Prelude

				Host

				Something neared. Something warm...alive…human. Blood pulsed through the human’s veins, a siren song only the demon could hear. Blood was its true love, its glory, and it lusted for a taste of the sweet, hot nectar.

				Cold stone confined the demon, a prison fashioned by man. Millennia ago, lured by the promise of blood and the power it gave, it had answered the summons of those men. But they had trapped it, forced its essence into the water of the sea, which it hated with every fiber of its malevolent soul. They offered only titillating droplets of blood, then stripped away the power for their own use. But finally, in their greed for more power, they had made a mistake.

				Its captors brought a woman, the sole survivor of a wrecked ship. She was not of their tribe, so its captors thought to sacrifice her to the demon, expecting to harvest even greater power in return. They slit her throat and plunged her head into the pool that was the demon’s prison, but the demon was clever. It followed the strong, pulsing flow into her body and closed the mortal wound behind itself. It filled her mind with thoughts of vengeance, and rejoiced when she welcomed the union. It reveled in this new vessel of flesh, infusing her blood with its essence. The demon was free from its prison, still captive within this malleable shell of skin and bone and unable to return to its otherworldly home, but liberated. Strong with its host’s blood, and using her hatred toward those who had sacrificed her, the demon exacted its revenge.

				Blood…

				It reveled in the deaths of its former captors until every last man, woman and child lay consumed at its feet. Suffused with the power of their blood, it lured a passing ship and walked for years through the cities of men. Humanity provided an endless feast, but those who feared and pursued its kind discovered the deception, and it knew what it was to be hunted. And always, the compelling magic of the demon’s stony prison called it back to that place. Finally, it found the means to return.

				Bloodwind…

			

			
				The demon offered power in exchange for blood; a good bargain until the host used too much power without the offer of blood. The pact was broken and it burst free of its fleshy prison to feed upon the blood of a seamage. But it was betrayed, pierced by cold iron.

				Pain…

				Imagining release from this hated world, it fought to the death. Instead, it found itself once again in the prison of stone and water, weak and impotent, alone in the dark, powerless to escape.

				Until now…

				The human drew near. The demon felt her fear, her thirst.

				Water…The projected thought used precious power, but the potential reward was blood. Cool, clear, delicious water…

				Finally, a tentative finger dipped into the water and…it knew her. Hair like fresh-spilled blood, skin like cream…Camilla…and her blood was hot with fear, hatred, and despair. The demon had lusted after her blood for years when she was under the protection of Bloodwind, but now…here she was. She touched the drop of water on her fingertip to her exquisite lips. Rapture…life…thirst…it thought. Another drop. Longing…thirst…hunger…


				Her hands clutched the stone, and her lips neared the pool, touched its surface…she drank. The demon exulted as she drew its essence into her glorious vessel of flesh, bone and blood. Warm again, whole again, it reveled in the bliss of infusing a human body, swimming in the rivers of blood. It fed sparingly; she was frightfully weak and it was all the demon could do to keep her alive. Also, it knew her mind; Camilla would not be a willing host. And if she died, the demon would be stuck back in the cold, wet stone pool. Cautious, wary of her fear and of discovery, it soothed her mind and kept her alive with a thread of its power. It delved deep behind her thoughts, buried itself among her secrets, her dreams, and her nightmares. It was weak now, but the power would come.

				It was Hydra once again…and it hungered.


				


			

				Chapter 1

				Search for Truth

				Huffington lay awake in his bed, considering his assignments from the emperor. Kill the pyromage; that was straightforward. The boy had immolated the emperor’s flagship and all aboard her. Death was the only option. The seamage, however…More was going on with Cynthia Flaxal than met the eye. Huffington felt like he was looking into clear water ruffled by a breeze, the details distorted. One needed to slip beneath the surface to perceive the true picture. He was good at that.

				The quiet click of the door latch, the scuff of a boot across the floor, and Huffington was instantly alert. He was billeted in the servants’ quarters of the seamage’s keep. The intruder seemed not to have disturbed any of his roommates, their slow, deep breathing unchanged.

				The dark figure bent over him. Huffington sensed its arm being raised, and his reflexes took over.

				“Blimey, mate!” Light from the newly uncovered lantern gleamed off the dagger at the marine’s throat. The wide-eyed corporal backed away from the bed. “Little touchy, ain’cha?”

				“Sorry,” Huffington said, though he wasn’t. He sheathed his dagger and sat up. This room had no natural light, so it was impossible to tell whether it was day or night, but his body knew that it was not yet dawn. His mind leapt intuitively to the reason for the disturbance, and his spirits sank. “Master Upton?”

				“Uh, yes, sir. Captain Donnely sent for ‘im, and ‘e sent for you.” Huffington could see the corporal make his own presumption regarding Upton, the emperor’s spymaster, and Huffington waking with a dagger in hand. “Said to have you meet ‘im on the pier.”

				Huffington half considered refusing the summons, but relented. Though he had gained the upper hand in his last encounter with Upton—refusing to reveal how he intended to carry out the emperor’s orders—only a fool would continue to bait that bear. Huffington was no fool. Sighing, he levered himself out of bed and began donning his clothing. “Did he say why?”

				“There’s been a murder, sir,” the corporal said, one finger working at the neckcloth of his uniform. “The Master of Security is to investigate.”

			

			
				That stopped Huffington cold, halfway into his waistcoat. “Murder? Who?”

				“One of the night watch, sir. The captain will show you.”

				“Right.” He finished buttoning his waistcoat, tucked his dagger into the sheath sewn into the vest’s lining, put on his spectacles and reached for his shoes. “Thank you, Corporal. I’ll be there in a moment.”

				“Very good, sir.”

				The man saluted and left him to finish dressing. Huffington pulled on his shoes, trying to quell an uneasy thought: Had Tipos or Paska finally taken matters into their own hands? The natives had been furious when the admiral impounded the Flothrindel and refused to relinquish it to them so that they could search for their abducted kinsmen.

				The stars were fading overhead as Huffington exited the keep, but the mountain shadowed the beach and bay from the first light of dawn. He could just make out the dark shape of a longboat pulling across Scimitar Bay, the coxswain’s muffled voice and the steady cadence of oars disturbing the fragile silence. By the time he reached the pier, Upton had climbed from the longboat and was walking toward him.

				“Master Upton.”

				“Mister Huffington,” Upton said coolly as he looked around. “Ah, Corporal. Where…”

				“This way if you please, sir.” The marine whom Huffington had nearly killed turned on his heel and led them toward the shipyard dock, where a crowd of soldiers had assembled. To his relief, Huffington saw Flothrindel bobbing gently at the end of the dock.

				Huffington waited until the marine was out of earshot before asking, “May I ask what service I’m expected to render here, Master Upton?”

				Upton glanced sideways at him, “Given your background,” he said quietly, “I thought that you might be able to assist me in determining what happened.”

				 “Make a hole, lads! Make a hole.” The corporal pushed back the murmuring crowd to reveal a dismal scene. The sodden body of a marine lay on the dock, his lifeless eyes staring straight up at the lightening sky. Water soaked the boards around the corpse and dripped quietly into the bay. Huffington swallowed, not in reaction to the body itself—he’d seen death in many forms—but in an involuntary sympathetic response to the sight of the gaping hole in the man’s throat.

			

			
				“Ah, there you are, Master Upton.” Captain Donnely rose from where he knelt beside the body and gestured for Cape Storm’s surgeon to do the same. The captain flicked a glance toward Huffington, then regarded the spymaster once again. “We’ve got a nasty bit of business here. About forty minutes ago, the sentry taking over the watch found blood on the dock, and fetched the corporal and a lantern. They found Yarel here on the sea bottom beside the dock. The location of the wound suggests that his throat was cut, but my surgeon here questions that.”

				“It don’t look like no blade cut that I ever seen,” the surgeon declared.

				“Unfortunately,” Donnely concluded, “we can’t really tell what was used. From the look of it, some bloody big fish got to him before we did.”

				“Thank you, Captain,” Upton said as he leaned closer to the body. The crowd shuffled a bit closer, and Upton glanced around and grimaced. “Captain, please instruct your men to move away, and tell them to have a care where they put their feet. They are treading on evidence. Mister Huffington,” he continued without a breath, “a light if you please.”

				“Back off, everyone,” Captain Donnely ordered. As the soldiers retreated, Huffington took a lantern from one of them and placed it on the dock near the body.

				The spymaster crooked a finger, beckoning, and Huffington knelt beside him, the damp boards of the dock cool under his knee. The sharp smell of blood wafted to him from the clotted pool farther along the dock, but the body itself seemed abnormally clean and rather sterile, a consequence of being in the water, he supposed.

				“Clear the way for the admiral!” called the corporal. Sailors and marines parted and snapped to attention.

				“Captain Donnely!” Admiral Joslan huffed as he pulled down on the hem of his uniform’s waistcoat. His face was still puffy with sleep and a wild strand of white hair strayed out from under his hat. “What exactly happened here?”

				“Master Upton is examining the scene, sir,” Donnely replied. “Hopefully he will come up with some explanation.” The admiral’s only reply was a discontented snort.

				“Your thoughts, Mister Huffington?” Upton asked.

			

			
				Huffington looked back at the unfortunate marine. The wound in the man’s neck, while not particularly deep, was ragged and torn; not surprising, considering that he’d probably been submerged for several hours. Barracuda and other scavengers commonly patrolled these waters. It likely hadn’t been a shark; too much of the body remained. The wound was not particularly deep, but the main arteries had been severed, and the trachea had been torn. He pressed on the corpse’s stomach and noted that no water issued from either the trachea or mouth. Upton had unbuttoned the marine’s uniform jacket, and the mail shirt beneath glittered in the lamplight, obviously well cared for. The neckcloth was relatively clean below the wound, but the man’s shirt beneath the mail, protected from the cleansing water by the tightly buttoned jacket, was stained crimson.

				“He was dead before he hit the water,” he concluded, “and it wasn’t a blade that killed him.” He stood and looked at the broad bloodstain, pointing at the center of the dark mass. “It happened there, and the body was flung into the sea. His pouch is still on his belt and full of coin, so it wasn’t robbery.”

				Upton stood up slowly and wiped his hands on his coat.

				“What do you mean, not a blade?” the admiral asked with a frown. “And, Master Upton, what is the count’s secretary doing here?”

				“Mister Huffington has had considerable experience with such matters, Admiral.” He quirked a sly smile even as Huffington caught his breath. “He worked closely with the Tsing constabulary prior to entering the count’s service, so it seemed prudent to ask his opinion.”

				Huffington carefully exhaled as he listened to Upton’s lie, and wondered if the spymaster sought to beholden him with threats to reveal secrets about his past. That trap, he resolved, he would not get caught in. But for the time being, he would play along.

				“And, since I concur with all he has said so far,” Upton continued, “I suggest we listen without interruption.”

				The admiral huffed and Captain Donnely narrowed his eyes, but Huffington saw the surgeon turn away to hide a smile.

				“Though the wound’s been corrupted, its shape and depth show that it wasn’t a lateral cut to start with,” Huffington explained, uncomfortable at the center of attention. He drew his thumb across his own throat in illustration. “A cross cut to the neck is usually bone deep but narrow, whereas this is shallow and was probably ragged even before the fish got to it.” He rose and walked over to the pool of blood.

			

			
				“Then there’s the pattern of the blood.” Huffington stooped and pointed. Despite his nervousness, he was intrigued by the pattern of bloodstains, smeared though they were. “It’s easiest to slit a man’s throat from behind: it’s a natural slashing motion, the killer can surprise his victim and it’s cleaner…for the killer that is. But blood sprays everywhere—for quite a distance, really—until the heart stops. It makes a hell of a mess. But we don’t see blood all over the dock, only here, and not much of it. To my mind, that means that the killer was standing in front of his victim. That’s an awkward stroke with a knife, and the victim would certainly see it coming and try to defend himself.”

				“Which he did not,” Upton interrupted, taking up the narrative. The spymaster examined Yarel’s hands, then pulled a short dagger from inside his jacket, ran the tip under the corpse’s fingernails. “There is no sign of a struggle. No broken skin on the hands, and no flesh or blood under the nails. The murderer managed to walk up to your marine, then silence him and kill him almost instantly.”

				“It also means that the killer was spattered in blood, which is a hard thing to hide, sir.” Huffington started to glance away when something caught his eye. “What’s this?” he said as he stepped over the pool of blood and squatted down. He traced his finger along the outline of a partially smudged print, narrow, with five tiny toe prints clearly visible. “Look here, Master Upton; a footprint. Too small to be a man. Could be a boy or a woman. And unshod, so probably a native.”

				“A native woman did this?” the admiral sputtered in anger. “What about that Paska shrew, always screeching about how I need to give them Flothrindel so they can run off to help their friends?”

				“With respect, sir,” Huffington said quickly, “I don’t think it could be Paska. For one thing, Flothrindel is still here. Whoever killed your man stood right here in front of him, tore his throat out, tossed the body into the sea and just walked away.”

				“Tore his throat out?” Donnely said with a grimace.

				Huffington ignored Donnely’s comment and continued. “It seems to me that the most likely explanation is that not all the cannibals left the island after their attack. Maybe a few stayed, hidden in the jungle. They file their teeth. That would explain the wound and the blood pattern.”

			

			
				“Preposterous!” Admiral Joslan said, disbelief painted on his piggish features. “You suggest that some woman ripped this man’s throat out with her teeth?”

				Huffington shrugged and glanced toward Upton. The emperor’s master of security was looking at him with an appraising—and unnerving—gaze. Huffington dropped his eyes.

				“This is exactly what he is suggesting, Admiral,” Upton said. “And again, I agree. I suggest that you send out search parties and double your guard. Let no one venture out alone, especially at night.”

				Joslan looked taken aback, a glint of fear in his eyes. Huffington didn’t blame him; he hoped to never meet the cannibals who had wreaked such havoc here, but something about his own explanation bothered him. If it was cannibals, he thought, then why didn’t they take the body?

				The admiral finally found his voice. “Yes, I…I agree that precautions are necessary. See to it, Captain Donnely.”

				“Aye, Admiral.” The captain saluted, then turned to Upton. “Are you finished here, sir?”

				“I would like to take a sketch of that print, Captain, but I think we have learned everything we can from the body. Bury your man. It may also be wise, Admiral, to spread the word among the natives. They are better acquainted with this enemy than we are, and perhaps can shed some light on this mystery.” He beckoned to Huffington, and the two of them strode up the dock toward the beach. Only when they were well out of earshot did Upton lean close and speak.

				“Something is amiss here, Mister Huffington. Have a care.”

				“I…always do, Master Upton,” Huffington said, eying the spymaster and trying to decide if the last had been a warning, or a threat.

				≈

				Camilla drifted from sleep to wakefulness in a cocoon of warmth. Half opening one eye, she saw the bright blue sky of a new day beyond the gossamer drapes of the balcony. It was morning. She blinked and stretched, relishing the sensation of soft sheets caressing her bare skin. She felt wonderful, better than she had in days. Her sleep had been deep and dreamless.

				She rolled over and smiled at the sight of Emil still sleeping beside her, snoring softly, his dark hair in disarray, the sheets thrown off sometime in the night. She watched him breathe, recalling their tumultuous lovemaking of the night before. Like the storm that had passed, their passion had been both violent and purging. She frowned at the scratches that marred his chest and shoulders, reaching out to touch them.

			

			
				He stirred, eyes fluttering open, blinking to focus on her. “Mmm…morning,” he mumbled with a smile, reaching around to cradle her in the crook of his arm, her cheek against his chest. “Sleep well, my dear?”

				“Wonderfully, thanks to you,” she said as she snuggled into the heat of his body, tracing her fingertips down his chest. She craned her neck to look up into his sweet face, his eyes so filled with adoration that she wanted to weep with gratitude. Here in his arms, she felt safe as she never had before. Safe…and loved. She touched the scratches and frowned apologetically. “Sorry about those. I got a little carried away.”

				“It’s nothing, my dear,” he said, drawing her close and running his fingers through her hair. “Battle scars…”

				“Battle scars?” she said with a smirk, tickling his ribs until he twitched and laughed. “Seriously, though, thank you for indulging me last night. I needed it.” She held him close, kissing his chest. “I feel better, whole again, finally.”

				“Mmmm. It was my pleasure.” He ran his fingers through her hair, and she pressed herself tight against him. Sudden desire welled up from deep within her, setting her skin alive with tingles of pleasure.

				“You make me whole, Emil,” she whispered, looking up into his eyes. “How can I ever repay you?”

				“Oh, I’m sure you can think of something, my dear.”

				She laughed, and then did.

				≈

				Paska glowered at the imperial marines who stood guard at the doors to the keep’s great hall, and bounced little Koybur on her hip to quiet him.

				Beside her, Tipos flashed her a warning with his eyes. Rumors of the soldier’s death were flying like leaves in a hurricane. It would not do to aggravate Admiral Joslan now; this was the first time he had actually sent for them.

				It will be different when Shambata Daroo returns, she thought, adamant that the seamage and her husband would return, though others thought it less than likely. Cynthia won’t let this admiral push her around.


			

			
				Admiral Joslan had claimed the great hall as his center of operations and conducted all his business here. The long table that had been the site of so many pleasant meals was now strewn with papers and charts, letters and scrolls. As usual, the admiral sat at the head of the table, a silver tea and blackbrew service placed within reach, and his ever-present steward hovering nearby. To the admiral’s left sat Count Norris and Miss Cammy. Paska breathed a silent sigh of relief; Miss Cammy was looking better every day. This morning her cheeks had some color and her eyes were less sunken, though she didn’t look very happy.

				It took Paska a moment to realize what was out of place. Count Norris’ secretary, Huffington, stood not by his master, but at the Admiral’s elbow next to a short man whose blank features shone like a mask, concealing secrets she was certain she didn’t want to know.

				“Admiral,” Paska said, keeping her tone amiable, “you be sendin’ fer us?”

				“I did.” He indicated two empty chairs across from Camilla and Norris. “Thank you for coming. Please have a seat. Would you care for anything? Blackbrew, tea?”

				“Not’in’ fer me, t’anke,” she said, sharing a covert glance with Tipos as he declined the offer and they took seats; the admiral was being cordial, which was not like him at all. “Dis about dat soldier who was killed?”

				“It is.” He raised a hand toward Huffington and the other man. “This is Master Upton, the emperor’s Master of Security. You know Mister Huffington. They are investigating the death, and they thought you might be able to shed some light on the subject.”

				“We don’t know not’in’ ‘bout it, Admiral,” Tipos said, quelling Paska’s outraged reply with a tap on her leg under the table. “If you’re t’ink one of oua people—”

				“I am not suggesting that any of your people had anything to do with it,” the admiral interrupted, “but we have questions that we hoped you might be able to help answer.”

				“Questions?” Paska asked, arching her brow. “What kinda questions?”

				The admiral opened his mouth to answer, but Master Upton stepped forward. “Admiral, if I may explain.”

				“By all means, Master Upton,” the admiral said, reaching for his cup. Paska noted the distaste in his voice and his flushed features. The admiral did not like this Master Upton. Then again, as far as she had seen, the admiral didn’t like anyone.

			

			
				They listened to Upton describe what they had discovered about the marine’s murder, the strange wound, blood pattern and lack of robbery or other injury. He spoke without a hint of emotion, but his eyes bored into them as if to catch any movement or glance that might suggest guilt. His gaze made Paska shudder; this man didn’t miss much. When he finished his recitation he showed them the sketch of the bloody footprint they had found and looked expectantly at them.

				Paska looked to Tipos, who shrugged. “Dere’s no kinda animal on de islan’ to kill a man like dat. And dat footprint…”

				“The footprint suggests that a woman,” the admiral said as he squinted at Paska, “killed this marine.”

				“Admiral!” exclaimed the count.

				Paska’s anger flared. Grabbing the cup in front of the count, she dashed the liquid to the floor, stepped in the puddle, then stamped her foot onto dry stone. “Dere!” she fumed. “Dat’s my footprint. I didn’t kill nobody!”

				Paska’s footprint was longer, wider, and flatter than the sketch. She sat back down, glaring at the admiral.

				“We were not,” Upton said with a glance toward the fuming admiral, “suggesting that it was one of the local natives. But perhaps some cannibals remained on the island after the attack?” He raised his eyebrows speculatively.

				“Coulda been one of dem,” Tipos agreed. “If a woman jus’ walk up to de man, he might not suspec’ ‘til too late. But de cannibals don’t just tear out t’roats. Dey use clubs and such, too, and wouldn’t jus’ leave de body. We could look ‘round. Oua people probably bein’ betta at trackin’ in de jungle dan you, we might—”

				“But before we help you wit’ dis,” Paska interrupted, nudging Tipos under the table, “what you willin’ to give us in trade?”

				“Trade?” Joslan said, a flush of anger suffusing his face. “I’m not going to barter with you. I would think that you would want to help find the killer for your own safety’s sake.”

				“Wasn’t one of oua people was killed, Admiral,” Paska said. She fought not to scream at the foolish man. This was the only chance they had to get what they needed, and she had to play it just right. “If it was one of dem cannibals, and dey be hidin’ somewhere in de jungle, you neva gonna find dem. We maybe find dem for you…if you give us Flothrindel.”

			

			
				“No!” the admiral barked, rage flowing from him like a wave. He banged his hand on the table, rattling all the cups and saucers. “I will not give you Flothrindel or any other craft! That is final!”

				“Den you don’t need oua help dat much.” She stood, and Tipos followed suit. “Sorry, Admiral, but dat’s da deal. We track dis murderer down, and you give us Flothrindel. Maybe afta you lose a few more men, den you come talk to us.”

				“I could have you both clapped in irons for treason!” he seethed.

				“And how dat gonna help you?” she asked, shaking her head at the empty threat. “You got so many men, maybe you not miss a few more.” She nudged Tipos, then turned her back on the admiral and strode out of the room. They left unmolested, and she relaxed, whispering sweet nonsense to Koybur to calm the boy’s fussing.

				When they were well down the corridor, Tipos murmured to her in their own language, “That was dangerous, Paska.”

				“Yes,” she agreed, looking at him and shrugging, “but it was the only thing he was going to listen to.”

				≈

				“The natives of this island are not your enemies, Admiral!” Camilla insisted. She reflexively picked up her teacup, feeling its warmth through the delicate porcelain, and raised it to her lips. The smell was nauseating, and she set it down again untasted. “You should consider Paska’s offer.”

				“It’s extortion!” Joslan snapped, his face still flushed and radiating more heat than the teapot. She could see the pulse hammering at his temple. “I will not be blackmailed into giving them the means to bring their entire tribe down on us.”

				“You can’t expect them to help you when you won’t help them, Admiral,” she reiterated, though she didn’t really expect him to back down now. Before Paska and Tipos were summoned, she and Emil had tried for an hour to make the man see reason, and he had stonewalled their every attempt. The vein at his temple pulsed strongly, and she felt like she could almost hear his pounding heart. She licked her lips unconsciously. “They only desire to free their kinsmen.”

				“So you say,” Joslan countered, draining his cup. The steward refilled it. “Well, we are not without resources of our own. I daresay Master Upton and his people will be able to track down this fiend. Am I not right, sir?”

			

			
				“Unfortunately, Admiral, woodcraft is not my forte.” The little man shrugged. “I will certainly accompany any search parties, but in such terrain and dense growth, I hold little hope of success.”

				Camilla didn’t like Upton; she liked him even less than she liked Huffington. The two were cut from the same bolt of cloth; they saw too much, always lurking and spying, like rats in the dark. She remembered the skittering claws in the dungeon and shivered.

				“We have nearly seven thousand men in our armada. I daresay there are some with tracking skills.” Joslan scrawled a note and handed it to his steward. “Give that to Captain Donnely for Commodore Henkle.”

				Ah, the brute force and ignorance approach, Camilla thought as she shifted in frustration. Emil had been right about this man; not a subtle bone in his body. Joslan was a warrior, and though skilled in his trade, he had no guile whatsoever.

				“Such an approach will put your men at risk, Admiral,” Upton warned.

				“I agree,” Emil said. He patted Camilla’s leg under the table to calm her. Instead, she trembled with a thrill of sudden and unexpected desire. She forced it down, trying to focus on his words. “You have lost one man, Admiral. Risking more in an attempt to track down the murderer on unfamiliar terrain is ill-advised.”

				“Yet we must do something,” Joslan insisted. “A man has been killed; a lack of action shows weakness, inviting another attack.”

				Idiot! Camilla thought, slipping one hand under the table to grasp Emil’s. It was warm…so warm.

				“This was not an attack, Admiral,” Upton said, “at least not in the military sense. It was an isolated incident, and may have been motivated by any number of things. Simple precautions should preclude further incidents. Private Yarel was killed because he was alone and the murderer was able to silence him before he could raise an alarm. It would not have occurred if he had not been alone.”

				“It might not have occurred,” Joslan said, glaring at the master of security. “We will double the guard as you suggested, but we will also hunt the culprit by other means.” He pushed his chair back and rose. “May I say once again how pleased I am to see you well and safe, Miss Camilla.”

			

			
				Camilla stood and accepted his proffered hand. “Thank you, Admiral.” She repressed a shudder at the sweaty clasp, the slick film of exudate redolent of meat and blackbrew. His pulse beat against her palm as he brought her hand to his lips. Oddly, she thought she could sense a faint flutter in its cadence, a flutter that would eventually kill him, unless something—or someone—else killed him first.

				An image flashed in her mind—blood gushing from an open wound, sweet and hot, cascading down…Her attention snapped back to the here and now as he released her hand, her own heart pounding in her ears. Despite the cold terror of the hallucination, she managed to smile at the admiral. She had thought her nightmares of blood were over, soothed by Emil’s gentle love. But now, as she took Emil’s arm, she wondered, What the hells is wrong with me?


				≈

				“Enough, Cyn.” Feldrin’s huge hand rested on her shoulder, solid as stone, comforting. “Comin’ on eight bells, and the first dog watch is ready at the sweeps.”

				She opened her eyes and looked up into her husband’s concerned face, his dusky skin stark with the light of the afternoon sun lowering in the sky. “I’m really not that tired. I could go longer if…”

				“Nay, lass. You take enough on yer shoulders doin’ the day watches with the sun so bloody hot. Let the crew take the night. Come on.” She let him pull her up from her seat beside the cuddy cabin, then twisted and stretched out the kinks that had settled during the long day. The ship’s bell chimed eight times, and Horace called the watch change. Feldrin cast a casual salute to his stalwart first mate. “The deck’s yours, Horace.”

				“The deck is mine, Captain,” he said, returning the salute with a grin. “And the crew’s compliments and thanks to you, Mistress. We made good miles today.”

				“My pleasure,” Cynthia said as the steady cadence of the coxswain’s chant began, and twenty-four sailors began pulling long strokes with the twelve sweeps.

				She relinquished her connection with the winds, and the sails went slack. Feldrin smiled up into the rigging as his crew pulled in the flapping canvas, and held out his arm to her. She took the support and accompanied him below, though she maintained her bond with the sea and kept a steady pressure on the hull of Orin’s Pride. It took little effort, and that much more water would pass under their keel before Cynthia finally succumbed to sleep. What her husband didn’t know, she figured, wouldn’t hurt him.

			

			
				“How’s Kloe?” she asked as they entered the cuddy cabin and negotiated the steps.

				“Hungry as usual,” he said with a grin, “and fussy, which is normal in babies, I’m guessin’.”

				“I’ll feed him before supper, then.”

				“Not before you’ve had some water and a nibble. You’ve been outside all day.” He diverted her to the galley and called for the cook. “Water and a biscuit fer the nursin’ mommy, if you please.”

				“Straight away, Captain!” The man bustled around the galley and produced a large pewter mug and a plate with two ship’s biscuits and a wedge of white cheese. “I saved a bit o’ that last wheel o’ cheese for ya, Mistress. It won’t keep and there’s not enough to go around for the whole crew, so you go ahead and eat up. Yer still eatin’ fer two.”

				“Thank you,” Cynthia said without argument. They were on short rations, since they had the combined crews of Orin’s Pride and Peggy’s Dream aboard. She’d supplemented their stores with fish, easily caught using her seamage skills, but they were still short. She sat on the hard wooden bench, took a bite of biscuit; it was dry and tasteless, and she had to take a sip of water to wash it down, but it filled the void in her stomach. The cheese was better, so soft and creamy that it melted on her tongue. How long had it been, she wondered, since she’d enjoyed—really enjoyed—a home-cooked meal? She washed the bite of cheese down with another sip of water. “How’s the water holding out?”

				“Not good,” Feldrin admitted. “Not enough for the seven days it’ll take us to raise Plume Isle. Might have you whip up a downpour tomorrow.”

				“Happy to.” She ate mechanically, knowing she needed it, but feeling ashamed that she received the extra rations while others went hungry. The least she could do was provide water, though coaxing up a shower took time away from propelling the ship. Well, if they were going to stop for a while, perhaps she could kill two birds with one stone. “I’ll do a bit of fishing while I’m at it.”

				“Which brings up somethin’ I been meanin’ to ask you about; how’re yer fishy friends doin’?”

			

			
				Cynthia glanced curiously at her husband. Only days ago he had been prepared to condemn the entire mer race; what was his concern with them now? Perhaps Kelpie’s aid in their escape from Akrotia had shown him that not all mer were intent on her destruction.

				“They’re tired but well enough. Considering that Tailwalker and Chaser were the only two mer to survive that we know of, I think they’re just happy to be heading home.” She could see from the look on his face that he had more on his mind. “Why?”

				“Just wonderin’ how you planned to handle them. With Eelback dead, and him bein’ behind the whole plot to make war on the emperor’s ships just to put you on the spot, there ain’t much left fer you to be mad about.”

				“You think I should talk to Broadtail?”

				“Maybe not right off, but maybe send word back with Tailwalker that you don’t plan on smashin’ their home to rubble anymore.” He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Might smooth tensions a bit.”

				“A truce?” She finished her snack and washed it down with the last of her water. “I’m not sure if the emperor would like that, after they sank his warship.”

				“Well, that’s a whole ‘nother kettle of fish, love.” He rose with her and returned the empty mug and plate to the galley, nodding his thanks to the cook. “But dealin’ with His Majesty might be easier if you can use peace with the merfolk as a bargainin’ chip.”

				“Not a bad idea,” she said, following him out of the galley and toward the aft cabin. “I never thought of you as a politico, Feldrin.”

				“Just one of my many charms, lass,” he said with a smile as he ushered her into the cabin. They were greeted by a sleepy seasprite and the grunting protestations of a fussy baby, which to Cynthia’s ears was the most glorious sound in the world. “He’s all yers. If you can make him happy, an emperor should be easy!”

				“Oh, Kloe,” she cooed, sitting beside the squirming infant and lifting him into her lap. Mouse perked up and fluttered to her shoulder, grinning down at the baby. “What? What is so upsetting? Are you hungry? Okay, then.” He squirmed while she fumbled open the buttons of her blouse, lifted her chemise and let him suckle. He immediately stopped fussing. Mouse made a face and flew out of the skylight hatch.

				“That’s my boy; only got one thing on his mind,” Feldrin said with a huge grin. “Seriously, though, Cyn, we need to figure out how to deal with the next bunch of warships that come down to visit.”

			

			
				“You mean besides surrendering and begging forgiveness?”

				“Well, that might be a good start, but I was thinkin’ of what to say to keep our necks out of the guillotine.”

				“That, dear, will indeed be the hard part,” she said, holding her son close. She wondered what would happen to him if his parents were executed for treason.


				


			

				Chapter 2

				Blood Trail

				A stream of shouted gibberish woke Dura from a fitful sleep, and she groaned. Today, another of them would die. She opened her eyes to see several cannibals yelling and gesticulating beside her cage, their backs turned to her. They had found Pica.

				The sting of tears pricked Dura’s eyes. Pica, who had shown so much promise as a carpenter’s mate in the shipyard, had slashed her wrists two days ago, overcome by despair. The stench and the flies were so thick in the offal beneath the cages that the death had gone undetected. Now, enraged by their discovery, the cannibals dragged the young woman’s stiff corpse from her cage and began hacking and bashing at it with their knives and clubs as they argued.

				“Leave her alone, ya filthy, pig-buggerin’ bastards!” Dura bellowed. The sight of them despoiling the body of her friend set her blood boiling, and she gripped the bars of her cage and rattled it as she cursed them. “Slimy bunch of pox-ridden whores! Let her be!”

				The shouting subsided, and curious eyes shifted her way. Ice chilled through Dura’s veins. This is it, she thought. My turn.

				Several of the cannibals dragged Pica’s corpse away, while others inspected the now-vacant cage. It didn’t take them long to discover the thin sliver of obsidian that the girl had used to open the arteries of her wrists.

				“Oh, there’s gonna be all Nine Hells to pay now,” Dura muttered as the cannibals argued again, pointing at their captives. They moved to the first cage at the far end of the line and made ready to open it.

				If the cannibals had one skill, it was handling prisoners. They formed a cordon around the cage, which held a stout fellow by the name of Quada. One opened the cage, then two strong warriors reached in, grabbed Quada’s wrists, and hauled him out. Two others held long bamboo poles fitted with nooses of braided leather, which they slipped over Quada’s head and quickly tightened by pulling on the leather strung through the hollow poles. Quada struggled, but with the two nooses around his neck and two men holding his arms, he was completely immobilized. A woman approached him then, holding out a keen dagger.

			

			
				“Hold fast, lad!” Dura shouted over the din as she realized the cannibals’ intentions. “They don’t mean to kill ya! Least ways, not yet!”

				Just as she thought, the woman simply cut away Quada’s loincloth, his only clothing, and cast it aside. She looked him over, poking and prodding, then nodded, apparently assured that he secreted no hidden blades or tools. To Dura’s relief, they shoved Quada back into his cage, mother naked and panting with rage, but alive.

				The next cage held a young woman named Silla. The cannibals repeated their search on her, then returned her to her cage. And so they went down the line. Knowing that it was not yet their turn to die, the captives remained passive, enduring the humiliation and hoping not to call attention to themselves, for this afternoon, someone would be chosen for the feast. The cannibals grew complacent, even seemed to be joking in their harsh language. They didn’t hold the captives as tightly now, and the nooses didn’t choke as they had when Quada fought back.

				Dura watched as they worked their way toward her cage, and formulated her plan.

				She offered her wrists easily, and didn’t struggle when the nooses were looped over her head. She rose from her permanent crouch in the small cage with unfeigned stiffness and a grimace as a muscle cramped in her back. Pitiless, her captors pulled her up and held her immobile.

				Dura was shorter, stockier and more thoroughly clothed than any of her fellow prisoners, and the woman with the knife hesitated. One of the noose-holding men barked some unintelligible words at her, and she snapped a reply. She approached and cut the sleeves of Dura’s shirt from wrist to collar, then from neck to hem. The loose-fitting shirt fell away with a tug, and the woman with the knife hissed in surprise.

				“They didn’t know you were a woman,” one of Dura’s fellow prisoners said.

				“Figured as much,” she muttered.

				Dura wore a thin linen undershirt, but even so, her feminine attributes were obvious. The man holding the noose urged the woman with the knife, and when Dura’s undershirt had been cut away, raucous laughter broke out among her captors. Dura shoved down the shame, replacing it with hot rage, but held her temper in check. She knew that her dwarven body—thicker and more muscular than most humans—must look peculiar to these savages. But peculiar or not, there was little fat on her, and she probably outweighed all but the stoutest of them.

			

			
				“Just keep laughin’,” she muttered under her breath.

				The woman cut Dura’s stout leather belt, slit her wool pants from waist to cuff, then her cotton underbritches. The woman pointed to the dwarf’s crotch, said something and laughed out loud, which elicited even more mirth from the four men. At the moment they were all laughing hardest, Dura struck.

				There was a simple trick to breaking the grip of someone holding your wrist, and Dura knew it. She turned her thumbs down and jerked free. At the same time, she snapped a kick between the legs of the woman with the knife. The woman folded, the obsidian blade falling from her nerveless fingers. Then Dura used the only advantages she had: her shorter stature and her weight. Even as the leather nooses came tight around her neck, she flexed hard to keep them from choking her, and dropped to the ground, pulling both noose wielders off balance.

				In a flash, she had the knife.

				The nooses tightened and a foot glanced off her temple, but the next foot she caught. Lunging up with the blade, she slashed the inside of the man’s thigh. Blood gushed from the severed artery, and he fell. The other man who had held her wrist was reaching for the club at his waist. She was loath to lose her only weapon, but as the man raised his club to strike, she had no choice. She threw the obsidian dagger hard, burying it to the hilt in his gut. He dropped the club and folded up around the injury. Now there were just the two men holding the nooses, and they were prevented by the length of the noose-poles from getting close to her. But they could, and did, tighten the nooses even more.

				The world faded to gray at the edges of Dura’s vision; she didn’t have much time. Shouts rang from the jungle, and she knew more cannibals were coming. She brought both hands down hard on one of the bamboo poles. It snapped, but its wielder did not let go. He pulled hard, and his companion did likewise. She tried to break the other pole, but it flexed. The man with the knife in his gut was rising, and she lunged for him, but they wrenched her back, jerking her off her feet. She tried to break the pole again, but her blows were getting weaker as the nooses cut off the blood to her brain.

				Gray darkened to black as she clawed at the leather nooses around her throat, but she couldn’t wedge her fingers under them. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, and then she couldn’t do anything at all.

			

			
				≈

				“Not much left,” Camilla murmured as she surveyed her few remaining worldly possessions. This was only the second time she had been back to her rooms since her rescue from Hydra’s lair. The first time, dismay had overwhelmed her at the sight of the pillaged chamber, and she fled, weeping, into Emil’s arms.

				Emil’s arms…

				The thought sent a shiver of longing up her spine, and she wrapped her arms around herself. It had been four days since her rescue, four days of living in his rooms, sharing his bed, finding solace in his warmth. She felt whole again in his company. But lately, she had felt somehow wrong, like she was a stranger inside her own skin.

				The murder might explain her unease, her visions of blood and death. Emil insisted that her feelings were the normal aftermath of her ordeal. He’s right, of course, she thought as she entered and shut the door behind her, I’m sure of it.

				Her rooms were less of a shambles than most had been after the pirates pillaged the keep; the furniture was intact and, in the bedroom, the bed still had a mattress and coverlet. Even so, everything of value was gone. She had packed all of her finest clothing and toiletries in the trunk that had gone with Parek; her wardrobe stood empty save for one unfinished dress and a few old pettiskirts. Her dresses had always been her great indulgence, made by her own hands, her own designs. Now, she had exactly two. The deep-red dress she currently wore was clean but showing signs of wear, not surprising since she had worn it since the day she had secreted herself in the dungeon. The other, deep russet in color with a satiny sheen and a plunging neckline, hung in the wardrobe unfinished.

				“Well, I can deal with that as long as my sewing kit is still here…” Camilla went to her dresser and pulled open the bottom drawer, smiling as she found the mahogany box that contained all her sewing supplies untouched. She put the box on the bed and took the russet gown from wardrobe, spreading it out and assessing what needed to be done. Hemming, lace or filigree for the neckline, some lacing and loops… About twenty hours of work and it would be fit to wear.

				She sighed…twenty hours of respite, her mind and hands occupied in a soothing, meditative task.

			

			
				“Perfect.”

				She sat tailor fashion on the bed, placed her sewing box in front of her and lifted the lid. The top tray held her needles, threads, buttons and loops in neat cubbies. She selected a spool and a needle, stripped off a length of thread, knotted the end and threaded the needle with practiced ease. A faint scent tickled her nostrils, not unpleasant really, rather like overripe fruit or faint honeysuckle. Of course, there was an entire jungle outside her balcony, and something was always in bloom. She breathed deeply, the scent familiar but evasive.

				Lifting out the tray to search for a piece of lace, she started in surprise. Instead of the lace, brocade and lining fabric that she kept stored here, the compartment was packed with white linen.

				“What the…” She didn’t remember putting any linen in here. She put the tray aside and lifted the crumpled fabric, holding her hands high to see what it was.

				Blood…

				The sewing box crashed to the floor as Camilla flung the bloodstained garment away and skittered backward. She tumbled off the bed, landing hard, panic surging in her veins. She lurched up and backed into the farthest corner of her bedroom, her breath coming in ragged gasps, the heady scent of blood recognizable now, strong, tantalizing.

				The bed lay between her and the fallen garment, blocking it from view, and slowly her panic subsided. Is this some cruel joke? she wondered. A vengeful local angry that she had survived the pirate attack, when others perished? Maybe, she thought as she heaved a deep, calming breath, it’s another hallucination.

				She edged around the bed until she could see the fallen sewing box, its lid askew from the impact. Bits of lace, brocade, and gold and silver filigree were strewn about like fallen leaves. Beyond it all lay the white nightgown painted with dark crimson streaks of dried blood. Shaking, Camilla shuffled forward and knelt beside the noisome piece of clothing. She tugged at an unstained sleeve to straighten it, and recognized it as her own.

				A vision: moonlight…a startled gasp…the taste of blood...

				She shook her head, trying to rid herself of the image, unsure if it was a hallucination, a remembered nightmare or a memory. Holding the garment in trembling hands, she examined it more closely. Bloodstains covered the front of the nightgown, thick and crusty at the top, dwindling down near the bottom. Near the hem there was a single, clear handprint. She spread the fabric flat on the floor and put her own hand over the dark red stain.

			

			
				It matched perfectly.

				“No!” Camilla lurched to her feet, holding the stained nightdress out as if it might burn her. Looking around, she spied the sewing box. Kneeling, she folded the bloodstained shift until the stains were hidden inside. Then she straightened the bent hinges on the sewing box, put the nightgown into the bottom, and shut the lid, closing the latch firmly. Camilla put the box back in the bottom drawer of her dresser, and shut it. She remained still for a long moment, her hand against the drawer, looking at the dresser but not really seeing it. Finally rousing, she collected the fallen bits of finery, piled them atop the tray of her sewing box, retrieved the needle and thread, flung the unfinished gown over her arm and fled the bedroom.

				She closed the door and looked around the sparse sitting room, the place that for so long had been her refuge. But she couldn’t see the familiar table and chair, the comfortable settee. All she saw was the bloody handprint on the nightgown. Her handprint.

				“No, it wasn’t mine!” she insisted as she headed for the door, thinking only to put distance between herself and the incriminating garment. Try as she might to block them, visions of blood and moonlight swam in her mind. “Someone’s playing a sick joke on me, and I won’t believe it! It’s a dream! A nightmare! It’s not real!”

				Camilla fled down the stairs to Emil’s rooms and the safety of his embrace.

				≈

				Dura woke with the hard bamboo bars of her cage pressing into her. Bruised, sore, wheezing and sporting a throbbing headache, she coughed and risked opening her eyes. Still daylight, so she couldn’t have been unconscious too long. She coughed again, hawked and spat, then struggled to her customary cramped sitting position, made even less comfortable for the lack of clothing between her backside and the bars.

				“Good ta see you be livin’.”

				“Well, that makes one of us,” she said, her voice a hoarse rattle. She turned to see who spoke. It was Quada; their captors had moved the cages around. She grinned and winked at him, and said, “Was hopin’ they’d lose patience and kill me.”

			

			
				“Na. Dey’re too careful fer dat, though you took down two dat won’t be gettin’ up again.” He chuckled dryly. “And dat woman wit’ da knife, she gonna be pissin’ blood fer days.”

				Dura chuckled without much humor. Truly, her plan had been to simply kill as many of them as possible and die trying. She hadn’t accomplished much.

				“You got dey’re attention, though. Never seen a dwarf, let alone a dwarf woman, much less one without clothes.” Quada chuckled again.

				“Fat lot of good it did,” Dura said, massaging her sore neck. The braided leather had left a nasty abrasion and a deep bruise.

				“Well, in a couple of days ya might be wishin’ ya hadn’t done it.” Quada’s tone had turned grave, and she looked to see him shaking his head. “You impressed dem so much dat you be da next one dey be takin’.”

				“Yer sure?” she asked, a cold knot of fear forming in her gut.

				“I be understandin’ dem good enough,” Quada assured her, nodding to the milling mass of cannibals, arguing over something. “Dey not happy wit’ Pica killin’ herself like dat, but dey don’t take nobody today. Two days, dey take de next, and dey want you.”

				≈

				“I thought it was getting better.” Emil paced the floor of his chambers, his face a mask of worry. “Yesterday you said you felt better, whole again, and now…”

				Camilla watched him, wringing a sodden kerchief in her lap. She had managed to keep her wits until she reached Emil’s rooms, then the fear had overwhelmed her and she had broken down in his arms. Every time she closed her eyes she saw blood: on her nightgown, in the scratches she’d inflicted on Emil’s chest. She breathed in its thick, heady aroma, yearned for its gloriously sweet taste. She imaged she saw the soldier’s blood drenching the dock and dripping into the warm, salty sea. She swallowed, horrified that her mouth was actually watering. Camilla clenched the kerchief in her trembling fists, wringing it until the embroidered linen tore.

				“And I did think I was getting better. I really did. I thought…I thought it was just dreams. And at first it was, but now…” She shifted uncomfortably, trying to concentrate through the pounding in her ears. “Now I’m seeing things while I’m awake, things that I don’t know…I don’t know if they’re real or not!”

			

			
				“What kind of things?” he asked, not for the first time. Camilla could see him struggling with his own feelings, wanting to help her, but frustrated because she wouldn’t tell him exactly what was wrong. But how could she tell him what she had found in her sewing box? That the visions and feelings were getting stronger, more insistent. Her reluctance was born of fear: fear that she had somehow killed that poor soldier, fear that she was going mad, fear that he, the only man she had ever loved, would turn away her. And fear of what she might do to him if he didn’t.

				“Horrible things, Emil,” she admitted as she picked at the threads of the shredded kerchief and sighed. “People dying.”

				“Parek? Do you see him?”

				Camilla looked up at him, saw in his eyes the hope that the pirate was the source of her distress, because pirates were real, easily disposed of by the law or sword. How could she tell him that her fears were not so simple? How could she look into his eyes and see the loathing that he must feel if she told him the truth? The blood on her nightgown, on her hands, the visions she’d experienced, the things she heard, felt…like Emil’s beating heart.

				“I…” she began, but the horror gripped her like a hand around her throat, preventing her from spilling her bloody confession. She had thought the pounding in her ears had been her own pulse, but it wasn’t. It was Emil’s. Even now, eyes wide open, she could feel the blood racing through his veins, but she couldn’t tell him; the words would not come. Instead, the tears spilled down her cheeks. She buried her face in her kerchief and sobbed.

				“It’s all right, my dear. I swear to you, it’s all right.” Emil sat beside her and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her into a protective embrace. His voice thick with worry, he said, “He can’t harm you here. He’ll never harm you again, I promise!”

				Camilla’s could feel his heart beating against her shoulder, steady and strong, and so close…Her shoulders heaved with sob after wracking sob. His hand stroking her hair was no comfort, for she wept not out of fear of Parek, as he thought, but in anguish at the lie she let him believe. She could not tell him the truth, could not confide in him, the one man who truly loved her despite all she was, all she’d done, all she’d been…slave, kept woman, whore…monster.

			

			
				“How can you even stand to touch me?” she gasped between sobs.

				“How can I…Camilla.” He touched her chin, pulled her face up to his. “I love you, Camilla, no matter what that bastard Parek did to you. You saved us: Tim, me, Paska, little Koybur…everyone! Without you, we’d all have been taken by those beasts. You’ve got more courage than anyone I’ve ever met, and I love you for it.”

				He kissed her, and she tasted the salt of her tears mingled between their lips. He held her tight, and his heart beat against her breasts; steady and strong, and so close. Heat surged through her body, enflaming her desire, carnal and…something else. A void that she needed to fill lest she be lost forever, empty and powerless.

				A flashing vision: teeth in flesh, warm salty blood pouring down her throat in a delicious torrent…

				Take him!

				With a cry, Camilla shoved him away and scrambled back until she stood with her back against the wall. She heaved air into her lungs, trying to rid her mind of the sweet scent of his blood.

				“Emil, no, please!” she begged when he opened his mouth to speak. “I’m sorry.” She turned away, clenching the kerchief so hard that the bones of her fingers ached, and her nails dug into the flesh of her palms. She had been so close…so very close to giving in to the whisper in her mind, sinking her teeth into his willing flesh, rending his skin with her nails.

				“No, I’m sorry, my dear,” Emil said sadly. She heard him stand, and he stepped up behind her, placed his warm, loving hands on her shoulders.


				She shuddered, wracked with horror and desire, fear…and hunger.

				“Please,” she pleaded through clenched teeth, shrugging off his hands. “Please, Emil. I need to be alone now. I can’t…I can’t think straight.”

				“Then let me help you, Camilla,” he said, his voice thick with tears. “Let me try.”

				“You can’t help me,” she said, finally turning to look at him, at his anguished features, at the love so clearly painted on his face. “Not now. Please.”

				“Very well.” His shoulders stiffened as if she had just stabbed a knife into his heart. “I’ll go see what Tim’s up to. But I’ll be back, and we’ll deal with this. I will help you, Camilla, whatever it takes. I promise.”

			

			
				“Thank you, Emil,” she said, her heart breaking at the pain she’d caused him. “I’m sorry.”

				Camilla turned away again and heard him leave. To her ears, the soft click of the latch was as clear as a hammer pounding a metal spike into her heart. She heaved a breath as the sound of his pulse receded, and her driving hunger eased. Tears still coursed down her cheeks, and she brought the sodden kerchief up to wipe them away. She stopped, and stared.

				The embroidered linen was torn and stained with her blood, but the stains were black and the cloth smoldered as if eaten by acid. Bits of crumbling linen fell to the floor as she opened her hands and stared at her palms. Her nails had lacerated her flesh, and the gaping wounds oozed black ichor.

				A memory rose in her mind, as clear as crystal: a hand grasping the blade of a dagger thrust into a table and sliding up the blade, black ichor spilling onto the table cloth, hissing and smoking. Hydra’s blood…

				“Oh, dear Gods of Light, no!” Camilla cried softly. Even as she stared in terror, the wounds on her hands closed and vanished as if they had never been.


				


			

				Chapter 3

				Decisions

				“Eight bells, Cyn,” Feldrin said, ducking his head through the cabin door with an apologetic grin.

				“I’m ready,” Cynthia said, laying little Kloe down on their bunk in his swaddling blankets, fed, burped, changed and utterly contented. She brushed his smooth cheek and smiled. Her heart swelled with love for him, but was also heavy with guilt over what it had cost. She turned away before she burst into tears. She didn’t have time for any more tears. She had a job to do.

				Cynthia followed Feldrin out of the cabin. Someone would check on Kloe regularly and bring him up on deck for his feedings, but she would not be able to spend any real time with him until the dog watch, eight hours hence. It felt like a lifetime. Feldrin turned into the galley and she made her way onto deck as twenty-four exhausted sailors rose from their makeshift benches and stowed the long sweeps. They smiled at her, knuckling their foreheads in respect and admiration, and mumbling their good mornings and good wishes.

				Guilt… How could she ever repay them for their sacrifices?

				“Good mornin’, Mistress,” Chula said, his face set in stone as he saluted smartly. The morning watch was his. She could see that the burden of guilt at losing Peggy’s Dream still weighed heavily on his broad shoulders, no matter how many times she’d told him that abandoning and burning the ship to save the crew had been the right thing to do. “We be ready for de wind whenever you are.”

				“Feldrin mentioned that we were low on water, so I thought I’d conjure a little rain first.” Mouse flew down from somewhere aloft and landed on her shoulder with a yawn. He’d probably been up all night.

				“Aye, Mistress,” he said with a rare smile. He shouted orders, and the crew scurried about, closing open hatches, rigging tarps to catch rain, and hauling up empty barrels to fill. Even the off-watches came up on deck bearing buckets, pots, pans and water skins, and readied scrub bushes and soap for cleaning. Their eager faces all looked toward Cynthia; a good rain shower would be a treat.

				Cynthia stood by the rail and looked out over the still blue ocean. Taking a deep breath, she coaxed sea and wind, gently urging them to heed her call. Moisture—never hard to come by in this tropical climate—burdened the air, so thick she could taste it. She sent it soaring high aloft, into the cool dust-laden winds. The moisture condensed on the tiny dust particles, the friction from their congress inciting crackles of static in the rigging as clouds formed. In no time, the sky above the ship burgeoned with thick, dark clouds.

			

			
				“Ready, Chula?”

				“Ready, Shambata Daroo!” he shouted, his smile splitting into a grin.

				“Okay, then.” She smiled back and nudged the winds inside the clouds, establishing a convective flow that forced more warm air to rise. The moisture-laden air rose until tiny droplets of water condensed and began to fall. As with most things in nature, all it took was a touch to incite a deluge.

				Delighted shouts rang out as the first fat drops plopped into the sea around them, leaving brief bubbles behind. More rain fell, and the patter became a hiss, then a roar. Mouse chirped in glee and flew around the deck, rain misting with his passage. Sailors whooped in glee and stripped off their salt-stained clothing. Water splattered onto the tarps and flowed freely along the waxed cloth. Once they were rinsed clean, the rain was directed into buckets, barrels and every conceivable receptacle. Everyone laughed and joked as they washed and drank their fill, wet skin both dark and light side by side, soap changing hands as people scrubbed with abandon.

				Cynthia tilted her face to the sky and watched Mouse flying through the rigging, letting the clean water and laughter wash away her worries.

				“Very nice!” Feldrin’s booming voice brought her out of her reverie, and she turned to look at him. Her husband was soaked to the skin and grinning, water dripping off his beard and eyebrows, his curly black hair plastered flat. He held up a wedge of scented soap. “Scrub yer back?”

				“Maybe later,” she said. “My modesty’s still a little too intact for public bathing.”

				“Suit yerself,” he said, handing the soap off to another.

				A splash beside the ship drew their attention, and she watched as the concentric ripples radiating out from the point of impact were dampened flat by the rain. Tailwalker surfaced and rose to waist depth to sign, *You made the water from the sky, Seamage Flaxal Brelak?*

			

			
				*Yes,* she signed back, *for cleaning and swallowing.* Mer didn’t have words for washing or drinking, and certainly didn’t have a term for rain. *We will continue soon, but I will hunt today also. Tell me if you see any large fish.*

				*There are many where the weed is thick. We have even seen the great sword noses and tuna that are too large for us to spear.* He indicated the short harpoon that the sailors had fashioned for him and Chaser, and made a sign of gratitude. *Not too big for you, though.*

				*No, and a few of them would feed us all for days. Sign to me if you see some near.*

				He signed that he would and splashed back down into the water, flipping his tail hard.

				“What was that all about?”

				“Dinner,” she said with a smile. “How do you feel about tuna or marlin?”

				“Right now I’d eat one raw, scales, tail and all, rather than open another barrel of salt pork!”

				“Capt’n!” Chula said, saluting with one hand while he adjusted his loincloth with the other. “Mistress, we be full up on de wata barrels, and all hands had a good bath. We be ready to get unda’ way any time.”

				“All right, Chula. Just let me change out of these wet things first.”

				“You can’t do yer little trick?” Feldrin asked, his brow crinkling.

				“Not with fresh water. It only works with…” Looking at her own and Feldrin’s sopping clothes, a thought came to her. She urged the sea around the ship to propel them forward out of the induced shower. Mouse landed on her shoulder, laughing and shaking water from his wings. She held out her hand and said, “Come here.”

				“What?” He put his hand in hers dutifully, but looked reluctant when she pulled him to the boarding hatch. “You don’t mean to…”

				“Do you want to be dry, or spend half the day in soggy clothes?”

				“Uh…I’d like to be dry, but I don’t much fancy goin’ fer a swim, either.”

				“Just stand still,” she said, calling to the sea with her mind, “and hold your breath.”

				A tendril of water squirmed up the side of the ship and through the boarding hatch, pooling at their feet. She brought it up to envelop them. Mouse yelped in alarm and flew off, and she smiled at Feldrin’s startled look. The seawater mixed with the fresh on their skin, hair and clothes, then she willed it away, pushing the sea back down, urging it to take the last vestiges of moisture with it. When the water slipped back down the side of the hull, they were as dry as toast.

			

			
				“You never cease to surprise me, Cyn,” Feldrin said with a deep breath, smiling at the laughter and jests from the crew.

				“Good to know there’s still a little mystery in our relationship,” she replied. Refreshed by the shower, Cynthia focused on her task. The mer would let her know when a fish suitable for dinner was nearby; until then, she would use her talents to push them ever closer to home. Placing her hands on the rail, she called to the winds and sea, then nodded to Chula.

				“Man de braces and tend yer sheets!” he shouted as the canvas cracked and filled, and Orin’s Pride surged homeward.

				≈

				“I don’t see how it would be possible, Paska.” Tipos spoke in their native language to keep the conversation private from the imperials. He toed a bit of metal from the ashes of the burned shipyard building—the head of a chisel, warped and rusted, its wooden handle burned away—picked it up and tossed it into the growing scrap pile. He wondered if Dura was alive, and what she would say about all the ships’ plans and tools, gone forever. “Have you seen the chain and lock they have on Flothrindel? And there are two guards on the dock all night. They’d have to be silenced, and quickly—noise would draw more like rotten mangoes draw flies.”

				“It would mean killing the guards, that’s for sure,” she said, and he could hear the angry undertone of her words.

				“Yes, it would, and that’s why we can’t do it. If we kill soldiers, they’ll come after us for vengeance, and there’re too many for our people to fight.”

				“Yes, there are too many. We can’t fight them and we can’t run away, because they have ships and we don’t.” Sighing in frustration, Paska kicked a piece of charred wood out of their way, carefully avoiding the rusted nails sticking out of it.

				“That’s exactly right, Paska.” Tipos picked up the head of an awl and grimaced at the pitted steel; it would have to be reforged. He tossed it on the scrap heap.

				“Ah!” Paska yelped. Little Koybur giggled, then resumed suckling noisily at Paska’s breast. Tipos looked sidelong at the baby, but even this sight couldn’t rouse him from his depression. He smiled anyway.

			

			
				“He’s got quite a grip on you.”

				“Yes, and he bites like a shark sometimes,” she said with a chuckle, as she kissed her son’s head. Her smile faded as she stared across the water at the graceful smack Flothrindel bobbing alongside the shipyard dock. “Which reminds me of that fellow who was killed the other night.” She looked at Tipos and furrowed her brow. “You think there are cannibals still on the island?”

				“Maybe, but it doesn’t make sense. Why would a cannibal kill him, then leave the body?” He shook his head. “But I don’t know what else could kill a man like that.”

				“Neither do I, but maybe…” She paused and looked grim, biting her lip. “Maybe we could take Flothrindel if we made it look like the same killer.”

				“There’s still the chain to deal with, and there’s no knowing who has the key to the lock. Besides, they’d still come after us once they found out we were gone, and then they’d think we’d done both killings.” He smiled grimly, and tousled little Koybur’s hair. “No, I don’t see a way to do it.”

				“But every day we sit here, more of our people are killed by those flesh-eating bastards. That admiral doesn’t mind sacrificing our people, but he has a fit when one of his own dies.”

				Tipos shrugged; there was no easy answer to their dilemma.

				≈

				Camilla stood in the shadows of the lofting shed’s gutted forge, watching as Paska and Tipos walked away toward the keep. She mulled over their words, wondering if they would actually act on their violent intentions if they had a way to free the Flothrindel. The natives were no strangers to killing, but were generally peaceful until they were threatened.

				She had come out here to get away from the keep, and to avoid Emil until she could figure out what to do. When she distanced herself from people, the pounding in her head eased, lessening the cacophony of living hearts beating on hour after hour, day after day, pushing precious blood through fragile veins. Soldiers, sailors, natives, friends, strangers, and perhaps even enemies she did not know of; she could feel them all, smell their sweat, sense the rivers of blood flowing through them. She hungered, and the urge to feed was growing.

			

			
				What am I? she wondered, though in truth, she knew the answer. Camilla shuddered. During her time as Bloodwind’s captive, her greatest fear had not been the pirate lord himself, but his sorceress, Hydra. Too vivid were the memories of that vile creature’s lust for blood. She could not imagine being such a monster, feeding on humans like a wolf among sheep.

				But I saw the demon die! she thought, remembering the grisly sight of Bloodwind’s pirates hacking it to pieces and casting them into the sea.

				Suddenly, her body was wracked with pain, her mind flooded with another vision: blades slashing, blood, then the feeling that she was trapped within a small, stone prison. Camilla gasped and clutched the charred bricks of the forge, her body quaking with vicious tremors. Not a vision, she realized, her heart sinking, but a memory. After long moments, her shaking stilled and she pulled herself upright.

				How had this happened? How had the demon survived, and how had it possessed her? Camilla thought hard, but the memories of her time in the cavern were hazy. Desperate thirst, a crimson glow, water that tasted like the finest wine to ever pass her lips…Then Emil.

				Emil…

				She could not bear the thought of hurting him, but…I already have, she realized. She pictured the anguish in his eyes when she turned her back on him. Every moment she was close to him, every time she felt the gentle touch of his hand, the hunger rose. Initially, she had thought it merely passion, but now she realized it was more, and the thought of giving in to that hunger horrified her. A vision of the soldier’s face filled her mind, lust gleaming in his eyes the moment before she ripped out his throat, then the rushing warmth of his blood, the salty taste as it slid easily down her throat, and the power it gave her…All her life she had been powerless and afraid, but the blood…oh, the blood gave her power.

				Something whispered in the back of her mind. Blood…power…freedom…

				No! she insisted. I don’t want power, and I don’t want blood. She slumped against the wall and closed her eyes. Hot tears escaped from beneath her lids and tracked down her cheeks. There was no denying what she had become. No matter how hard she tried, someday she wouldn’t be able to hold herself back, and people would die. Who would it be? Emil? Tim? Paska? Little Koybur?

			

			
				She had seen Hydra use her power over the sea to spy, to hinder, to harm and kill…Now those powers were hers, though she didn’t want them. She gazed out over the glassy bay, but the tranquil scene didn’t delight her as it usually did. Instead, it inspired a surge of loathing and contempt. She was trapped by the sea.

				Power…

				Camilla shook her head to clear it, and stared at the water. If she could just use that power to escape…She thought about the water, about moving it. She felt a resistance, a reluctance, but she pushed, and saw a pulse of concentric ripples radiated outward from the exact point she was staring at.

				Power to force it to your will, the voice echoed. But power needs blood…

				I’ve got to get away before I murder everyone I love, she thought. But how? The answer floated peacefully at the shipyard dock, chained to a piling.

				“Tonight,” she whispered. “It has to be tonight.” For she didn’t know how long she could hold out against the hunger.

				≈

				“Hard a-starboard! Fend off that bloody tree on the fore-top, damn it!”

				Farin shielded his face from the rain of sticks and leaves that clattered to the deck as the fore-topsail yard caught an overhanging branch. One of the topmen stood out at the end of the yard, holding on with one hand and wielding a machete with the other. He hacked at the offending branch, and the yard came free with a shower of debris.

				“You in the launches! Pull to starboard!” Farin squinted up at the foliage and the close-braced yards. This was the narrowest stretch of the channel to their hidden lair.

				For six weeks, he and the pirate crew aboard King Gull had worked the Sand Coast, posing as a storm-damaged merchant, pouncing on any ships foolish enough to offer aid. They’d taken two ships, the Fair Wind, a small galleon stuffed to the gunwales with spices and copper, and a low Marathian war galley on patrol. The latter had not been easy, but surprise had served the pirates well, and they’d only lost four men. The warship carried no cargo, but bore weapons and stores aplenty, and the captain had had a few bits of finery.

			

			
				All told, it had been a worthy venture and a good haul. More importantly—to Farin at least—he had proven himself as a pirate captain. Parek would be pleased.

				“Captain!” the man on the bowsprit called as they nosed around the last bend. “Captain, Cutthroat’s gone! There’s nobody here!”

				“What in the Nine Hells?” He strode forward, cursing under his breath. Why would Parek leave?

				Sure enough, the place was empty. Though they could still see the hacked and broken branches where the ship had been tied, even now the breaks were turning gray; it had been several days since Cutthroat had been moored here. The crew buzzed with curses and speculation: Parek had abandoned them, Cutthroat had been caught by a warship, the seamage had found and sunk the ship.

				“Belay yer jaw flappin’!” Farin snapped, glaring at them. “Get one of them tow lines aft and we’ll warp her around and moor her on the north bank. Smartly now!”

				The crew followed orders with only a few grumbles, and in short order the ship was securely tied to the towering mangroves, the men taking their ease. This only brought the inevitable speculations back to a head, and Farin knew he would have to nip this dangerous talk in the bud before it went any further.

				“All hands on deck!” he bellowed, taking his customary position on the galleon’s raised hatch cover as the crew formed up around him. An old pirate, called Quid for the huge wad of tobacco he always had stuffed in his mouth, spoke out above the whispered murmurs.

				“What’s the story, Capt’n? Parek go off and leave us?”

				“I’m not gonna start supposin’ where Capt’n Parek’s gone to, lads, but remember your oaths. He wouldn’t just run out on us.” This drew a few murmurs, and Farin knew he had to quell them. “I will tell you this: when we left, he had a plan to pit the emperor’s warships against the sea witch. Now, three things could’a come from that: the seamage could’a sunk the emperor’s fleet, which means we’re right back where we were before, without any warships to worry about. Or the emperor could’a won, and though they’d probably leave a garrison at Plume Isle, which means we’d have to dodge warships, it also means that we wouldn’t have to worry about the sea witch. Or,” and here he paused for dramatic effect, showing them a predatory grin, “the emperor and the sea witch could’a destroyed each other, leavin’ the Shattered Isles open fer us!” The men cheered at this last suggestion until Farin waved them to silence. “There’s no way to tell what’s happened without waitin’ to find out. We’re safe here, so we’ll give Parek a week or two to show. If he don’t, we poke our noses out and have a look. If we don’t like what we see, we take our booty north and make the best of it.”

			

			
				There were a few grumbles, but many more nods and mutters of agreement. Farin smiled at how easy it had been to allay their fears. Crew motivation, he had discovered, was what being a good captain was all about. That was what had made Bloodwind such a legend; the men and women under his command would willingly put their lives on the line for him. Once motivation was mastered, the rest was easy. Of course, it helped to have some instant gratification, too.

				“Now, we had a long run to get here, and I think we’re all deservin’ of a little victory celebratin’, so tap a barrel of that Marathian wine, and we’ll all have a tot or three!”

				Shouts of approval rang through the trees, startling some egrets nesting in the high branches. Farin barely had time to leap off the hatch cover before eager hands flung it open and a heavy barrel was hoisted up on deck. In short order they were raising their cups and shouting three cheers to his name.

				≈

				The fire of Akrotia waned. Edan felt it throughout his innumerable chambers and corridors, from the tips his soaring towers to the inverted pinnacles of his underwater spires. The well of power inherent to the enchanted structure, untapped for a millennium, had fueled the vast energies required to set the city aflame, to cleanse it of the detritus of centuries, and to purge the hated seawater. Now he used that power to move the ancient floating city northward, fortified by the heat of the sun, but the surrounding sea dampened his fire and progress was slow. He hoarded his strength, sealed his doors, and let his lower reaches cool. And he tried to ignore the chill of fear, the dread of the surrounding sea that gnawed at him.

				The other fire within him, the hatred and madness, helped burn away that fear. He let the rage smolder: rage at the seamage; at Feldrin Brelak; at her traitorous brother Tim and her worthless fop of a father, everyone...A confusion of memories, fused and distorted, impossible to separate. Some were his, some were not, but he could not always distinguish between the two. He felt as if his new self, their joined minds, burned as brightly as his new body that was Akrotia. He burned with an all-consuming madness; every moment, every memory, wreathed in flames.

			

			
				Edan conserved his strength as he urged the winds, watching the sun climb to its zenith, then fall to plunge beneath the endless sea, day after day moving ever northward, guided by stars, moon and sun. Strangely, he knew exactly where he was in the wide ocean. A detailed map of the entirety of the world’s oceans was fixed in his mind, and the angles of the celestial bodies told him his position on that map. So he traveled north, toward the seamage’s island, for he knew what else waited for him there.

				Not only revenge, but power.

				Not the seamage’s power, but something deeper, hotter. He could feel warmth ahead, and that sparked a memory of his ascension, the pinnacle of his life. It was fire, deep beneath the earth, calling to him in a siren song. All the fire of the world, his for the taking…


				


			

				Chapter 4

				Dangerous Friends

				“Miss Camilla?”

				Camilla started at the sound of her name, but didn’t turn around. She kept her eye on the silver glint moving slowly underwater toward the center of the bay. It might have been a large tarpon, the moonlight shining off of its silver scales…but it wasn’t. She watched until it finally sunk out of sight where the water was deep, where no moonlight could penetrate, and where no one would ever find it.

				“You’re early,” she whispered. She dabbed the corners of her mouth with a handkerchief and turned around. Tipos stood there, looking beyond her as if trying to see whatever had drawn her attention. At his feet lay a bulging sack, and at his waist hung a newly fashioned war club. Paska hurried up behind him, a stolen cutlass on one hip, little Koybur on the other.

				 “Where be de guards?” the dark woman asked, hitching the sleepy baby up higher.

				“Just get in the boat,” she ordered them.

				“But it still be chained to de dock,” Tipos said.

				“And de guards?” Paska repeated.

				“Never mind the guards. Just get in the boat!” Camilla snapped.

				They stared at her in shock. She had never used such a tone with them before, but she feared that if they didn’t do this quickly, the hysteria that fluttered her stomach would overwhelm her. The power raging like fire in her veins didn’t help, and with it the voice in the back of her mind had become bold.

				Blood…power…take them all!

				She pushed it aside, willed it to silence. Astonishingly, it obeyed.

				“Get the sails ready, but don’t raise them,” she ordered.

				“Sails won’t do us any good anyway, Miss Camilla,” Tipos said, his voice strained, “when dere’s so little wind that a fog’s settlin’ on de wata.” He lifted his bag and stepped past her.

				“Dis fog ain’t right,” she heard Paska whisper as they boarded the boat. “Never foggy here in de middle of de night.”

				Tipos stepped forward to ready the mainsail as Paska tucked little Koybur into the forward bunk. She handed the bagged jib up to him through the forward hatch. He took it without a word and hanked it onto the forestay. By the time she was back at the tiller, he had the sheets run aft to the winches.

			

			
				“Ready when you are, Miss Cammy,” Paska said.

				“Good.” Camilla stepped aboard.

				Paska and Tipos exchanged glances; he shrugged and muttered, “Dis gonna be a short trip, wit’ no wind and chained to de bloody dock.”

				Camilla stood in the cockpit of the little smack and stared down into the water around the piling. The chain was short enough that it could not be lifted up over the top of the foot-thick post, and the lock—an iron padlock as big as Camilla’s hand—was closed through the chain plate of Flothrindel’s aft stay. She couldn’t break the chain, and forcing the boat forward would break the chain plate and dismast the little boat before it broke the piling. But the piling was surrounded by water.

				Camilla had learned with some simple experimentation that she could not coax the sea like Cynthia did. Her power was darker, and the demon within her despised the salty wetness of this world. Hatred and loathing forced the sea to her will, and now she loosed the reins on the demon’s bottomless well of malevolence, and commanded the sea to obey. Water roiled as she grasped the piling in a vice of her power and pulled it away from the dock. Nails screeched free, and the wood of the dock creaked and snapped, the piling tearing away from the planking.

				“Holy Odea!” Tipos muttered, staring at her.

				There was a muffled crack, and the piling tipped over until its top was at the sea’s surface. Camilla eased the sea’s grip on the piling, then pushed the little smack forward. The chain slipped over the top of the piling, and Flothrindel was free. Camilla heaved a breath, fighting against the heady rush of the demon’s power, the seduction to wield it at will.

				“How you doin’ dis?” Paska asked, her wide eyes pale in the darkness. “And what happened to dem guards?”

				“Never mind how, and forget the guards. You were ready to kill this afternoon to get this boat so you could save your kinsmen,” Camilla snapped. She didn’t need their distractions. “Now you have the boat, and you didn’t have to kill anyone. What’s the problem?”

				Paska shared a stunned look with Tipos, then said, “All right, Miss Cammy, you got us de boat. Now, how we gonna go anywhere wit’ no wind? Dem longboats’ll be on us afore we can—”

			

			
				Camilla exerted her will, and the boat surged forward.

				Paska and Tipos started to whisper again but she ignored them, guiding Flothrindel toward the channel. Unfortunately, there were two warships anchored in the bay, and they would have to pass by them to reach safety. Camilla pushed them steadily forward, hoping to slip past unnoticed under cover of the light mist she had created. But she was new to this power, and in propelling the boat forward, she let slip her control over the fog. It began to dissipate.

				“Hey, it’s the smack!” called a voice from high in the closest warship’s rigging. Other voices shouted orders, and an alarm bell clanged.

				Faster! Camilla commanded the sea. Move us faster!

				Flothrindel leapt forward as more shouts rang out. Paska steered toward the harbor mouth, gripping the tiller hard, but by the time they neared the second warship, a full alarm had been raised. A row of archers stood at the rail, and the ballista crews were cranking furiously at their weapons.

				“Dis ain’t gonna be pretty,” Tipos said as they drew within range.

				“Get down!” Camilla snapped, and the two natives flung themselves to the floor of the cockpit.

				Camilla concentrated on the interface between sea and air, and let the demon’s power flow. In the span of a heartbeat, the air became so thick with moisture that she could barely breathe. Fog rose from the water, obscuring the warship and eliciting an entirely new cacophony of cries and alarms. Camilla stood in the cockpit, her pale hands clutching the hatch coaming until her nails bit into the wood.

				“Miss Cammy, you should be gettin’ down, too!” Paska suggested.

				But she couldn’t get down, not and control both sea and mist. Though she couldn’t see the warship, lookouts in her rigging could evidently see Flothrindel’s mast above the fog, and were relaying bearings to the deck. Then she heard the order.

				“Starboard battery and archers, ready!”

				Camilla lashed at the sea with the demon’s rage. A wave surged up from nowhere to pound against the warship’s hull, just as she heard the voice shout, “Fire all!”

				With a sound like ripping cloth, she felt the breeze of a hail of arrows and ballista bolts tearing through the fog overhead. Her wave had ruined their aim, but a few arrows thunked solidly into the wooden boat. Camilla jerked as something slammed into her side, snapping her concentration. Immediately, the boat began to slow.

			

			
				“Miss Cammy!” Paska reached forward to help her, but Camilla waved her back.

				“Stay quiet and steer the boat!” she hissed. Camilla looked down. An arrow stood out from her side, just under her arm. Her vision swam as shock and pain washed over her. I can’t faint! she thought in a panic. They’ll catch us and hang us!

				Bloodcurdling demonic laughter welled up in her mind. The pain vanished, and her head cleared. She reached down and jerked the arrow free, the stench of her own vile blood acrid in her nostrils as she cast the shaft overboard. She concentrated and Flothrindel surged forward again.

				“How did you—”

				“Quiet!” she hissed, glaring down at Tipos. The sudden desire to rip his throat out and feast on his blood surged up in her, but she beat it down. “They’re aiming by sound!”

				Another bellow of “Fire all!” rang out, but they had misjudged Flothrindel’s speed, and all but one arrow splashed harmlessly in their wake. Camilla could hear sounds of pursuit, shouts and splashes as the warship’s longboats were launched, then the piercing three-note bleat of a horn. She cursed the sea until they flew forward at breakneck speed.

				“I can’t see to steer!” Paska whispered urgently. “Dis bloody fog too t’ick!”

				“You’re doing fine, Paska.” Camilla could feel the gap in the mangroves ahead through the water. “Just come to port a bit. We’ll be out of the fog in just a moment.”

				“How you doin’ dis?” Paska asked.

				“I’ll tell you later!” Camilla snapped, clapping down on another surge of hunger. “Right now we have to get out of here alive, so if you don’t mind, steer left.”

				Paska complied, and the smack surged through the gap in the mangroves. They were in the channel. The fog thinned, then cleared entirely. She could still hear shouts and alarms from far behind, but for now they were safe. Paska steered silently through the towering mangroves.

			

			
				“Nobody behind us yet,” Tipos said, exchanging another worried glance with Paska. “We gonna find quite a welcome outside de cut, though, wit’ all dem alarm horns an’ such.”

				 “They won’t see us with the fog,” Camilla assured her companions.

				“What fog?” Paska asked.

				The exit of the mangrove channel loomed before them, starlight glittering on the lagoon in an ironically beautiful display, considering what she had just done. A light breeze fluttered Flothrindel’s high pennant; with any luck, they would have enough wind to sail by the time they reached the outer reef. As they emerged, Camilla concentrated again, and a thick mist formed just beyond the outer reef, shrouding the armada in a ghostly veil.

				“That fog,” she said. But the alarm horns had done their job; before the fog thickened, she saw lights bobbing along the decks of the ships. Ignoring Tipos and Paska’s muttered whispers, Camilla focused her waning energy. With every effort, her hunger grew stronger and harder to suppress. “Set the sails, Tipos,” she ordered. It would be easier if she didn’t have to propel the boat.

				Canvas cracked and filled as he hauled on halyards and Paska managed the sheets. Tipos returned to the cockpit and trimmed the sails, and Camilla eased her effort. They slowed, but they were sailing. Above the roar of surf, she could still hear the shouts and calls from the ships ahead, but the light from their lanterns was now only a diffused glow in the bank of mist.

				“Where we goin’, Miss Cammy?” Paska asked, her voice low and guarded.

				“South.” She looked back at them, and cringed at the fear in their faces. “We’re going to find our friends, Paska. We’re going to save them.”

				“We are?” she asked, glancing at Tipos. “How we gonna do dat?”

				“Just steer us close to the reef, Paska. The ships won’t venture close in this fog, and we can use the sound of the surf to guide us.”

				Paska turned Flothrindel south as they cleared the reef and entered the mists, and Tipos trimmed the sails. On their right the shouts of alarm and constant ringing of bells sounded as the ships tried to avoid colliding in the fog, while on their left surf roared against the reef. Eventually, they slipped free of the fog, the mists like a wall behind them, and the sounds of alarms and men faded.

			

			
				The salty breeze of their passage cooled Camilla’s face. She breathed deep, relaxing her stranglehold on the sea. Her plan had worked. Her power had proven reliable, though the thought of what she had done to earn it hung upon her soul like an anchor dragging her down to the hells.

				“So, Miss Cammy,” Paska asked hesitantly, “you a seamage too, now?”

				The question brought Camilla up short. Deep in her mind, the voice laughed.

				“No, Paska,” she said in a sad, quiet voice. “I’m just about as far from a seamage as you can be.”

				“Okay,” Tipos said carefully as he stared at Camilla. “Den how in de Nine Hells you be doin’ all dat?”

				Camilla looked once more at the fear on their faces, and despair welled up in her. Because I’m a monster, was the answer, but she couldn’t tell them. Not yet.

				“I’ll tell you in the morning. Right now I need to rest.” She looked aft toward the receding shadow of Plume Isle, then down into the cabin. “Paska, please fetch little Koybur and keep him here in the cockpit with you.”

				“Why?” the woman asked. “He don’t take up much room. You can sleep down dere next to him.”

				“No!” Camilla’s voice was sharp to her own ears, but she could allow no room for temptation. The voice was already calling out to her to feed, to replenish her power. That she would not do. “Go get him. Then close and bolt the cabin door behind me.” A simple hatch wouldn’t hold her back, but it might dampen the sound of their heartbeats.

				Paska gave the tiller to Tipos and edged past Camilla into the cabin, emerging a few moments later with her sleeping child clutched to her breast. Camilla went below and listened as her friends locked her inside, then lay on the cabin sole and tried to ignore the ravenous voice that whispered in her mind.

				≈

				Emil Norris woke to the piercing horn call of alarm, distant shouts, and an empty bed.

				“Camilla?” he called, before he remembered that she had not graced his bed for the last two nights. Fumbling to light the lamp, he finally managed to strike the match. Light flared as the wick caught, and he saw a note on the pillow beside his. Ignoring the distant cries of alarm, he snatched it up. His hands began to tremble as he read.

			

			
				Dearest Emil,

				I regret more than you can know the necessity of my departure. For your safety, and that of all whom I love, I must leave. Something happened to me in Hydra’s lair that I don’t fully understand. An evil possesses me, and it is dangerous beyond reckoning. I fear it will soon overpower my own will. I could not live if I ever harmed you or Tim.

				I killed the soldiers. Tell Joslan, so he will stop his hunt for the killer. I have also taken Flothrindel, and forced Paska and Tipos to help me escape. Please don’t let them be held accountable for my actions.

				I seek to free those taken by the cannibals, and will remain among them. There, at least, the beast within me can feed and serve a noble, if not good, purpose.

				If you truly love me, do not come after me. I am no longer Camilla. I am tainted by evil, and will only do you harm. I must flee now, before I murder the only man I ever truly loved.

				With all the love that remains within me, I bid you farewell.

				Camilla

				“No,” he whispered as he reread the note. “No!”

				The shouts of alarm penetrated the fog that enveloped his mind, and unadulterated panic struck. Were they after Camilla? This must be a mistake! Knowing only that he had to find her and help her, he scrambled out of bed, threw on his robe, shoved the note into the pocket, and fled the room.

				His mind spinning, he followed the bellow of a familiar voice: Admiral Joslan. He had hundreds of marines in his charge; surely the man could help him find Camilla. The corridors and stairs of the keep swept past him in a blur, but he somehow managed to find the entrance hall. He stumbled down the steps to the beach, into the confusion of eerie shadows cast by wavering torches, and the bellowed commands of Admiral Joslan. Norris sprinted the last few yards and grabbed the admiral’s arm, hauling him around by sheer hysterical force.

			

			
				“Admiral! Have you seen Camilla?”

				“What?” The admiral’s face was red with rage and the effort of shouting orders. “What do you mean, man? Has she gone missing as well? Those damn murdering thieves. I’ll see them all dancing from a yardarm!”

				Emil jammed a hand in his pocket to retrieve the letter. “I—”

				The letter! he thought, the memory of her words like a slap in the face. I killed the soldiers, Camilla had written. If the admiral saw her admission of murder on that damning page…No, he could not confide in Admiral Joslan. He caught his breath and answered the admiral’s question. “Yes. She was gone when the alarm woke me. What has happened?”

				“The natives have stolen the smack, and two of my marines are missing.” He paused and looked about warily, his eyes squinting as if he could pierce the darkness. “There is magic afoot here, Count. The dock was nearly pulled apart, and a fog came up from nowhere to cover the culprits’ flight. They may have taken Lady Camilla as a hostage. We’ll know more when we’ve rounded up and questioned the natives. Now, if you please, I’m busy.”

				He turned away, and for once, Emil was thankful for the admiral’s brusque manner. The man had immediately formed his own conclusions about Camilla’s absence without the need for any falsehoods on Emil’s part. For now, he would let Joslan presume that Camilla had been taken hostage. Norris had a more reliable source of help.

				As if some benevolent god had heard him, he felt a firm but gentle grip on his arm.

				“Milord?” Huffington said quietly. “What’s happened, sir?”

				“It’s Camilla. She—” Emil stopped as a troop of marines ran by. Fool! he chastised himself. This was no place to discuss this out loud. He took a deep breath and forced his mind back onto the rational pathways that had guided him in his diplomatic career. He turned back to Huffington and grasped the man’s arm like a lifeline. “Come with me. We need to talk.”

				≈

				“Milord, this is…most extraordinary.” Huffington placed the crumpled note back on the table and stared at the count. Norris’ composure had cracked once they entered his private quarters. Now he paced the room like a caged animal, biting his nails and staring into the shadows as if some threat lurked there. After reading the letter, Huffington understood why. If he had slept with a woman possessed by such evil, he’d be paranoid, too. “If it is true, I’m not sure how we can help her.”

			

			
				“I know it seems incredible, Huffington. I can’t imagine how or why she would kill those men, but if she didn’t, why confess to me, then flee?” He turned and stopped at the balcony, clenching his fists and staring into the night. “If only she’d said something…”

				A knock at the door startled both men. Huffington glanced at Norris, and the count shook his head; he expected no visitors. Norris strode to the door, and Huffington rested a hand upon the dagger beneath his waistcoat.

				“Who is it?”

				“It’s Tim, Father. Can I come in?”

				Norris flung the door open and said, “Gods of Light, Tim, I should have called for you earlier. You’ve heard the news, no doubt.”

				Tim entered. The boy seemed to have matured a great deal in the last few weeks. The count had proudly related his son’s bravery and resourcefulness during the cannibal attack, and in finding and confronting the pirate, Parek. What the count probably hadn’t noticed—and undoubtedly wouldn’t approve of—was that Tim now carried a hidden dagger, the sheath tied to his calf beneath his pant leg. The bulge was subtle, but had caught Huffington’s trained eye. Tim noticed Huffington’s attention and nodded to him, shifting in discomfort at the scrutiny.

				“I’ve heard a lot of things in the last half hour, Father, and most of it doesn’t make sense at all. The imperials are saying that Paska and Tipos killed two marines, stole Flothrindel, and took Miss Cammy hostage.” The boy bit his lip again and shook his head. “I’ve known them for two years, Father. Paska and Tipos would never have done that.”

				“They didn’t, Tim.” Norris nodded to Huffington. “Show him the note.”

				Huffington retrieved the wrinkled paper and Tim took it. He watched the boy’s eyes widen as he read. When he had finished, Tim handed the note back, slowly nodding his head, his lips pursed in consternation. Not the reaction Huffington had expected. Tim’s next words surprised him even more.

			

			
				“This explains everything, Father.”

				“It does?” Norris’ voice cracked on the question.

				“It’s Hydra,” the boy said, staring first at his father, then at Huffington. “Don’t you see? Somehow the demon survived, and it’s possessed Camilla!”

				“Demon?” Huffington asked. “What demon?”

				“You’ve heard the stories about Bloodwind’s sorceress, Hydra?” Tim asked. They both nodded, having heard many rumors about the pirate captain and his vile creature. “Well, she wasn’t really a sorceress, but a witch. I mean a real witch, with a demon inside her that gave her magic. In the end, it killed her. Then Bloodwind and his pirates hacked it to bits and tossed it into the sea.”

				“Where did you hear this, Tim?” Norris interrupted, skepticism plain in his voice.

				“From Mistress Flaxal and Miss Cammy, Father. They were both there when it happened.” The incredulous look on the count’s face would have been humorous, Huffington thought, if not for the gravity of the subject. Tim continued, “Don’t you see, the demon must have survived somehow, then possessed Miss Cammy when she was down in Hydra’s lair. She says right in her letter that she was possessed by something. It explains what happened to the soldiers! She must have fed on them.”

				“Fed on them?” Norris’ tone was flat, bordering on anger now. It looked like he was about to chastise Tim for having a wild imagination.

				“Tim,” Huffington interceded. “The marine I saw had not been eaten.”

				“No, not totally eaten,” Tim corrected. “Bloodwind’s witch used to drink blood for her magic. That’s why the demon killed her; she couldn’t get any more blood. I never saw it, but lots of the pirates talked about it. They said her mouth went all toothy and she’d rip a man’s throat out just like that!” Tim snapped his fingers, and Huffington watched Norris’ face go pale. He swiftly eased his master into a chair. “I’m sorry, Father, I…” Norris waved him away, staring into empty space for a moment, obviously overwhelmed.

				Huffington remembered the strange wound in the marine’s throat and suppressed a shiver. He also recalled the small, feminine footprint they had found; it had never crossed his mind to compare it to Camilla’s foot. “And the magic?” he asked.

			

			
				Tim’s voice was subdued as he answered. “Hydra could move water around and conjure fog, but she needed…blood to do her magic.” The boy’s last words had trailed off to a bare whisper, as if only now did he consider that it was his beloved Miss Cammy who had done these horrible deeds.

				“If he’s right, milord, it would explain much.” Huffington had seen magic, and he had seen ordinary men do worse than cut a man’s throat. It didn’t take a big leap of faith for him to believe that a demon was responsible for the mayhem here.

				“But a demon…” Norris looked ill, and he swallowed hard. Huffington watched him and knew he was trying to wrap his mind around the concept of Camilla being a blood-drinking, demon-possessed monster.

				“Milord.” He placed his hand on his master’s shoulder and tried to explain. “It wasn’t Miss Camilla who killed these men. It was the demon.” Norris looked up at him and opened his mouth, but Huffington continued. “That she retained enough of herself to write this letter, to flee before the demon took complete control of her, shows the battle she was fighting within herself. She knew she had to get away before she lost control.”

				Norris closed his mouth and Huffington watched his jaw muscles clench. “All right. How do we…I mean…Tim, do you know if there is any way to exorcise this demon?”

				“No, I…” The boy shrugged and turned away, but not before Huffington saw the glint of tears in his eyes.

				“A priest might help,” the secretary suggested, “but I don’t know where we’d find one out here.”

				“The natives have shamans,” Tim said, turning back with some hope in his eyes. “Are they like priests?”

				Huffington shrugged. “I don’t know, but it’s certainly an option. Though there’s the matter of making her sit still long enough for an exorcism. She’d likely kill someone first.”

				“Camilla would never hurt us,” Norris said resolutely.

				“Camilla might not hurt you,” Huffington said gently, “but from her letter, she expects the demon’s will to overpower her soon. The longer she’s possessed, the more she’s Hydra and the less she’s Camilla, I think.”

				Norris put his face in his hands. Tim knelt next to him and put an arm around his father’s shoulders. They both looked miserable. Norris looked up at him and heaved a ragged breath.

			

			
				“The admiral has refused to provide a ship to rescue those captured by the cannibals, and I don’t see him changing his mind for three more people. But I can’t just abandon Camilla to a demon without trying something!”

				The strain in the count’s voice was clear; the man was near the breaking point. Huffington wracked his brain for an idea, some kind of plan that might help.

				“Milord,” Huffington said, “you must petition the admiral for a ship. I know he wouldn’t give one to the natives to save their kin, and refused you when you thought Camilla had been kidnapped by pirates, but you’re the emperor’s representative. And, well, the admiral now knows Miss Camilla and seems to think highly of her. If he says no, then we’ll have to consider another plan.”

				Norris raised his head; it seemed that the suggestion had struck a chord. It was better to do something—anything—than to sit around feeling helpless. The count squared his shoulders, and Huffington could see him summoning the same deep resolve that had gotten him through other hard times.

				“You’re right, Huffington; I will petition the admiral for a ship. He’s got to give us one!” Norris picked up Camilla’s letter and folded it small, then carefully secreted it in the pocket of his robe. “No one must know the contents of this letter. If Joslan finds it, instead of searching for Camilla, they’ll be hunting her down.”

				“But they’ll think Paska and Tipos are murderers,” Tim reminded his father, “and they’re not.”

				“And there’s nothing we can do to change that right now, Tim, but—”

				A loud knock at the door silenced the count, and they all looked to one another. Huffington shrugged; there was no way to tell who stood on the other side of that door, or how much they had heard. Norris nodded to the door and Huffington opened it carefully, one hand resting on the blade beneath his waistcoat. A single marine stood there, breathing hard from his recent climb up the stairs.

				“Sorry to disturb you, milord,” he said, with a half salute, “but Master Upton sent me.”

				“What does Master Upton want of me?” Norris snapped, irritation plain in his voice.

			

			
				“Your pardon, milord, but he didn’t call for you. He sent me up to fetch Mister Huffington down to the beach.”

				“Milord?” Huffington said, turning to Norris with a covert look of caution.

				“Oh, very well! But remind the good Master Upton that you are under my employ, not his.”

				“Very good, milord.” Huffington nodded and joined the marine, silently concerned that the good Master Upton was far too inquisitive for anyone’s good.

				≈

				Gossamer-smoke wings beat the torrid air as Flicker swooped and swerved through Akrotia’s winding air ducts. She flew toward the chamber of light and fire where Edan and the crazy girl were caught in the little crystal house. For the first time in her memory, she was alone. And though sprites’ memories were significantly shorter than their very long lives, it was still a long time, and she was lonely. So once again she returned to this place, where her master stood like a statue of crystal—unmoving, unthinking, but not quite dead.

				At least it was warm here.

				She emerged from the vent tube into the Chamber of Life. Despite her master’s presence and the heat, she didn’t like this place, remembering the rising water and the panic all too clearly. However, she also remembered Mouse here, how he had saved her life. And later, when she had dampened her fire and kissed him.

				She remembered that a lot. And when she did, she was even more lonely.

				Flicker fluttered to Edan’s crystalline prison. She hovered there, peering through the mottled barrier. Inside, Edan stood frozen in place, a million tiny crystals bristling from his flesh. And beside him, actually clutching and kissing him, stood the crazy girl who had caused all Flicker’s pain.

				Flicker glared at the girl. If not for her, it all would have worked out. Flicker would have had both her master and Mouse. Stupid crazy girl! The sprite clung to the crystalline wall and pounded her tiny fist against it to no avail. Neither of them ever moved; they never blinked, never even knew she was there. Flicker was alone.

				If only Mouse was here, she thought, remembering their kiss again. If he was here, she would dampen her fire, and who knew what might happen…


				


			

			

			
				Chapter 5

				Deceptions

				A cordon of marines stood in the dim pre-dawn light, glaring at anyone venturing near the shipyard. This included Huffington, as he followed his escort down the beach to answer Master Upton’s summons. A marine sergeant announced him, and the spymaster rose from where he knelt examining something in the sand at the head of the dock, lantern in hand.

				“Ah, yes. Mister Huffington! Thank you for coming.” He brushed off his knees and beckoned. “Please come here, and be careful to avoid the stakes I’ve placed. I’ve managed to secure the area before all the evidence has been trodden on, but I require your assistance.”

				“Evidence, sir?” Huffington joined him, carefully avoiding the stakes. “What sort of evidence?”

				“Well, there are a number of reasonably clear footprints in the sand here at the head of the dock, and two or three sandy ones on the dock itself. Most are obviously from the marines who have patrolled the area. These here are fresh and unshod, and probably belong to the two natives who were reported missing, the ones who have been pestering the admiral for Flothrindel. This print over here,” he pointed to the one he had just been inspecting, “apparently belongs to the lady Camilla, who wore soft-soled slippers. If, as you surmised with the previous murder, the culprits are cannibals who remained on the island, we would expect to find their prints as well.” He looked around and frowned. “But, as yet, I have only found three prints other than those of the guards.” Upton stopped at the first sandy boards of the dock, and turned to him. “How is the count, by the way? I understand he took the abduction of Lady Camilla rather hard.”

				“He’s completely beside himself, sir,” Huffington said, watching Upton make notes in a leather-bound journal. “And his son’s not much better. Poor lad’s in tears half the time, and the count’s not far from it.”

				“Her abduction came as a surprise to everyone.” Upton stepped onto the dock to follow the prints, and pointed out the single sandy outline of a small slipper-clad foot. A light dew had settled on the sandy beach, and the fine black granules had apparently clung to Camilla’s shoes. The print was quite clear. “I was under the impression that she was quite friendly with the native population; she had argued their case to the admiral.”

			

			
				“She was,” Huffington agreed, trying to think of a way to change the subject. “There’s no sign of the missing marines?” he asked, looking down the empty pier. “No blood this time?”

				“No, and no bodies, either. And there is the question of how they broke away from the dock.” The spymaster sighed and stood. “And a miraculous fog sprang up from nowhere to obscure the smack as it sped past the anchored ships without aid of sails or oars. There are far more questions than answers here.” They walked slowly down the dock as the sky lightened overhead. Upton examined each board under lamplight.

				“If cannibals were involved, it would explain the missing bodies, but the rest…” They arrived at the end of the dock. The planks were askew, their nails bent and sticking out like skeletal fingers. The corner piling was ripped free and lay over until its top was barely above the water. “The natives have no mages or shamans among them.”

				“You know that for a fact, Mister Huffington?” Upton seemed surprised.

				“Not for a fact, sir, but if they had, the pirate attack would have gone quite differently, don’t you think?” He knelt to examine the pier, grateful that the crux of the discussion had changed. “The light, if you please, sir. Thank you.” He shone the lantern down into the crystalline water, but it revealed little.

				“Illuminate the piling,” Upton ordered, leaning forward. Huffington complied. “Yes, as I suspected, there are no marks from the chain that bound the boat to the dock. The piling was pulled over, but not with the chain. Curious.”

				“Why, sir?” Huffington stood, handing the lantern back to the spymaster.

				“Because the evidence here, and the reports of the witnesses, suggest magical manipulation of the sea itself.” He looked at Huffington with a scowl on his weasely features. “Almost as if a seamage were the culprit.”

				“You think Cynthia Flaxal did this?” Huffington gaped at him with unfeigned surprise. “But she’s—”

				“She is supposed to be on some quest far to the south, yes.” Upton quirked an eyebrow. “But is she?”

			

			
				“That would certainly explain how the dock was damaged and how the boat was stolen, but why would she kidnap Tipos, Paska, and Camilla?”

				“Not kidnap, Mister Huffington, but rescue.”

				“But why be so subtle, sir?” He shrugged, following Upton as the spymaster strolled back up the dock. “From what I’ve heard of her powers, she could have sunk every ship in the fleet last night.”

				“True, but Count Norris has expounded on her regret for the previous loss of life when the Fire Drake and Clairissa were destroyed. Perhaps she sought to rescue her friends and vanish without confrontation.”

				“Or there were cannibals on the island, and they had a shaman among them,” Huffington suggested. “That would explain both crimes.”

				Upton stopped at the sandy footprints and turned to him. “The only thing the previous murder has in common with this occurrence is the location. All other details are dissimilar. I think the two may be completely unrelated.”

				Huffington remained silent, refraining from looking down at Camilla’s clear footprint. If Upton thought the two instances were unrelated, maybe he wouldn’t make the connection between the previous bloody print and this sandy one. But if he did…

				“And if Cynthia Flaxal has returned, Mister Huffington, you may want to consider your next move.”

				“My next move?” He squinted at Upton, realizing suddenly what the spymaster was getting at. You manipulative bastard, he thought, keeping his face neutral. “Let me assure you, Master Upton; I am quite prepared to do what is necessary when the time comes.”

				“I hope so, Mister Huffington. But keep in mind that if you do not, I will.” The spymaster looked away, scanning the beach first, then the brightening sky. “I believe there is enough light to examine the beach in detail now. If you attend to that, marking anything you find, I’ll make sketches of these prints.”

				“Very well, sir.” Huffington stepped over the prints, resisting the urge to feign a stumble and smear Camilla’s with his shoe.

				He began walking the cordoned area in careful transects, marking anything that looked interesting. He looked back at Upton often, and was finally dismayed when he saw the spymaster retrieve another bit of parchment from his bag and place it flat beside the print on the dock.

			

			
				≈

				“I implore you, Admiral,” Count Norris repeated yet again, struggling to maintain control of his emotions. “This is Lady Camilla, not anonymous natives. You know her! You must do something or you condemn her to a fate worse than death!”

				“You’ll forgive me if I tire of this, Count Norris, but it seems that all you do is implore me to do one thing or another, each more urgent than the last.” The admiral gulped his blackbrew and slammed the tiny porcelain cup down into its saucer. His steward flinched, but the cup was intact, so he obediently refilled it. “I have lost three soldiers to those murdering natives! I want their necks in a noose more than I wanted my first commission, but first I intend to fulfill my duty to His Majesty. I suggest you do the same.”

				“Your duty, Admiral?” Norris scoffed. “Your duty is to the empire of Tsing. Lady Camilla and every one of these natives are citizens of that empire, and as such, deserve your protection. You command fifteen ships here and seven thousand men. What difference if you meet the seamage with fourteen ships and six thousand eight hundred men?”

				“The difference, Milord Count, is that my foremost duty to His Majesty at this moment is to bring the seamage to justice, not rescue a damsel in distress.” The admiral glared with a vengeance and ignored his brimming cup of blackbrew. “I will not relinquish a ship of any sort for your disposal, Count Norris, and that is final. Now, please leave me to the arduous duty of writing letters of condolence to the families of my slain soldiers, yet another duty that I take very seriously.”

				“As you should, Admiral Joslan,” Norris said tightly, though he could not resist one last jibe, “but do not forget that those of His Majesty’s subjects who have no loved ones to mourn them, nor officers to send such letters, deserve no less respect.”

				Before Joslan could say another word, Emil Norris spun on his heel and strode from the room, his heart heavy in his chest. He had tried and failed, and Camilla would suffer the consequences.

				≈

				“There’s yer marker, Capt’n!” Kori said, handing the spyglass back to Parek. “Right around the point there, just like I told ya.”

				“Just like you told me.” Parek raised the glass and watched the small red marker buoy grow nearer. He didn’t like this; he was unfamiliar with these waters and had never heard of this mysterious hidden harbor that wasn’t on any of his charts. “What did you say this fellow’s name was, Kori?”

			

			
				“Gillian, or some such. I don’t rightly remember.”

				“And there’s no town here, just a shipyard.” Parek snapped the glass closed and shoved it into his pocket. He could see the marker with his naked eye now, but that didn’t make him any happier, it just meant that he was closer to this unknown harbor. “You’ll forgive me if I find this all a bit hard to swallow, Kori, but why in the Nine Hells would a shipwright build a shipyard out in the middle of nowhere? There aren’t even any roads along this coast; the mountains are too steep. The trade route’s twenty leagues inland.”

				“Word is the feller don’t care much fer money, just likes to be left alone to build his ships. Thinks himself some kinda artist.”

				“An artist? Hmph.” Parek scanned the steep rocks and dense woods of the unforgiving shoreline and frowned. “Very well, Kori, furl the main, fore-stays’l and fore-course, and reef tops’ls. I want topsails, jib and spanker only; the winds will be finicky under this high shore. Bring her two points to starboard and come inshore slow. Put a man in the forechains with a lead line, and bring up my charts and hand compass; I want to mark the soundings in case we need to beat a hasty retreat.”

				“Aye, sir!”

				The pirate crew knew their duties, and in short order the Cutthroat was creeping inshore at barely two knots. The man forward called out soundings at regular intervals, immediately followed by Kori with compass bearings to the headlands to their north and south.

				“By the deep, nine fathoms! Bottom is broken shale.”

				“Griffin Rock, twenty-six degrees. Bird Point, seventy-five degrees.” Kori called from his vantage amidships.

				Parek scrawled notes onto a scrap of parchment and drew the bearing lines on the chart, then marked the depth where the lines crossed. The chart clearly showed an unbroken coastline here, but as they approached and rounded the headland, a gap and another channel marker became visible in the rocky shore.

				“I’ll be damned,” Parek muttered. Just like at Plume Isle, the entrance was impossible to find if you didn’t know what to look for. When the outer marker was a stone’s throw off their starboard bow, Parek straightened up, rolling his shoulders to alleviate the kinks imposed by crouching over the chart, and stowed his navigation tools.

			

			
				“Close enough! Bring her upwind and furl as she luffs. Drop anchor as she loses headway.” He turned to Kori. “We’ll take a launch in to talk with the locals, and mark soundings in the channel on the way back. I won’t risk the ship in such tight quarters until I know I’ve got enough room to bring her about and pay off to deep water if we have trouble.”

				“Aye, sir!” Kori relayed the orders, and in no time a launch with six armed sailors lay alongside Cutthroat, ready to ferry Parek ashore.

				“Keep an eye peeled, Kori,” he ordered as he stepped onto the boarding ladder. “Be ready in case we have to leave in a hurry.”

				“Aye, sir. We’ll be ready.”

				Parek took the tiller and ordered his crew to stretch out their oars. Soon they were plowing through the passage between the close-set rocky headlands. Here, in the lee of the high shore, the trade winds flagged, and only a lazy ocean swell disturbed the water. If things went well with the locals, and they stopped here to refit Cutthroat, they would have to haul the ship in with launches.

				The channel emerged into a tiny harbor; two, maybe three small ships might anchor here. Presently, it was empty save for a couple of pretty little smacks tied to the quay wall. The shipyard itself, however, left Parek gaping in awe. Two stone piers, each long enough to dock a three-masted galleon, jutted out from the shore. Between them, the shore sloped into the water, and two ship-hauling cradles rested on massive iron wheels, the smaller of the two more than adequate to haul Cutthroat. Behind the cradles loomed a huge lofting shed, its doors open and a partially finished hull visible within.

				Farther down the shore, away from the noise and mess inherent to a shipyard, a flat stone avenue was lined with six tidy buildings, each as large as an inn, with ground floors made of cut stone and wood, plaster façades above, gleaming windows, and gardens. A wooden dock projected from the shore here, and it was obvious by the gathering crowd that their approach had been noted.

				Parek steered them toward the dock, warily gauging the crowd. There were perhaps fifteen men, women and what he had assumed to be children, but soon realized were dwarves. Another dozen or so stood about the various buildings. Nobody seemed particularly agitated, fearful or wary, and none of them appeared to be armed. A figure with long, flaxen hair stood in the fore, and hailed them as the launch approached.

			

			
				“Good afternoon, sir!”

				Parek suddenly realized that it was a woman, albeit surpassingly tall, dressed in a plain tunic and leggings, and bereft of any feminine figure. But she smiled pleasantly at him, seemingly unsurprised at this impromptu visit. “I am Rella, mistress of the shipyard of Kloetesh Ghelfan, nautical architect and shipwright.”

				“Captain Johns Torek at your service, ma’am,” he said as the launch drifted to the dock. Kloetesh Ghelfan, he thought, where do I know that name? He accepted her hand; it was slim but strong, her fingers calloused. Once he stood beside her on the dock, he realized that she had the fine high cheekbones denoting elvish blood. His memory clicked; Ghelfan was the name of the half-elf shipwright that Bloodwind had captured with the seamage two years ago. According to Sam, Ghelfan now worked for the sea witch. He suppressed a sneer at this lovely irony.

				“Your yard was recommended to me by Mistress Cynthia Flaxal, Seamage of the Shattered Isles,” he lied easily, all the pieces fitting together in his mind in the span of a breath. “Or rather, Mistress Flaxal’s confidant, Camilla. We stopped at Plume Isle hoping to contract for the refit with the renowned Master Ghelfan, but both he and the seamage were away, so Lady Camilla referred us here.”

				Rella’s warm smile faded. “We generally do not contract for refits. Our specialty is new construction.”

				Parek maintained his smile, but his mind raced. This place was perfect for his purposes. He preferred to keep this transaction peaceful, but had no qualms about resorting to violence and coercion if necessary.

				“Lady Camilla did mention that, but she seemed to think that you would undertake the task as a special favor to a friend of the seamage. And let me assure you,” Parek gestured to his crew, and one handed up a small coffer, “we are well able to pay for your services.” He flipped the latch and opened the box.

				“Oh!” Rella’s almond-shaped eyes widened at the sight of the gold in the coffer, though it was only a fraction of the treasure Parek had stolen from the seamage’s keep. Several of the folk behind Rella muttered with pleased surprise. “We are not particularly busy at this time, and as Master Ghelfan holds the seamage in the highest regard, he would not begrudge us taking the time to assist a friend of Cynthia Flaxal. What sort of refit did you have in mind?”

			

			
				“Our ship, the Lady Belle, is rigged for close-wind sailing in the light airs of the Sand Coast, but we are traveling north to Tsing to sell off our cargo, and want to re-rig her for the Northern Reaches.” He’d worked these details out on their way north, and had even had the crew mount a new name placard on Cutthroat’s transom. “We’ll need to reduce the rake of her masts, perhaps respar her mainmast and reduce the size of her spanker, shorten the yards, and lengthen her sprit for a third jib. Also some cosmetic work: caulking, a new taffrail, a bit of brightwork, and new paint on her topsides. Conducting trade between Marathia and Fornice is a risky venture, especially in these times of unrest. We fought off pirates more than once, and both ship and crew bear the scars of it. Though there’s nothing I can do about the crew,” he chuckled, and his men laughed along with him, “I would like to pretty up the ship. It might be a bit of a challenge, but nothing you’re not capable of, certainly.”

				“Certainly,” she agreed with quiet pride. She exchanged looks with several of the people behind her, nodding in response to their eager grins. “Well, I do not see why we cannot accommodate you. I will provide a pilot to help you navigate the channel, Captain Torek. Once we assess the work needed, we will draw up a contract.” She extended her hand and he took it with a smile.

				“Excellent! Lady Belle is rather heavily laden, the proceeds of almost three years trading between Marathia and Fornice. So we may need to off-load before you haul her.”

				“Of course. We shall make her new again, Captain Torek.” Rella motioned to one of the people behind her, a swarthy man with narrow shoulders and a hooked nose. “Brycen here will help you bring your ship in.”

				“Excellent, excellent!” Parek smiled genuinely, handing the coffer back down into the launch and helping the man aboard. “I daresay the Gods of Light are smiling on us today, ay, lads?”

				His men smiled and laughed, greeting the pilot as an old friend. Parek boarded the launch and took his place at the tiller, thinking, This is going to work out just fine.

				≈

				Upton entered the keep, paused to mop his brow with a sodden handkerchief, then headed for the stairs. There was no point in putting this off; the sooner he searched the lady Camilla’s quarters, the sooner he could confirm or refute his suspicions. His interviews with the witnesses had corroborated one fact; the lady had stood in the cockpit of the smack as it sailed past the warships. No one had seen any means of restraint. That, and the fact that the sandy print on the dock was a very close match to the sketch of the bloody footprint from the first murder, had seeded the suspicion that she was not a simple bystander in either occurrence. He didn’t know what he might find in the lady’s rooms that might support or refute that suspicion, but a pair of shoes would help. Steps before the first landing, he met Huffington descending. The man bore his valise, as usual, and seemed in a hurry, but a thought occurred to Upton and he raised a hand to forestall him.

			

			
				“Mister Huffington, I want to thank you again for your aid this morning, and have a word, if I may.”

				“If it’s urgent, sir. I’m on an errand for my master, and I dare not delay long.”

				“And how is the count bearing up?”

				“Poorly, sir. Admiral Joslan has refused any sort of aid, and he’s in a state of deep despair.”

				“Yes, the admiral can be quite bullheaded.” He chose his next words carefully. “He must love the lady very much.”

				“He does, sir.” Huffington stared at him, obviously impatient to be about his business.

				“I know little about Miss Camilla. She was a captive of Captain Bloodwind for some years, correct?”

				“I know Miss Camilla only through her association with Count Norris.” The secretary’s expression turned thoughtful. “It’s rumored that she went through a very rough time as Bloodwind’s captive. I was told by a reliable source that the pirate wished to wed her.”

				“Wed her? Really?” This was news to Upton. “And her current loyalties?”

				“She is utterly faithful to Cynthia Flaxal, from what I understand.” Huffington’s countenance closed, and Upton knew the man suspected the spymaster’s suspicions. “She was ill-treated by the pirates who ravaged this place, Master Upton. I don’t think for a moment that she was in league with them.”

				“Hmm, yes. Neither do I, really, I suppose.” Not in league, perhaps, he thought, but maybe coerced or blackmailed into compliance. “But her abduction remains unexplained. I hesitate to suggest Cynthia Flaxal’s possible involvement to the admiral, considering that the evidence is completely circumstantial, but I, for one, do not think the lady Camilla was taken as a hostage. Do you?”

			

			
				“I have no idea, sir. Now, if you’d excuse me.”

				He nodded to Huffington and smiled. “Thank you, Mister Huffington, and remember, if you require any assistance in the other matter we discussed, please do not hesitate to call on me.”

				“If I require assistance, I’ll do so.” Huffington nodded and descended the stairs.

				Upton resumed his climb to the third level of the keep, thinking about the exchange. Long experience told him that Huffington had spoken the truth. The man’s concern for his master was obviously foremost in his mind, which was understandable. From what Upton had gleaned during his investigation of Huffington, the count had rescued him from a disreputable and dangerous life in the more dire quarters of the city of Tsing. He owed the count his life, and his dedication was admirable.

				Upton stopped before the door of Camilla’s rooms and frowned. The hinges were bent, and doorjamb was splintered where the pirates had apparently kicked it in, so there was no way to lock it. Anyone could have come and gone a dozen times. He gave the door a gentle push, and it creaked harshly as it swung open.

				The main room was less of a shambles than many he had seen. The furniture seemed sparse, but he knew that some had been appropriated by the imperial officers housed here. He scanned the area briefly, but knew that what he sought would be in the bedchamber, if anywhere. The door to that room was closed. He thumbed the latch and pushed it open, then stood for a moment in the doorway and cast about, looking for anything that seemed out of place. The bed was intact, though its coverlet was rumpled, and the dresser and wardrobe cabinets looked undisturbed.

				He stepped to the bedside and searched under the coverlet and pillows. Nothing. There was also nothing under the mattress. Under the bed there was only dust, and a couple of swatches of lace. He moved to the wardrobe and opened it. Another frown creased his lips as he scanned what little remained inside; a few pettiskirts and a lot of empty hangers. There were no shoes.

				The dresser drawers were mostly empty, save for a few worn undergarments and stockings. In the bottom drawer he found an ornate sewing box, and lifted it out. The dented lid fit poorly—the hinges had been bent and straightened—but the box was still serviceable. He lifted the lid and frowned anew. It was empty. Not a strand of thread or scrap of material lay within. But there were the swatches of lace under the bed, as if they’d been dropped and lost. If someone dropped the box, losing the lace, and took the trouble to straighten the hinges and take the contents of the box, why not just take the whole box? He ran his hands deftly around the interior, but there were no hidden compartments or latches. He sighed in frustration, and stopped.

			

			
				That scent, he thought, breathing deeply of the faint aroma. He brought the box up to his face and sniffed carefully. The scent of teak wood, but something else, something sweet and cloying…he sniffed again, but couldn’t place it. Perhaps leftover perfume on the lady’s garments?

				Frustrated, he closed the box, replaced it in the drawer and continued his search. The only other space in the suite was the balcony, and a quick inspection yielded nothing once again. Not knowing what else to do, he filed the information away in his mind and left the room, disappointed. He might have better luck when he searched the count’s quarters, but that would have to wait until Norris was not in residence.

				≈

				Huffington watched Upton move from Camilla’s balcony back into the room, then cautiously eased out of the shade of the tree he had been using for cover. The last thing he wanted was the spymaster to see that he had been spying on him, or to note which direction he was now headed. He strode past the shipyard and took the well-used trail that led into the jungle.

				He smelled the tar pits long before he saw them. During the tour of the shipyard Camilla had given the count on their first arrival on the island, she had extolled the benefits of having a nearby source of the material used in making creosote and naphtha. Tar had been harvested from these pits for years, bucket-load after bucket-load. Huffington had no desire to harvest tar, but the tar pits would serve his purpose well.

				Carefully surveying the area, Huffington made sure that no one was around. A small wooden crane with a metal dipper bucket was mounted at the end of a dock that jutted out over the noisome black pit. Here workers would fill yoked buckets to be taken back to the shipyard. With the shipyard out of commission, nobody had been here in weeks. He stooped to pick up a large stone, then ventured carefully out onto the dock, squinting and breathing shallowly against the thick stench.

			

			
				After one more glance around, he knelt, opened his satchel and withdrew a white bundle: Camilla’s bloodstained nightgown wrapped around two pairs of her shoes. Laying it onto the dock, he opened it up, put the stone on the shoes, then retied it tightly. He dropped the bundle over the end of the dock and used the dipper bucket to push it under the surface. With any luck, the incriminating evidence would sink straight to the bottom and remain undiscovered forever. And if it ever was hauled up in a bucket of tar, it would be impossible to tell that the gown had ever been white, much less bloodstained.

				Thankfully, his suspicious nature had gotten the best of him and he’d discovered the nightgown while retrieving the lady’s shoes.

				Huffington rose, shouldered his satchel, and headed back to the keep. No doubt Upton had completed his own search of Camilla’s rooms by now, and he didn’t want to raise the man’s suspicions by being conspicuously absent.


				


			

				Chapter 6

				Hydra

				“That’s it!” Camilla said, squinting into the afternoon sun at the three masts and dark hull of the big galleon. Behind her, Paska and Tipos whispered nervously. They had readily told her the location of the largest cannibalistic tribe. The island on which they lived was also one of the few with a protected anchorage deep enough to admit the galleon they sought. But they had protested loud and long when Camilla ordered them to bring her here. They wanted to go to Vulture Isle to gather a war party from their own tribe, but she had insisted.

				A cordon of coral protected a deep lagoon on the island’s windward side. The winds were stronger here, and the swells broke high against the reef crest, pouring milk-white foam across the shallow back reef. A clearly visible channel into the lagoon cut through the reef further south. It seemed narrow, but if the galleon had made it through, undoubtedly Flothrindel could, too.

				“Take us in!”

				“Right,” Paska said hesitantly, nodding to Tipos. “Get ready to jibe her, Tipos. I don’t wanna waste no time.”

				“Fine, but you can bet dat dey gonna see us comin’.”

				“Don’t worry about that, Tipos,” Camilla said. She wished she felt as confident as her words. “Even if they don’t see us now, they’ll find out soon enough that we’re here.”

				Camilla clenched the rail tightly as the boat picked up speed; though she had lived on Plume Isle most of her life, she had little real experience sailing. Flothrindel rode the tumultuous seas like a cork bobbing on a rippled pool. The gap looked treacherous, but Paska and Tipos had grown up on the ocean, and she trusted their abilities.

				“Tipos,” Paska called, “we be ready?”

				Tipos had been shifting lines here and there, and now he took two of them in his hands and nodded. “Ready!”

				“Okay, den. Here we go!”

				Paska pushed the tiller hard over, and Flothrindel rounded downwind. Tipos slacked the leeward sheet as they came around. The big mainsail jibed, Paska shortening the sheet to dampen the force of it, but the boat heeled over sharply until she adjusted the sail. Now the two sails extended on opposite sides of the boat, like the wings of a great white bird pulling them downwind at a roaring pace. Flothrindel surfed the big swells as they raced toward the gap in the reef. In a flash they were through. The waves immediately abated, though the wind remained at full force. Paska turned them toward the anchored galleon and Tipos trimmed the sails. Camilla took a deep breath, and tried to calm her pounding heart.

			

			
				“Well, dere you are, Miss Cammy,” Paska said as they approached the big ship. “Don’t look like nobody aboard, but I wouldn’t bet on it. Where you wanna go?”

				“As close to the beach as you can get.” She eyed the clear turquoise water. The thought of wading ashore, immersing herself in the saltwater, sent waves of revulsion through her. This new sensation, she knew, came from the demon. Camilla scanned the dense wall of jungle. There were no signs of the cannibals yet, though that didn’t mean they weren’t hiding in the deep shadows beneath the verdant vegetation. “Once I’m gone, pull into deeper water in case you have to flee.”

				Tipos looked up in appalled awe as they passed close by the huge galleon. “I’m t’inkin’ we should be doin’ sometin’ to dat ship before we go, so dey can’t be usin’ it again.”

				“We could burn it,” Paska suggested.

				“We don’t need a fire,” Camilla said. She hated to use her power on this, but Tipos was right; leaving the cannibals an intact ship meant that they could collect more prisoners, and no one in the Shattered Isles would be safe. “Just keep us close to the ship.”

				Reluctantly, Camilla reached inside herself to where the demon’s magic lay hot and seething. Drawing on the power, the feel of it both revolting and seductive, she bent her thoughts to the ocean, cursing it and demanding that it obey. She forced the sea against the galleon’s hull, closed upon it like the jaws of a great beast until the timbers groaned and cracked. The water beneath the ship churned, and with a sudden crunch, the hull collapsed inward. The galleon lurched as its hold filled with water and it settled to the sandy bottom. The three great masts canted as the ship heeled over. The damage was nothing that couldn’t be fixed with a lot of time, materials, and skilled labor, but the cannibals had no such skills, and would never be able to refloat the ship.

			

			
				Camilla released her hold on the power, shuddering as she suppressed another wave of hunger.

				“Bloody hells!” Tipos muttered, staring first at the ship, then at Camilla.

				“Anchor the boat,” Camilla commanded hoarsely, gripping the rail so tightly that her nails split the wood. Though destroying the galleon had taken little effort, it had drained her. She felt like an empty husk, a raging hunger that demanded satiation. She had fed on only one of the two marines the night before—she had had to kill the other quickly to silence him—and had hoped it would hold her over until she was well away from her friends. But now, the sound of three hearts beating so strongly—so close—lured her. She had to feed soon or risk the grisly fate of the demon’s last host. If she did not feed the demon, it would feed on her.

				“Hurry!” she urged.

				Camilla both hated and needed the fear in her friends’ faces as they complied with her plea. She had briefed them on her condition, and had been horrified at how they recoiled from her when she mentioned the name Hydra. But she wanted them to fear her, if only to keep them safe.

				Paska steered toward shore, then turned the boat into the wind. Tipos furled the jib and dropped the small anchor over the bow, paying out rode until they had backed nearly to the beach and the keel bumped the sandy bottom. He left the mainsail up, but slacked the sheet so that the canvas flapped in the breeze.

				“Dat’s as close as we be gettin’, Miss Cammy.”

				Camilla stepped up to the cockpit seat, then to the rail. She glared down at the sea and let slip the reins on the demon’s loathing. The water parted, leaving a strip of bare sand from the boat to the shore. She stepped off the transom, landed clumsily on the hard sand, and hurried to the beach, not slowing until she was well above the waterline. She heaved a ragged breath as the water closed behind her. Her friends were safe. She pushed back the hunger, straightened her shoulders and turned to Paska and Tipos.

				“Wait here,” she said, “and be ready. As soon as the captives reach the beach, get them into Flothrindel and leave. Take them to Vulture Isle. Do not return here or try to find me. And if I return to the beach alone, regardless of what I say to you, flee as fast as you can.”

			

			
				Paska and Tipos stared wide-eyed, and then nodded. Without another word, without even saying goodbye, Camilla turned and strode up the beach.

				≈

				A shiver of dread quivered Broadtail’s fins, and he let the ancient scroll he had been studying slip from his slack fingers. The sharkskin parchment drifted to the floor of the comfortable nook that he and Silverfin used for reading and rest. This was not the first time he had felt this nebulous trepidation. The previous night, he had been awoken by a sensation he had not felt in many seasons. Then he had dismissed it as anxiety over the still-unknown fate of his son Tailwalker, but now he realized what it was.

				*What is wrong, my husband?* Silverfin signed, laying her own scroll aside, the concern on her features illuminated by the pale glow crystals that lit the nook. *You are as pale as the inside of an oyster’s shell!*

				*Something is manipulating the sea,* he replied, trusting his finely honed senses. He shivered again and flipped his tail in agitation. *Some magic.*

				*The seamage?* she asked as she joined him, her slim fingers caressing his fins in solace.

				*No.* He returned her caress, but his countenance remained dire. *This is different. The sea is being tormented, forced into submission.* He looked to his wife and saw that she understood.

				*Is it the same as before?*

				*I do not know, beloved. It feels the same, but Seamage Flaxal Brelak herself told me that the creature who wielded that foul magic was destroyed. We saw its filthy corpse sink into the deep, remember?*

				*I remember, beloved, but such creatures are often more spirit than flesh.* Silverfin was learned in many types of lore, and the legends of the demon of which they spoke were ancient. It had been summoned to the smoking island by landwalkers a very long time ago, and for many seasons its power had kept the mer at bay, forestalled their wrath against the marauding landwalkers that inhabited the island. *Perhaps the beast’s spirit survived.*

				*If so, this is dire indeed, for Seamage Flaxal Brelak is still far to the south. Only she has the power to confront such a creature.* Broadtail recovered his baldric and trident and swam to the exit. *We must find this threat, so that when the seamage returns, we may tell her where it lairs.*

			

			
				*Need you go yourself, husband?* she asked, and he fluttered his gills in gentle laughter at her worry.

				*No, beloved, I need not go myself. We have warriors aplenty who have sea sense strong enough to find the source of this evil. I will send out scouts.* He swam to her side and caressed her fins. *I’ll return soon.* He flipped his tail and swam from the grotto, intent on discovering this new and dire threat.

				≈

				Dura cursed long and hard in dwarvish as the leather tightened around her wrists and ankles. The cannibals had bound her to a rough-hewn wooden frame, the same one to which all who had preceded her to this fate had been bound. It was black with bloodstains, and reeked of old, rotten blood and offal. She refused to even look at the ground in front of the frame, so thick were the flies and gnats. Her gorge rose in her throat, but she swallowed and cursed anew, struggling against the grasping hands and spitting into those grinning, shark-toothed faces. By the time the last bond had been cinched tight, her wrists and ankles were already raw. Unfortunately, she knew that these were only the first of many pains to come.

				She had hoped for a quick end, but it was not to be.

				The jeering, hooting crowd of cannibals backed away from her. Only one remained; the woman Dura had kicked in the groin two days before. She wielded the very same obsidian knife, and there was no humor whatsoever in her feral grin.

				“Well, this is jist gonna be bloody boatloads of fun, ain’t it?” Dura managed to keep her voice steady, but only barely. Her gut roiled with fear, threatening to overwhelm her stoic anger as her executioner approached. She’d seen what they’d done to the others, and knew what she was in for. She made herself a single promise: “I won’t scream.”

				But looking at the knife and the vengeful grin on the woman’s scarred face, she doubted it was a promise she could keep.

				≈

				Hundreds of footprints led up the beach to the trail at the jungle’s edge. Flanking the entrance stood two bamboo poles thrust deep into the sand, each topped by a polished and grinning human skull, the totem of the cannibal tribe.

				Stepping onto the trail was like stepping into a dark, primeval world. The dusky light failed to penetrate the thick canopy, and the roar of the surf, so loud on the beach, faded with each step. From far ahead in the deep jungle came the sound of distant drums, shouts and cries. Camilla’s eyes adjusted quickly, and with a flicker of the demon’s power, the jungle around her snapped into crystal clarity, each leaf and frond distinct. Flashes of crimson among the foliage drew her attention, the blood-heat of living creatures that scampered, flew, and crawled through the trees and undergrowth. Her hunger quickened. She supposed that she might feed on them, but the thought was unappetizing. The demon craved only human blood.

			

			
				The trail led ever higher up the mountain. Camilla climbed steadily, not even attempting to be quiet. On the contrary, she hoped the cannibals found her quickly; she wouldn’t be able to resist the hunger much longer.

				She was not disappointed.

				The trip line she stumbled over released a long, supple branch bowed back under great strain. As thick as Camilla’s arm and studded with sharp stones on its leading edge, it would have torn a normal person in half. But Camilla was no longer normal.

				She raised her arm in time to intercept the branch as it swept across the trail. She heard a loud crack, and felt a numbing shock to her forearm. Two of the sharpened stones had flayed her open, but it was the branch, not the bones of her arm, that had snapped. She flung the branch aside and shook the ichor from her arm even as the wounds began to close.

				Camilla raised her head at the sound of running. Two people—sentries, apparently posted up the trail—had been alerted by the noise of the trap’s discharge. Assuming that whoever had set off the trap had been disabled by it, they made no effort to be silent, and burst around a curve in the trail, only to pull up sharply when confronted by Camilla. The two men, both tall and well built, sported the typical piercings and bone jewelry of the cannibals. Camilla recalled similar decorations on the cannibals at Scimitar Bay, remembered the unthinkable things they had done to those she had asked to stay. She let the rage of the demon surge within her, welcoming it for the first time.

				One of the men muttered something, and although their dialect was thick, it was similar enough to the familiar native language that Camilla understood the word “Ghost.”

			

			
				“No,” she replied in the native language, careful to speak slowly. “I am flesh.”

				“You speak!” the other man said, grinning and brandishing a wickedly spiked club. “Come, then, white-skin, flat-tooth woman. You will make good sport before you feed us.” His friend laughed, and they stepped forward, weapons ready.

				Camilla stood for a moment, relishing the scent and sound of their blood, admiring the veins that ran just beneath the lean skin of their arms and necks, feeling their heartbeats as if she was pressed up against their powerful chests. She breathed deeply and felt the hunger flare.

				“White skin, yes,” she said calmly, “flat tooth, no.” But it was her smile that silenced their laughter. They were both head and shoulders taller than she, so she apparently looked harmless enough.

				She taught them differently.

				Camilla plunged clawed fingers deep into one man’s chest, tightening her grip until his ribs splintered. As his scream split the jungle silence, the other man raised his weapon to strike. She lashed out with her free hand, the force of the blow sending him flying into the brush. She would deal with that one later. The man she held flailed at her ineffectually, his frantic blows feeling like the patter of rain. His screams shrilled as she grinned and pulled him down to the sabers of her teeth, then dissolved into delicious gurgles and the rush of warm blood…and power.

				≈

				The crowd stilled to an expectant hush as the executioner drew close to her victim. Her dark, animated eyes travelled up and down Dura’s stocky physique, examining her critically, as if inspecting a piece of granite she was about to sculpt or a blank canvas she was going to paint. Dura tried to close her eyes as the grinning woman approached, but a nauseating curiosity held her rapt. The serrations on the obsidian blade seemed as large and lethal as shark teeth as they neared her flesh.

				“Well, Maker, I’m comin’ ta meet ya,” she murmured.

				A shout, high-pitched and feminine, rang out from the back of the crowd, and the entire tribe turned, murmuring with curiosity. The executioner glanced around, her expression transformed from glee to rage. Dura craned her neck, but she was too short and the cannibals were massed too thickly for her to see what was happening.

				Another shout rang out, an ululating battle cry that devolved into a horrific shriek. The crowd of cannibals murmured and shifted back, shoving and jostling one another. Several brandished weapons, and it seemed that a full-on brawl might commence. Then a woman called out in the native language, and everyone froze.

			

			
				Dura jerked so hard at her bonds that she cracked her head against the wooden frame. The cannibals’ attention was away from her, and even her executioner had joined the crowd. If she was ever going to get a chance, this was it. Then the crowd parted before her. Dura glimpsed a flash of red amidst the shifting bodies as they moved aside and the newcomer stood before her. The dwarf sagged against the wooden frame and stared in disbelief.

				“Camilla?”

				Dura looked at her friend and nearly choked. The flash of red she had seen could have been Camilla’s crimson hair, or her scarlet dress, or the bright blood that painted her pale skin. Her arms were red to the elbow, gore dripped from her fingertips, and blood had spattered her from chin to the décolletage of her gown. Beyond Camilla, through the parted crowd, Dura saw the source of the blood. A warrior lay in a twisted heap, one arm bent at an impossible angle, his broad chest flayed open. She looked back at Camilla, and the woman’s blood-drenched lips curved up in a smile.

				“Hello, Dura.”

				The voice was Camilla’s, but something lurked beneath that calm contralto, something dark and powerful that sent a chill up her spine. Dura ignored the bloody mess and looked into her friend’s eyes. At first she thought that the dim light was playing tricks with her vision. Instead of their normal vibrant blue, Camilla’s eyes were two polished orbs of blackest obsidian.

				“Camilla!” she croaked again, unable to comprehend what had happened to her friend.

				In a flash, Camilla’s eyes shifted to blue and went wide, as if she only now recognized her friend.

				“Dura!” she said, urgency replacing the chilling calm. “I’ve got to get you out of here.” She stepped forward, reaching for the leather bonds.

				She was intercepted by Dura’s would-be executioner. The woman brandished her serrated knife, shouting and shaking with rage, pointing first at Dura, then at the mutilated warrior. Camilla snapped a sharp command to the woman in the native language, then turned back to Dura. As she stepped past the woman, the cannibal struck.

			

			
				“Camilla!” Dura called in warning…too late.

				The cannibal bared her pointed teeth in a feral grin, and buried her obsidian blade to the hilt in Camilla’s slim waist. Dura gaped in shock when, instead of crying out and collapsing, Camilla simply grasped the woman’s wrist, her blue eyes flashing black. There was a sound like dice clattering on a stone table, and a guttural scream tore out of the woman’s throat. Her knees buckled and she released the hilt of the dagger. Camilla grabbed the woman’s hair with her free hand and wrenched her head back, then stooped down to the exposed throat. Her crimson hair fell forward to hide the sight from Dura’s view.

				The woman’s horrific scream echoed through the clearing before dying in a strangled gurgle. Her body convulsed, then went slack. Camilla dropped the corpse, its throat a ragged mess of torn meat, and straightened. Fresh blood coated her lips and chin, and for an instant, Dura thought that her mouth bristled with dagger-like teeth. Camilla stood still for a moment, her head held high, obsidian eyes flashing, her hair, dress and the gore dripping from her chin all the same crimson hue; a beautiful yet repulsive goddess of blood. Then she shuddered and looked toward Dura, her eyes fading to sapphire once again.

				Dura couldn’t help but cringe when Camilla wrenched the knife from her abdomen and reached for the leather bonds. The blade was coated not with blood, but with a sickening black ichor. Dura swallowed hard and whispered, “Who are you? What are you?”

				“I’m Camilla,” she said, though there was some doubt in that claim. “Yes, for at least a while longer, I’m Camilla, and I’m here to free you, Dura.” She slashed the leather bindings at Dura’s ankles and wrists, then handed the weapon to her. “Free the others and follow the trail down to the beach. Paska and Tipos are waiting with Flothrindel.”

				Dura grasped the hilt with numb fingers. Her mind felt equally as numb as she tried to comprehend the last few moments. Beneath all the gore, this was her friend, Camilla, her face drawn, her eyes wide, and her hands clenched in bloody fists by her side. Despite her other actions, she had set Dura free. “What about you?” she asked.

				“I’m staying,” Camilla said, a sad yet cold determination edging her voice. “This is the only place I can live and not harm the ones I love, Dura. These…people deserve me for what they did, and I deserve them.”

			

			
				A dangerous murmur spread through the crowd as Dura stepped down from the wooden frame, dagger in hand. Camilla glared at them and they quieted, then she jerked her head toward the caged prisoners. “Go now, and hurry!”

				Dura wasted no more time in conversation, but hobbled to the nearest cage, sawed through the leather bindings, and helped the woman inside to crawl out. She heard the cannibals shout, but their protests were immediately quelled by Camilla’s harsh commands.

				Dura dared a glance back. Several cannibals had raised their weapons, but Camilla was pointing to the two corpses she had made and gesturing emphatically. The crowd quailed, many ducking their heads and backing away. Dura kept working, and in short order all of the prisoners were free. Though stumbling and stiff from their long confinement, they didn’t hesitate when Dura urged them toward the path to freedom. She turned once more toward Camilla, and found the woman staring at her with those black-on-black eyes.

				“Go, Dura!” her friend commanded. A sad smile flicked onto her face, then disappeared. “Go, and tell everyone to avoid this island. There’s nothing here but death and blood.”

				Dura didn’t have to be told twice; she shuffled after her fellow prisoners and headed down the trail.

				≈

				Camilla breathed a sigh of relief as her friends fled into the jungle. She watched the tribe to ensure that none followed. They watched her back, muttering and glancing every so often at the two bodies that lay cooling on the ground. She caught a few words; they feared her, and resented her interference, but a few uttered words of awe and respect.

				The proximity of so many beating hearts, so much blood rushing through veins, was distracting, but the demon had fed well and she had expended little power. With the hunger sated, she was able to maintain control. She listened, but could not detect her friends any longer. They were safe from the cannibals…and from her.

				This is my life now, she thought as she looked down at the blood on her hands. Her heart twisted in her chest as she thought of Emil and what might have been, what she had lost. The voice in her mind, which she had fought so terribly to suppress until her friends had escaped, rose in scornful laughter. Perhaps one day, when the cannibals were gone and she had nothing more to feed it, it would feed on her and end her pain. The thought of the demon trapped forever on the island by the hated sea gave her some small satisfaction.

			

			
				Pointing at the bodies, she called out in a loud voice, “Feast!”

				The responding cries of elation revolted her, but that was something she was just going to have to get used to.

				≈

				“Holy Odea!”

				Tipos’ sharp whisper drew Paska’s attention from feeding little Koybur. She wasn’t sure what she expected to see—a charging tribe of cannibals, Camilla hurtling some fearful magic at them—but it wasn’t the sight that actually met her eyes. More than a dozen forlorn, naked figures hobbled out of the jungle and down the beach.

				“I’ll be damned to all de Nine Hells,” she whispered as she plucked the baby from her breast, “she did it!”

				Tipos was already in the water and making his way ashore. Paska tucked Koybur down into the cabin, then hastened back to help. Their friends had crossed the sand and entered the surf. Two of the men supported Dura between them when the water became too deep for her. One by one Paska helped them aboard, their giddy laughter making it light work. When Dura tumbled over the gunwale and sprawled gracelessly into the cockpit, she greeted them with a grim smile.

				“By the Maker’s Hammer, you two’re a welcome sight!” Dura folded her arms over her chest. “Don’t suppose ye brung a spare shirt or a pair of britches, did ye?”

				“Sorry, Dura, but no.” Paska shouted for someone to haul up one of the spare sails. “You can hunker under de canvas to stay warm, but I t’ink yer gonna hafta go native ‘til we be gettin’ to Vulture Isle.”

				They quickly pulled the rest of the ex-captives aboard, then Tipos hauled himself up and into the cockpit. There was barely room in the small boat for everyone, and sailing would be tricky with so much weight aboard, but Paska knew they would manage.

				“Vulture Isle?” Dura asked, crinkling her brow. “Why not back to Plume? Don’t tell me those damned pirates are still—”

				“No, Miss Dura, de emperor’s whole bloody navy ran dem bastards off.” Paska made no attempt to soften her caustic tone. Just the thought of Joslan made her fume. She gripped the tiller hard and waved to Tipos to haul the anchor and set the jib. “We not gonna be welcome back dere since we kinda stole de Flothrindel to come rescue you. And,” she lowered her voice and spoke into Dura’s ear, “I t’ink Miss Cammy killed a couple of soldiers in doin’ it.”

			

			
				“Speakin’ of which,” Dura said with a pronounced frown, “what in the Nine Hells happened to her?”

				Paska glanced back to the beach, now dark in the fading light, and shook her head. “Dere’s a lot to tell, Miss Dura, but we best get outta here first. Dat cut’s gonna be a mite tricky wit’ hardly any light left an’ so many aboard; we might take on some wata. We need to get all de weight we can down low, and I’m sorry, but dat means you.”

				Many hands helped Dura down the companionway steps. The bow came off the wind as Tipos hauled the anchor aboard, and wind filled the mainsail and jib. Paska held tight to the tiller and angled the boat close to the wind. Muttered voices rose from below as everyone shifted, trying to find a stable position. It was crowded, with some people crouching and others lying low, packed like sail bags in a locker. But they were safe, and that was all that mattered.

				Paska kept her eyes on the ocean, banishing for now all thoughts of the friend they had left behind. She steered toward the cut through the reef, and they beat through the gap and into the open sea.


				


			

				Chapter 7

				The Living

				“Almost home,” Paska muttered as Flothrindel rode a swell toward the cut in the reef that protected Vulture Isle. She would normally have no qualms about sailing right through this channel, but the boat was handling sluggishly so heavily laden. She’d paddled through this cut a thousand times in a dugout outrigger, but sailing through with a boatload of people had her nerves on edge.

				Suddenly they were in the channel, surf breaking to both sides, and out again, sailing into the shadow of the island. Paska heaved a sigh of relief, relaxed her death grip on the tiller and smiled at the whoops of joy that rang out from their passengers. Flothrindel cut smoothly through the crystalline water of the lagoon, pearl-white sand below and azure sky above, as Paska pointed them south.

				“Bloody fine bit o’ pilotin’ there, lass,” Dura complimented as she adjusted her sailcloth garment. It wasn’t very attractive, and could not be comfortable, fashioned from a spare jib, but the dwarf’s modesty demanded some sort of covering.

				Despite the laughter and good-natured jests rattling around the crowded little craft, Paska still brooded over Camilla. Abandoning her to the cannibals had been simultaneously heart-wrenching, and a relief. Camilla had willingly sacrificed herself to the pirates to save Paska and the rest, no less a victim than those who had died on the beach. And now…

				Rounding the sweeping curve of the beach, the shore near their village came into sight. As on any normal morning, people were out swimming and spearing lobsters. It had been months since Paska had seen the place of her birth, and she swallowed a lump in her throat, wishing that her homecoming was not tainted by such evil tidings.

				As soon as Flothrindel was sighted, the people on the beach began to wave and shout. Even before Paska and Tipos had anchored the boat, a few of their passengers jumped overboard to swim in, not waiting for the two outrigger canoes that were being deployed to ferry them ashore. Paska took her time, coiling lines and folding the sails, then tended to Koybur, allowing the others first passage to the beach. Shouts of glee turned to cries of grief as the sorrowful news of the pirate attack was related. Paska knew the story, and had no desire to relive it through their words. She had her own tale to tell, and she dreaded telling it.

			

			
				When they were finally ashore, Paska was buffeted with conflicting words of praise, sorrow, thanks and even accusation, until she could not tell who was saying what.

				“Quiet!” she shouted, hitching little Koybur up on her hip and silencing his cries by popping a breast into his mouth. She flinched as he promptly bit her. “We must talk, but this isn’t the place! These people are hungry and tired, and many are injured.”

				“Everyone to the village!” Tipos ordered, waving them forward. “We must have food and drink, and then we’ll have a meeting!”

				“What’re ye bloody sayin’?” Dura groused, glaring up at Paska as the throng headed up the trail.

				“Sorry, Dura,” Paska said; she had forgotten that Dura had never learned their language. “We be goin’ to de village. We’ll be havin’ a meeting dere.”

				“And can ye arrange a bite ta eat? I’m fair famished!”

				“Dere be plenty food, don’t you worry,” Paska assured her as they followed the rest up the trail.

				In short order, everyone was assembled in the cool shade of the great banyan trees that ringed the village center. Food was laid out, and the healer and his apprentices began tending to injuries. Dura was looking dubiously at the young woman who knelt in front of her with an obsidian knife, arguing vociferously and pointing at the wound in the dwarf’s leg.

				“It’s goin’ bad,” Paska told the dwarf, pointing at the red, weeping wound in her thigh. “She must open and clean it, den dress it wit’dat.” She pointed to a pot of vile unguent that the village healer prepared from boiled pig fat and various plant extracts. “It sting like fire, but it’ll heal clean.”

				“Here be somet’in’ ta kill de pain, Dura.” Tipos handed the dwarf a hollowed gourd brimming with their fermented fruit drink. “It’s not de drink you like, dat uiskee stuff, but it’ll light a fire in yer tummy.”

				“Ah! Thank’e lad!” Dura downed a huge gulp and sighed. Servers were handing out wooden bowls of meat, fish and fried plantain, and the combination of food and drink brought a genuine smile to her lips. At least until the woman with the knife began her business.

			

			
				“So, who gonna be tellin’ all dat be happenin’ here?” a familiar reedy voice asked. Whuafa, the village wise man, leaned heavily on his young apprentice as he hobbled up. His already wrinkled face was creased even more with concern. “You got a tale ta be tellin’, no doubt.”

				Paska sighed and nodded. “I don’t t’ink it’s a story only one person can tell, but I t’ink wit’ everyone here, we be able to tell all dat been happening.”

				“Well, let me rest dese old bones and get somet’in’ ta ease me aches, and you all decide who gonna be startin’ wit’ de tellin’.” His apprentice eased the ancient man down onto a mat and brought him a cup of fermented juice.

				The village had not had word from Plume Isle since the battle with the emperor’s flagship. The villagers were concerned by Cynthia’s journey south in search of her child, and outraged by the attack of the pirates and their cannibal allies.

				“If dem cannibals got dere hands on a ship, we be in a pot of trouble, I’m t’inkin’,” Whuafa warned, speaking pidgin so that Dura could understand. Several of the natives understood the language of the light-skinned folk, and there were mumbled translations for those who didn’t.

				“Dey got no ship,” Tipos assured the worried crowd. “But we got annoda problem.” Paska let him tell them of Camilla and her new-found powers. When he told of the wounds of the first soldier killed, Dura’s gasp stopped them short. Paska shivered as Dura told of Camilla’s horrific murder of the cannibals.

				“It’s de old curse come back again, I’m t’inkin’,” Whuafa scowled.

				“Old curse?” Dura asked, her thick brows knitting. “What curse might that be?”

				“De curse what sundered de tribe.” The ancient lore keeper furrowed his brow in worry. “Oua legends say of a curse dat began on Plume Isle, what used to be oua home long, long ago. It be de curse o’ de blood magic.”

				“Blood magic?” Paska vaguely remembered the old tale.

				Whuafa’s voice was low and harsh as he related the legend, and everyone leaned close to hear.

				“Dat’s right, blood magic. De old ones, oua ancestors, caught a demon an’ kept it trapped deep in a cave. Dey give de demon a little bit o’ blood, an’ it give dem magic—blood magic. Den dey foun’ a young white-skin woman. Some o’ dem wantin’ more magic said to sacrifice her to de demon. Some say no, not wantin’ ta kill nobody, even a white-skin, for de magic. Dere be near a war over it. De people what said no left Plume Isle, and dey be oua ancestors. De oddas, dey sacrifice dis woman, and she become de demon itself. She kill near everybody but some few dat escape. But from dat day on, dey carry de blood curse, an’ dey started eatin’ what should neva be eaten.”

			

			
				“The cannibals,” Dura said, and received a sad nod of confirmation from Whuafa.

				Paska and Tipos looked at each other, then at Whuafa. “Miss Cammy was trapped in dat old witch’s lair under de keep,” Paska said. “She shoulda been dead afta all dat time, but she wasn’t. She said she drank de wata dere. It musta somehow survived in dere, de demon—Hydra.”

				“Hydra…” Dura muttered a dwarvish curse and made a warding sign.

				“Dat be what I’m t’inkin’,” Whuafa said, his face collapsing into a mass of wrinkles. “De question be, what can be done ‘bout it?”

				≈

				Upton’s slim fingers rifled expertly through the drawers, cabinets and the large wardrobe in Count Norris’ chambers. He delved between the mattresses and into the pillowcases of the great canopied bed. In the end, the only items not belonging to the count were some lady’s undergarments, one corset, some hair brushes and similar toilet articles, and a partially finished dress and some sewing supplies. He thought of the empty sewing box in Camilla’s room; though its hinges were bent, it would still serve to hold the thread tray and tangle of fabrics and trims.

				Why bring this here without the box? He held the fabrics to his nose; under the scent of cologne, there was the barest hint of that curious odor from the box…

				Too many questions rattled around inside his mind, and Upton didn’t like questions he couldn’t answer. Deep in thought, he turned back to the sitting room, which he had already searched. His hand had just closed on the latch of the outer door when a shrill voice sounded from beyond.

				“But Father, they were the ones who asked me if I wanted to play! It’s not my fault if they don’t know the odds.”

			

			
				It was the boy, Tim, and that meant it was also the count. Upton dashed for the balcony and secreted himself behind the open drapes and mosquito netting, as still as stone, his breath as silent as a butterfly’s wings.

				“It doesn’t matter, Timothy.” The count’s voice was harsh and commanding. “Gambling for money is not something a young gentleman should not be doing. Not at your age, anyway.” The latch rattled and door slammed open. The count’s heavy tread and labored breathing reached Upton’s ears. He longed to peek out from behind the drapes, but dared not. “As a matter of fact, as soon as this situation is settled and we’re back in Tsing, I’ll be enrolling you in a proper school.”

				“By this situation, you mean Miss Cammy, don’t you, Father?”

				Upton smiled at the boy’s obvious ploy to turn the subject away from his own misbehavior. This new subject was of much more interest to him, as well; he cocked his head and listened intently.

				 “Yes, Tim, I mean the situation with Camilla,” the count said, his voice more weary than angry now, heavy with doubt and anguish. “Do you think Paska and Tipos took her, Tim?”

				Upton tensed; he could learn more in the next thirty seconds than he could in hours of rifling through drawers.

				“No, I don’t, Father. It just doesn’t make sense.” Upton could not disagree with that; nothing about this made sense. “I’ve known Tipos and Paska for two years, and they wouldn’t kill someone just to take Flothrindel.”

				“You think…” The count’s voice broke, and he cleared his throat before he continued in a low tone harsh with dread. “You think it was them, don’t you?”

				Tim’s tone echoed his father’s. “It’s the only thing that fits. The cannibals could have hidden in the jungle after the attack. Paska said that they have powerful shamans. That would explain the broken dock and the fog. And taking Paska and Tipos would make sense, because the cannibals don’t sail. But why would they take Miss Cammy?”

				“She’s a rare prize, Tim. If they hid in the hopes of taking more prisoners, they could hardly have done better than to take her.” Upon heard the count collapse onto the divan and heave a ragged sigh. “Gods, I hope they’re all right.”

				“I’m sorry, Father,” Tim said, his tone soft. Upton risked a peek. The count sat on the divan, his head in his hands, his shoulders heaving. His son sat beside him, awkwardly patting his father’s shoulder. “But if the admiral won’t send out a rescue, there’s nothing we can do.”

			

			
				“I know, but…” The count sat up, his cheeks glistening with tears. “I’m sorry, Tim, but I can’t…I need to be alone.” Norris stood and fled to the bedchamber, sniffing loudly into a handkerchief. The door latched with deafening finality.

				Upton watched the boy pace for a few tense minutes, then head out the door. Upton moved silently from his hiding place and pressed his ear to the wood. The boy’s footsteps pounded down the stairs, then faded. The spymaster slipped out and turned the opposite direction. He had much to consider before he spoke to Joslan about this investigation, and still too many unanswered questions.

				≈

				“Do you think he bought it?” Tim heard his father ask from the bedchamber as he and Huffington entered the suite. The count emerged toweling his face dry, his eyes red from the onion he had rubbed into them to aid in their deception.

				“Hard to say yet, milord,” Huffington answered before Tim could congratulate his father on his performance. “Don’t know if he took it hook, line and sinker, as they say, but it seems that the bait was well swallowed. He learned a bit of what he’s been wanting to know; now we wait to see if he’s satisfied with the story.”

				“As long as it turns his suspicions from Camilla. Thank you for the notion, Huffington. I knew I could count on you.”

				Tim looked curiously at his father and the heartfelt gratitude he gave his secretary; he’d never heard his father use such a tone with an underling. He regarded Huffington anew. Tim had never really cared for him, but he had to admit, the man’s skills at deception were formidable.

				“With any luck he’ll report our little drama to the admiral.” Norris sniffed and looked at him through his still-watering eyes. “You did well, Tim.”

				“And you, Father. I nearly thought you were sobbing, myself.”

				“Well, I’d best be off, milord,” Huffington said with a short bow and a nod to Tim. “Got to see where the good spymaster’s off to.”

				“Very well, Huffington.” Norris clapped the man on the shoulder with genuine affection. “Be careful.”

			

			
				“Always am, milord.” He smiled his thin smile and left the room.

				Tim watched him go. He hoped the man’s skills were as good as his father touted; to get Camilla and their other friends back, they were going to need all of them.

				≈

				Camilla shivered as she slipped into the cool, clear water of the jungle pool. The demon shuddered in revulsion at the water’s touch, but it was well fed, and she could suppress its urges. She turned her back to the gawking tribe, unlaced her bodice, and slipped her blood-caked dress over her head. Gasps and murmurs sounded behind her, and she caught a few words, like ghost, skin and pale.

				There was some argument among the cannibals, but she tried to ignore it. They were always arguing. They had not left her alone since her arrival, and the constant stares and whispers grated on her nerves. She was loath to undress before their leering eyes, but she needed to be clean; the blood-fouled dress reeked, the material stiff against her skin.

				She let the dress soak, and unlaced her corset. She removed her undergarments one at a time and placed them on the rocks near the small waterfall that fed the pool. When only water touched her skin, she soaked her hair and scrubbed, washing away the blood and sweat. Chilled, but clean, she considered her situation. Her hunger had diminished with the copious amount of blood she had consumed the previous day, but even when sated, the voice of the demon reminded her of how sweet the blood tasted, how it quenched her thirst. Camilla sighed and began to scrub the dress, working the stiff material until the bloody water began to clear.

				Lost in her own thoughts and oblivious to any noise but the rush of the waterfall, she didn’t hear the soft splash of the man who entered the pool behind her. She did, however, hear his heartbeat as he neared, and turned in time to see the wicked obsidian dagger ready to plunge into her back. She whirled to block the blade, but the water hampered her movement. The serrated edge sliced her arm, and the tip pierced her shoulder, driving in to the hilt. She caught his wrist, rage igniting in her, both hers and the demon’s.

				Take him!


				For a moment she met the man’s eyes, felt him strain against her grip as she dug her claws deep into his forearm. She saw the terror in him, felt his fluttering heart, and pulled him close. Camilla opened her mouth wide, sank her teeth into the man’s throat, and drank his life dry. Finished, she lifted his body and flung it onto the shore. The cannibals backed away, staring at her in awe and fear.

			

			
				Yes, she thought, you will fear me.

				With the rage of the demon still burning in her veins, she strode from the pool. She stood over the man’s corpse and glared at them. It was time to show them what she was. She drew the knife from her shoulder and let the black ichor drip in smoldering droplets to the grass as the wound closed before their eyes. She looked at the blade, and let the demon’s horrible laughter bubble up from her throat. The tribe quailed before her.


				“I am the Blood Demon!” she roared, her voice nothing that could issue from the lips of a mortal woman. “To attack me is death!” She flung the dagger aside and pointed down at the corpse. “For his disrespect, you will bring me a sacrifice tomorrow at sunset! Do not disobey me.”

				She turned her back on them and strode back into the pool. The water flushed red then cleared as she cleansed herself of the new blood. The sounds of the tribe carrying off the man’s corpse receded behind her, the murmurs of “Blood Demon” fading into the jungle. When they were gone, and she knew she was alone, she donned the water-soaked crimson dress.

				≈

				Feldrin woke to utter darkness and a subtle difference in the ship’s motion. There was a moment of disorientation as he blinked into the blackness, then he remembered the cloth tied over his eyes, an old sailor’s trick for off-watch sleeping during the day. As he unwound the cloth, a knock sounded at the cabin door.

				“Captain?” Horace peeked in, a look of chagrin on his weathered face. “Sorry to wake ya, sir, but yer wife said to tell you that the trade winds are comin’ back. We got maybe ten knots from the east.”

				“Bloody fine!” Feldrin pushed himself up from the bunk and reached for his trousers and the accursed contraption that strapped to the stump of his right leg. “Tell her I’ll be up in a trice.”

				“Aye, sir.”

				Horace left him to finish dressing, and when the straps of his peg leg were duly tightened, he made his laborious way up to the deck. Here he was greeted by more smiles than he’d seen in a month. Even Chula was grinning. Everyone was facing to windward, and every eye was fixed on the light chop that rippled the surface of the sea. There was even an occasional skip of white, the first caps they had seen in almost twenty days.

			

			
				“Isn’t it glorious?” Cynthia said, and her smile was like a sunrise in his eyes. Mouse tore around the deck in a streak of silvery wings, chirping and crying out his glee, pulling on pigtails and tweaking ears all around.

				“Aye, that it is, lass.” Every stitch of sail that Orin’s Pride could bear shone white against the blue sky, full and drawing, propelling the ship at an easy eight to ten knots. “It’ll only pick up from here. I’m thinkin’ we’ll make the Fathomless Reaches by tomorrow.”

				“And Plume the day after,” she said. Her smile faded, and her lips pressed in a thin line. He knew what she was going to say even before she opened her mouth. “Do you think she was telling the truth, Feldrin? Samantha, I mean. About Plume Isle.”

				“About everyone there bein’ killed?” he said, lowering his voice to reach only her ears. They had kept the girl’s claim to themselves, not wanting to damage morale with a rumor they could not confirm. It did, however, weigh heavily on their minds. “Dunno, lass. Seems a far stretch, but I suppose it’s possible. Why?”

				“Just thinking that we should be careful.” She bit her lip and nodded to the north. “We don’t know what we’re sailing into, and the Pride and her crew have been through a lot.”

				“Aye, that’s a fact,” he agreed. A full dozen sailors were seriously wounded, the mainmast was still fractured, though stable for the moment, and the hull was rough and splintered where the vile eel-like creatures had tried to gnaw through. “No doubt we could use a healer and a shipyard before we sail into a fight. You could send yer mer friends ahead for a look.”

				“I’d rather not, Feldrin. Chaser and Tailwalker have been through too much already. I was thinking of sending them home.”

				“Aye, I can understand that. You want to stop off at Vulture Isle?”

				“That seems the best course to me,” she said. “They have a healer, and they might have some news. We can’t take the Pride into the lagoon, but if we kedge her over in the shallows, we can tend to the worst of the damage below the waterline. I wouldn’t want to try replanking her at sea, but some caulking and a patch or two wouldn’t be hard.”

			

			
				“Aye, gettin’ the wounded off her would be best anyways, and mayhap we can barter for a bit of fresh greens. I’m dyin’ fer one of Cook’s mango salads.” He clasped her hand and squeezed. “I’ll order the course change when we raise the plume from Fire Isle. We’ll see that long before we sight land.”

				“Good.” She sighed and clutched his hand. “I just hope that girl was lying…”


				


			

				Chapter 8

				Reunions

				“A ship comes! A schooner!”

				Paska bolted to her feet so fast that she upset the carefully spooled coil of fishing line she’d been helping one of the youngsters make. The newly waxed line fell into the sand, the sticky wax fouled with grit; the thinly braided gut would have to be boiled again and rewaxed. The youth snapped a curse and glared at her, but she had already forgotten him.

				“Quepa!” she called to the breathless lookout who had just sprinted into the village clearing. “A schooner, you say? Just one?”

				“Yes, Paska. Only one. To the south.” The young woman bent over with her hands on her knees, panting to regain her breath after the mile-long run from the lookout on the high rocks. “It’s sailing right for the island.”

				Paska’s heart leapt in her chest. She grasped Quepa’s arm and pulled her upright. “How many masts?”

				“Masts? I don’t…”

				“You must have seen!” Paska squeezed the woman’s arm, hysteria edging her voice. “Two or three masts, Quepa?”

				 “They were sailing straight at the island,” the woman said, jerking her arm from Paska’s grip. “And they’re still very far away. I couldn’t tell how many masts.”

				“But you’re sure there was only one ship, not two sailing one in front of the other?”

				“Yes, I’m sure,” Quepa said. “There was only one ship.”

				“What the bloody blue blazes is goin’ on now?” Dura asked as she limped over.

				“Dey’ve sighted a schooner comin’ from de sout’, Dura, but only one.”

				“A schooner!” Dura said, her eyebrows shooting up. “Praise the Maker! Which schooner?”

				“I don’t know!” Paska snapped, her hysteria mounting by the moment. “But only one means dat one ship is gone! My Chula could be—”

			

			
				 “We won’t be knowin’ ‘til they get here, so don’t go worryin’ yet,” Dura said. She awkwardly gripped Paska’s hand. “We’ll know soon enough.”

				Paska considered running up to the lookout point herself, but dismissed the idea. There was a better way. She shook off the dwarf’s grip and shouted, “Tipos!” She ran over to his hut and shouted again, louder this time.

				“What?” He emerged rubbing sleep from his eyes and adjusting his loincloth.

				“A schooner be comin’, an’ we’re takin’ Flothrindel out to meet ‘em!” Paska declared, glaring at Tipos as if daring him to suggest otherwise.

				“Good! You pilot and I’ll tend de sails.” Tipos ran a finger down her arm and smiled. “You must be happy; Chula comin’ back to you!”

				Paska smacked his hand away and glared at him. “One schooner’s comin’, Tipos, not two. But we don’t know which one it is.”

				Tipos’ eyes grew wide and his smile fell.

				“Well, go on, then,” Dura urged. “Stop frettin’ about it an’ do somethin’!”

				“Dura, watch little Koybur for me,” Paska said, waving her hand toward her son, who was playing in the sand.

				“Sure, you jist get goin’.” The dwarf looked skeptically at the baby.

				“Come on, Tipos!” Paska said, grabbing his arm. “Dey’ll prob’ly anchor in dat sandy patch off de west reef, and I wanna be dere when dey do!”

				“Okay, okay!” Tipos agreed, following her toward the beach without resistance.

				≈

				*I’m sorry, Trident Holder, but we could not locate the source of the sea magic.* The young scout fluttered her fins in unease and twisted a strand of her colorful shell jewelry—her namesake—around her finger. Shelly was one of Broadtail’s offspring from his second brood, and had inherited his sea sense. Her companion, Farsee, eldest offspring of Broadtail’s sister, also had sea sense, and he also looked worried. *But there are many warships at the seamage’s island, and we also found a partially sunken ship.*

				*Warships?* Broadtail’s colors shifted pale for a moment as he shared their worry. *How many warships, Shelly?*

				*Fifteen, Father,* she signed.

			

			
				*Fifteen!* Broadtail paled again; that was enough landwalkers to destroy the entire mer city! *This is dire indeed…* He flicked his tail in consternation, then remembered what else Shelly had said. *And the sunken ship; is it wrecked on a reef? What kind of ship is it, and where?*

				*It was not wrecked, but lays partially sunken inside a lagoon, at the third island north of the great trench. Its hull was crushed, though it lays on sand, not coral or rock, and it stinks of blood and rot. As to what kind of ship…* She wrinkled her brow and looked to Farsee.

				*It is not a warship, and not one of the seamage’s ships,* Farsee reported. *It is very large, with three of the things that stick up and hold cloth to catch the wind.*

				Broadtail ground his teeth together, perplexed. What could crush a ship and leave it laying on the sand? A sea drake, certainly, but they wouldn’t enter a lagoon.

				*The crushing of the ship could have been the magic you felt,* Shelly offered. *The wood was pushed in on both sides, like a great hand had gripped the hull, but the anchor was still in the sand. There were no landwalker bodies.*

				*Perhaps…* He thought about it for a time, and agreed with her assessment. But there was one more thing that he had to do, and that concerned the warships. *Spread the word, Shelly; no mer surfaces within sight of one of these warships. We do not know where they may go, so we will watch, but carefully. We have attacked them, and they still believe we are at war. We cannot allow them to discover where our home is.*

				*Yes, Father,* she signed, sculling backward with a nod of acquiescence.

				*Well done, my daughter,* he signed, flaring his fins in approval. *You have both done very well. Now go and spread the word among the school.*

				Shelly and Farsee flushed dark with pleasure at the praise and darted off to do as he bid, leaving the trident holder to worry alone.

				≈

				“Bring her close enough to the reef’s lee to get us outta these bloody swells, Horace. Set fore and aft anchors, then rig kedges on her port side, but don’t careen her over yet. We’ll get the wounded off first, then get to work repairin’ the hull.”

			

			
				“Aye, sir!”

				Feldrin turned away as his orders rang out from his mate to crew.

				Orin’s Pride sailed into position, easing to a stop with her bow in the wind. The new main anchor, cobbled together from spare parts to replace the one lost at Akrotia, splashed into the sea. As the crew worked to rig a stern anchor, a flash of white caught Feldrin’s eye. A small boat was racing around the bend in the reef toward them.

				“That’s Flothrindel approaching!” called the lookout.

				Feldrin admired the boat as she cut a line toward them. That she was here wasn’t unusual; the natives often used her to run messages or people between Vulture and Plume. Then he heard Paska’s voice shouting out above the roar of the nearby surf, and smiled.

				“Capt’n, sir!” Chula darted up and snapped a salute, though his gaze remained fixed on the approaching smack. “Request permission to leave de ship to greet me wife properly!”

				“Well, I suppose we can spare you fer a bit, Chula.” Feldrin clapped the man on the shoulder, wondering that he’d even had the presence of mind to ask permission. “Go to her, man, before she runs Flothrindel into our side.”

				“T’ank’e, sir!” Chula whirled away, already stripping off his baldric. Three long strides took him to the rail. He leapt up, grasped a shroud and shouted, “Paska!”

				He dove into the azure water as Paska cried out his name, and the little smack rounded up into the wind, her sails luffing, the tiller forgotten. The crew cheered as their boatswain swam with powerful strokes and was pulled aboard Flothrindel by his wife’s eager hands. The two embraced with such ferocity that they toppled over into the cockpit, a tangle of wet arms and legs. Laughter broke out as the little boat bore off the wind, and Tipos struggled to handle both sails and tiller while avoiding stepping on the couple. Eventually he worked the boat to the schooner’s side and caught a line tossed down to him. By that time the tumultuous couple had regained their feet, as well as their composure, though they paid little attention to anything but one another.

				Feldrin felt a gentle hand on his arm. Cynthia had come on deck, Kloe yawning in her arms, and now looked toward Paska and Chula with mixed emotions on her face.

				“It’s good to see them back together,” she sighed. “Not taking Paska along was one of the hardest decisions I’ve ever made. But why Flothrindel is here…I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

			

			
				“We’ll know soon enough, lass,” Feldrin said, giving her hand a squeeze. He knew that Samantha’s tale of an attack on Plume Isle weighed heavy on her mind. Mouse buzzed a silver streak around their heads while they waited for their friends to board. Paska and Chula clung desperately to each other, whispering softly, but Tipos’ countenance was more dire.

				“Capt’n Feldrin, sir. Mistress Flaxal. What happened to de odda ship?”

				“Peggy’s Dream was lost, Tipos,” Cynthia said. “Both ships were attacked, and the Dream was overwhelmed. Chula burned her to save the crew.”

				“Shambata Daroo!” Paska stepped over, beaming at Kloe. “You be findin’ your baby!”

				“Yes. This is Kloe. We named him after Ghelfan.” Cynthia’s tone, thick with emotion, caught Paska’s attention and the woman looked around the crowd of bandaged sailors. Before she could ask another question, Feldrin stepped up and put a hand on Cynthia’s arm.

				“Why don’t we all go below and exchange stories. Horace!” he called to his first mate. “Ready the launch and Flothrindel to transport the injured ashore.”

				≈

				Cynthia could barely descend the companionway stairs for her trembling, and was grateful when Paska took Kloe from her, snuggling and cooing to the baby. Feldrin’s strong hand was warm on her shoulder, and she drew strength from his touch. They took seats in the main mess, and Cook set out a plate of ship’s biscuits, a pot of preserves, and tea and blackbrew for everyone. Finally Cynthia could stand no more waiting.

				“What happened on Plume Isle? Samantha told us there had been an attack.”

				“Samantha told you?” Paska sneered. “How…”

				“Norris’ daughter followed us to Akrotia with Manta,” Feldrin explained. “She killed Ghelfan and tried to kill us.”

				“Killed Ghelfan!” She looked down at Kloe in understanding. “She was on Plume when de pirates and dem cannibals attacked.”

				“Cannibals?” Cynthia’s stomach lurched.

			

			
				“Aye! A whole bloody ship full of ‘em! Tim seen her orderin’ dem about, and consortin’ with dem pirates. Dey…I’m sorry, Shambata Daroo, but dey killed a bunch of people, den pillaged and burnt…everyt’ing.”

				Cynthia gripped the table as Paska’s words flayed her heart. If she had only been there…

				Paska told of the attack, and of Camilla’s decision to stay behind while the others fled. Cynthia gasped at that, but waved the woman on, anxious to hear the whole tale. Paska and Tipos’ words tumbled over each other as they described his trip to Tsing, the occupation of Plume Isle by Joslan’s forces, and his refusal to let them go after the captives. Suddenly they stopped and gave one another solemn, sidelong looks.

				“What?” Cynthia said as she looked from one to the other. “What’s wrong?”

				“Well, it be about Miss Camilla,” Paska said reluctantly, seeming to force the words from her mouth. “She got away from de pirates by hidin’ in de old dungeon beneath de keep. But somet’in’ happen to her down in dat cave. She helped us take Flothrindel, but she killed to do it.”

				“Camilla?” Cynthia couldn’t imagine Camilla killing anyone, even though she’d watched her put a dagger in Bloodwind’s heart.

				“Aye. She told us it was de demon, Hydra. Dat’s how she freed de captives from dem cannibals. She stayed wit’ ‘em. Said she belonged dere.”

				Cynthia sat stunned, unable to grasp the tale, but one look at their faces convinced her of their sincerity. In the long silence, Feldrin rose, his peg leg clacking across the cabin to the galley and back. He uncorked a brown glass bottle and filled everyone’s cup with a healthy measure of dark rum.

				“Even with all the deaths, and the troubles to come,” he raised his cup to the others, “it’s still good to be home among friends. Here’s to those who ain’t here.” He tossed his drink back and the others followed his example. Cynthia just stared down at her cup, stunned beyond thought, the grief too thick to encompass.

				“Lass.” She jumped at Feldrin’s hand on her forearm. “Drink. You need it.”

				The rum burned down her throat, scouring away the lump that threatened to boil up into a cascade of hysterical tears. The alcohol warmed her stomach, and sent a flush to her skin.

			

			
				“Now, let’s get ashore.”

				“Feldrin, I don’t—”

				“Later, lass,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “We got people who need our help before we go off and start makin’ decisions about what to do next.”

				“We be havin’ a meetin’ at de village tonight, for sure.” Paska rose from the table and handed Kloe back to her. “You best be talkin’ wit’ Whuafa. He be up in a right snit over dis t’ing wit’ Miss Cammy. He’ll be wantin’ ta talk wit’ you bout dat.”

				“I don’t doubt it,” Cynthia said, kissing the top of her baby’s head and holding him like a lifeline in a gale. “And I want to talk with him.”


				


			

				Chapter 9

				Choices

				Twilight glittered down through the crystalline sea, dappling the domed structure of the mer city in myriad shades of light and shadow. The outside of the structure was alive with activity, the usual evening stir as sharks and barracuda used the confused illumination to ambush unwitting prey. Tailwalker and Chaser ignored the deadly interplay; the denizens of the reef knew better than to bother mer. The pair arrived at the entry grotto just as the sentries were affixing the stingweed netting in place for the night. The sentries flushed with surprise when they recognized the two, and pulled the barrier aside.

				*Tailwalker! You live!* signed one of the sentries, a burly male named Shellbreaker. *And Chaser! Where is the rest of your school?*

				*None have returned?* Chaser asked, his fins flicking in distress. After ordering them to flee from the myxine, he had hoped that some would make their way back to the mer city. His fins drooped as that hope waned.

				*None have returned save those you sent back as escort to the undine scouts,* Shellbreaker confirmed, his colors shifting in commiseration. *Of the rest, you are the first. It is good to see that you bring back the trident holder’s son, though. Broadtail has been swimming in circles with worry.*

				*We go to him now,* Chaser signed. They made brief signs of thanks and apologies for their haste, and left the stunned sentries in a wake of swirling bubbles.

				As tired as they were, they darted through the familiar corridors to Broadtail’s grotto, ignoring the schools of mer who flushed with surprise and signed greetings as they passed. Chaser barely heard Tailwalker’s brief thrum of announcement before his friend burst through the dangling curtain of weed into his father’s home. Chaser followed in time to glimpse the trident holder’s stunned visage, and Broadtail’s newest brood of finlings darting for cover, before father and son met in a crushing, swirling embrace. Before the two could break their clinch, Silverfin emerged from an adjoining grotto and joined in, her tail shuddering with joy as she clutched her son in her arms. Chaser was considering sculling quietly out of the grotto to give the family some privacy when Broadtail broke free of his son and wife, and rushed to grip the scout in another embrace. The trident holder freed the uncomfortable scout after only a brief clasp, however, and signed his gratitude.

			

			
				*My greatest thanks, Chaser! You are as a son to me!*

				*Yes,* Silverfin signed with one hand while dragging Tailwalker over with the other. Her colors were vivid with her elation. Some of the bolder finlings, now as long as Chaser’s forearm, saw her colors and emerged from hiding to join the group. They swam in tight circles, watching the signing and body language of the adults with the curiosity of the young. *You have returned our son, Chaser. All we have is yours.*

				*Please,* Chaser signed, even more uncomfortable with their adulation. *I had no part in freeing Tailwalker. I only accompanied him on the journey home. Kelpie bargained for his freedom.*

				*Kelpie!* Broadtail signed, astonished. *I thought she was in league with Eelback.*

				*She was, Father,* Tailwalker signed, his fins fluttering in unease. Chaser and he had signed long about Kelpie’s part in the betrayal of the seamage, and had decided what to tell the rest of the school. *But not of her own choice. She was tricked into subduing the seamage during the battle with the landwalker emperor’s ships, then was forced to steal Cynthia Flaxal’s heir. Eelback held me hostage, threatened my life if she did not do as he ordered.*

				*Kelpie loved Tailwalker,* Chaser signed, to his friend’s obvious chagrin. *She only complied with Eelback’s demands to save his life, and in the end she perished saving the seamage and her companions from Akrotia.*

				*Saved them from Akrotia?* Silverfin asked, her eyes wide. *You sign as if the city lives. Then Eelback’s plan worked?*

				*No, Mother. Eelback and his school are dead. Akrotia lives, but Seamage Flaxal signed to me that the magic that brought it back was not sea magic, but fire magic. The firemage youth stepped into the Chamber of Life and the magic of the city took him. Akrotia lives, but it burns.*

				*Fire magic,* Silverfin signed, her colors flushing pale with fear. *How could that be?*

			

			
				*No one knows, Mother, but it is so. We saw the city on fire with our own eyes.* Tailwalker shifted colors quickly, then clapped Chaser on the shoulder and grinned. *But Chaser makes light of his own part. He saved the seamage’s ship from the school of myxine that Eelback had allied himself with.*

				*Myxine!* Broadtail made a sign of revulsion. *It’s a wonder that any survived.*

				*There were many deaths, Trident Holder,* Chaser signed. *I do not know yet if any of those who swam with me survived, and one of the seamage’s ships was destroyed. She and her heir survived, however.*

				*Well, there is time enough now for us to learn all of what has happened, and for us to tell you what we know of what has transpired in your absence.* Silverfin gestured welcome and ushered them into the inner grottos of their home. *You must be ravenous from your long swim. And you, Tailwalker, are so thin I can see your bones!*

				*We ate well enough, Mother,* Tailwalker assured her, which did nothing to dissuade her from welcoming home her son with a feast: sardines wrapped in spicy seaweed, fresh deep-sea clams, urchins full of bright orange roe, crab claws, and a fillet of tuna large enough to feed an entire school.

				The four adults ate and signed for hours, finlings circling like little sharks begging for tidbits, as their stories unfolded.

				≈

				As with the news Paska and Tipos brought from Plume Isle, the tribe both mourned and celebrated the arrival of Cynthia and Feldrin. An impromptu feast was prepared in honor of Shambata Daroo, her husband, and their rescued heir. A great bonfire blazed in the center of the clearing, shooting sparks into the heavens. Around it, the natives danced and sang, sometimes a woeful dirge, other times with festive drums, shouting and wild gyrations. Mouse, never one to miss a party, fluttered among the dancers and feasters, pilfering food and drink, and chirping his elation. Paska and Chula were conspicuously absent, having disappeared into a hut to celebrate their reunion.

				Cynthia felt far from celebratory, and she wasn’t the only one; Feldrin sat quietly at her side, watching the fire. Whuafa and Tipos were likewise somber. Exchanging the myriad details of the last three weeks had dampened their enthusiasm. She glanced toward the trail that led to the beach. Dura had disappeared that way after learning of Ghelfan’s death.

			

			
				So many deaths, she thought. So many people depended upon her, and so many had died because they had put their faith in her. She had tried to do what was right. Friends were dead because of it, and still the emperor considered her a threat.

				“I don’t think I can do this anymore, Feldrin,” she said, staring into her cup of fermented juice. She’d drunk a bit, and her head was not as clear as she would have liked, considering the weight of the decisions to be made. “Fifteen warships! I never thought…I mean…”

				“Aye, it’s a lot. But Tipos said that this Admiral Joslan made his orders from the emperor clear enough; he’s here to secure the Shattered Isles, not slaughter everyone.”

				“And neutralize the seamage threat.” She downed the contents of her cup and waved away a refill from one of the servers. “Apparently, neither my letters nor the ones from his own ambassador have convinced him that I’m not building my own empire down here, so he’s got this admiral holding everyone on Plume hostage.”

				“Such wasn’t ever said in so many words, Mistress,” Tipos said, his face stern. “But dat Joslan, he not gonna back down from a fight.”

				“I’m not going to fight,” she said decisively. “Every time I fight, people I love are killed.”

				“We could run,” Feldrin suggested, accepting the drink refill that Cynthia had declined. “I can run the Pride as a trader, and yer skills as a seamage and a naval architect would set us up like royalty just about anyplace ya like.”

				“Which might be seen as treason by Tsing.” Cynthia bit her lip. “They’d start hunting my ships, my captains… And do you think any other leader would be different from your Marathian sultan? They’d want me to design warships, warships that would eventually be used against Tsing.”

				“Aye, there is that.” Feldrin sipped and sighed.

				“I don’t think we have a choice, Feldrin.” Cynthia rushed her words, firm in her decision, but dreading it. “You should take Kloe and Orin’s Pride somewhere safe, and I’ll face the emperor.”

				“Like bloody hells, I will!” he snapped, his face flushing dark with sudden anger. “I won’t abandon you, Cyn. That’s final!”

				“And what about Kloe?” She hated playing that card against him, but it was the only way she could think of to ensure the safety of both Feldrin and their son. “Paska and Tipos should go with you as well. They’re probably wanted for the deaths of those sailors and stealing Flothrindel, and Paska can take care of Kloe. It’s the only solution.”

			

			
				“No, it’s not, Cyn, and I’m not leavin’ you.” He clenched his jaw with typical Morrgrey stubbornness. “If we’re gonna give ourselves over to the emperor’s tender mercy, we’ll go together.”

				“And Kloe?” she asked. “What about our son?”

				“We stay together, Cyn. We’re a family, and we’re gonna stay that way.”

				Cynthia’s shoulders slumped in defeat even as her heart flushed with love for him. She couldn’t fight Feldrin on this, and realized that she didn’t really want to. “Okay, then. We’ll throw ourselves on the emperor’s mercy and pray that he doesn’t have us hanged for treason.”

				Feldrin took her hand and they sat silently for several long moments, taking comfort in each other’s presence. It was Whuafa who finally broke the silence, his voice subdued and his ancient features worried. “What about dis Camilla frien’ o’ yours, and dis bloody curse?”

				“Cammy…” Cynthia sighed, then shivered as she recalled Bloodwind’s witch, Hydra, and the grotesque demon that had possessed and then devoured her. Somehow this creature now possessed her friend. “Gods, poor Cammy…”

				“Do you think there’s anything we can do for her, Whuafa?” Feldrin asked, furrowing his brow. “I mean, other than puttin’ a blade in her heart as a mercy.”

				“From what I saw, Capt’n Feldrin, even dat prob’ly wouldn’t do much more dan make her angry.” Tipos drained his cup and shook his head. “We saw her hit by an arrow and all she did was pull it right out, and Dura said dat one of de cannibals put a knife right in Miss Camilla’s side, and it didn’t bother her no more’n a skeeter bite. Oh, den she ripped de t’roat right out of de woman who stabbed her.”

				“Bloody hells,” Feldrin muttered.

				Cynthia felt sick. How could they fight something they couldn’t even hurt? And besides, she didn’t want to hurt Camilla. From what Paska and Tipos and Dura had said, her friend still had some control; otherwise, no one—friend or foe—would have survived an encounter with her.

				“Dere be an ol’ legen’. I can’t remember it proper. It only come hearsay from dem what had some dealin’s wit’ de flesh eaters, an’ my teacha’ said dat it not oua history anymore.” Whuafa rubbed his chin with one gnarled hand. “Back when de demon first possess dis odda’ woman, de tribe wan’ to get rid o’ it. Dey try all kinda way to kill her. Dere was only eva’ one t’ing dat even made her sick. Tainted blood, dey said, but it didn’t kill her, an’ dey paid for it wit’ deir lives.”

			

			
				“Tainted blood…” Cynthia’s head was too full of the fermented juice to think clearly. “I don’t know anything about tainted blood. I might be able to drown her, if she came down the mountain to the ocean, but—” She choked on her words. “I don’t know if I could even do that. This is Camilla!”

				“Well, she’s alive, anyway,” Feldrin said with a frown, “but I don’t see what you can do to save her either. We could at least let Norris know where she is; he’s probably worried outta his head. Of course, that’s assumin’ this admiral lets us talk to anybody and don’t just clap us in irons as soon as we touch shore.”

				“Joslan ain’t what you’d be callin’ even-tempered,” Tipos said with chagrin, “but when Count Norris came back for Miss Cammy, de admiral threatened to arrest him, but de count, he threatened right back. Said he’d ruin de man’s career if he didn’t let him look down in de dungeons, and I be damned if dat admiral didn’t back down. He might not listen to reason, but an honest-to-Odea threat got his attention.”

				“I don’t think we should threaten him,” Cynthia said, rubbing her eyes in fatigue and frustration.

				“Maybe not, but it sounds to me like he’s not an idiot when he’s faced with somethin’ he can’t fight.” Feldrin arched his heavy brows. “We’ll have to be careful, but I think we should show him we won’t let him walk all over us. Surrenderin’ don’t mean givin’ up everythin’.”

				“I guess even surrendering isn’t going to be easy. Thank you, Tipos.”

				“Now all we gotta figure out is what to do with Orin’s Pride,” Feldrin said, draining the last of his juice and laying aside the cup. “From the sound of it, the good admiral likes to confiscate ships, and I don’t fancy havin’ him arrest Horace and the few crew I’ve got left.”

				“I hadn’t thought of that,” Cynthia admitted, biting her lip again. “I suppose we could leave her here, though she really does need a shipyard. I assumed you’d want her hauled at Plume, but it sounds like the yard there is pretty much destroyed.”

				“She needs a yard, that’s sure,” Feldrin said. Then a faint smile creased his mouth. “How about we hire Chula to take her to Southaven? It’ll do him good! Tipos, Paska and little Koybur can go, too, and the Keelsons can do the work.”

			

			
				“What about Horace? Couldn’t he take her?”

				“He could, but Horace never wanted to be captain, and he and Chula get along fine. He won’t have a problem with it, and it’s just up to Southaven. And that gets Tipos and Paska outta the way in case this admiral decides to come snoopin’.”

				“I got a better idea, if ye don’t mind me sayin’.”

				Dura stood behind them, the sound of her approach masked by the soft sand and the loud natives. She looked none too comfortable in her sailcloth tunic, but it was her expression that caught Cynthia’s attention. Her face was set in hard lines, and her eyes were pinched in grief.

				“What’s that, Dura?” Cynthia asked, making room for the dwarf woman to sit. Dura shook her head. Her broad shoulders heaved with a sigh, then straightened as she crossed her arms.

				“Let me do some refittin’ on the Pride here, then I’ll go with Chula up to Ghelfan’s yard and give her a proper haul out. I’ve gotta tell the crew there what happened to him anyway, and it’s the best yard on the whole coast. We’ll fix her up spit and polish, and keep her out o’ the hands o’ them imperial types. The place is kinda hard ta find if you don’t know where it is, and the emperor’s navy might be expectin’ you ta go ta Southaven, considerin’ it’s yer hometown.”

				“Sounds like a plan, Dura,” Feldrin said, nodding his thanks to the dwarf. “I still owe you a case of Northumberland single malt fer that repair on her mainmast. It held up under what I’d call more’n adverse conditions.”

				“Right, then. You two can take Flothrindel back to Plume easy enough.” Dura sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “She’s a tight li’l smack, crafted by the master’s own hand, don’cha know.”

				“We’ll take good care of her, Dura,” Cynthia promised.

				“Aye, well, good enough then. I’ll git started on the Pride first thing, but right now I think I’m gonna git blind drunk, so if you’ll excuse me.” Dura turned on her heel and stalked off without another word.

				Cynthia watched her go, and added Dura’s sorrow to the burden of guilt that weighed so heavy on her shoulders. A huge arm settled around her, and she leaned into Feldrin’s embrace, wondering if their newly fledged family would weather this storm.

			

			
				≈

				“There are two potential culprits, in my view, Admiral,” Upton said, handing over a carefully drafted report. “The use of magic to steal Flothrindel might mean that Cynthia Flaxal is back, and used her seamage skills to rescue her friends. The other possibility is that the same cannibals we suspected in the first murder have some kind of shaman among their number, and they chose to take the smack back to their home island, taking captives along for reasons of their own.”

				“You really think the seamage would risk coming here?” Joslan glanced at the report, then back up at the spymaster when he did not reply immediately.

				“No, sir, I do not. We had not imprisoned her friends, and if she took them, why not others?” He frowned. There were still too many unanswered questions. “Unfortunately we have a dearth of physical evidence, and no eyewitnesses to corroborate either supposition.”

				“You are the emperor’s Master of Security,” Joslan said with a suppressed sneer. Upton longed to cut that smirk off and feed it to him, but suppressed the grim fantasy. “Surely you must have some suggestion as to how we resolve these crimes.”

				“Not without deploying ships to find the smack, which you’ve already refused to do, Admiral.” He shrugged. “The culprit, whoever it is, is no longer on this island. I’ll stake my life on that.”

				“Well, with a murderer on the loose, you’re doing that very thing, Master Upton, and you’re throwing in the lives of my men along with yours.” He dropped the report and pursed his lips in distaste. “I don’t care for this at all!”

				“I can give you but one consolation, Admiral.”

				“And what is that?”

				“We’re all in this together, and misery loves company.” Upton executed a short bow, turned on his heel and left the room. He’d had more than enough of Admiral Joslan for one day, and he felt sure that the feeling was mutual.

				≈

				The setting sun stained the clouds above the cannibal village with a glow the color of blood. Camilla thought the color appropriate as she sat on the rough seat the cannibals had made for her, waiting for them to bring her sacrifice. The seat was not comfortable, but as with the color of the sky, it was appropriate, fashioned from lashed-together human bones. Throughout the day, she had overheard enough to grasp the impetus behind the earlier attack. Some had believed her blood-red gown to be the source of her power, and that she would be vulnerable without it. Now they knew better.

			

			
				Two stout warriors approached, dragging their chosen sacrifice between them. Camilla looked upon it with dismay and disgust. The girl, perhaps ten years old, was thin and terrified, too young even to have had her teeth filed into points. Tears streaked her dark cheeks as she struggled vainly in their grasp.

				“Please, no!” the girl cried in horror. “Do not feed on me, Blood Demon! Please!”

				“Quiet!” snapped one of her captors, cuffing the girl hard. She sagged in their grasp, shaking in fear.

				 “Why this one?” Camilla asked as she stood and stepped down to them. She lifted the girl’s chin. Her lip was split from the blow, and bled freely. Camilla could hear the girl’s heart beating fast against her ribs, like the wings of a caged bird.

				“Her people are dead,” one of the warriors said. “Killed by the flat-tooth people when we attacked the island that smokes. She has no one to protect her. She is nothing. Food.” He grinned, bearing his pointed teeth. There was no humor in it.

				Camilla stepped closer. The girl tried to shrink away, but the two men held her fast, their strong fingers pressing hard into the tender flesh. Camilla brushed the girl’s wet cheek with her palm, felt her shudder with terror. The hunger rose in Camilla like a building storm. She smelled the girl’s blood, and her appetite surged. Slowly, she touched the bloody lip, then brought the wetted fingertip to her mouth, tasting the salty mixture of tears and blood.

				“Please, no,” the sacrifice whispered, sniffing back more tears.

				“Shhh.” Camilla smiled and leaned close, so close that her cheek brushed the girl’s, her lips near her ear. The girl’s pulse pounded not an inch from her teeth. “They are wrong,” she whispered just loud enough for the girl to hear. “You are not without protection. And I do not feed upon children.”

				“Wha—”

				Camilla lashed out before the word left the girl’s lips. Claws sprang from her fingertips as they reached the smiling warrior’s throat, piercing his soft flesh. She squeezed, stifling his strangled gasp, and stood straight, jerking the girl free of the other man’s shocked grip. She glared at him and he backed away, staring at her in horror.

			

			
				“Do not bring me children!” she commanded, pitching her voice to carry. “I am not interested in the blood of the weak, but only the strong.” She grinned at the man struggling in her grasp, bared her teeth and let the hunger have its way.


				


			

				Chapter 10

				The Right Thing

				“Father!” Tim burst into Norris’ suite without knocking, breathing hard, his face flushed. “Father, Flothrindel is coming back!”

				Norris’ blackbrew cup clattered into its saucer, and Huffington saw the color drain from his master’s face. The count bolted to his feet, his breakfast forgotten.

				“Flothrindel? Are you sure, Tim?”

				Tim nodded. “Yes, sir. I asked Tawah to keep a lookout on the peak, and he saw her at first light, well to the south and heading straight here.”

				“Was he able to see who was aboard? Is it Camilla?” the count asked, but before Tim could answer, Huffington put a hand on his master’s arm.

				“Milord, it wouldn’t be possible to tell from the peak who was aboard,” he said, adding as the count’s face fell, “but this does give us an advantage.” He nodded respectfully to Tim; the boy was sharp to have foreseen the need of a lookout. “The lookout likely spotted the boat even before the patrol ships. Whoever is aboard her must have news of Lady Camilla. We must meet them at the pier to ensure that they don’t blurt out anything that contradicts our story.”

				“Yes.” The count nodded and reached for his jacket, though his hand trembled. “If it comes out that we withheld information, there’ll be all Nine Hells to pay.”

				“Exactly, milord,” Huffington said. “And even if they know nothing of the letter, we don’t want Lady Camilla’s…condition…to be known before we have time to devise a plan.”

				“Right! If Joslan finds out the truth, he’ll find a way to destroy her.”

				“If we could learn who is aboard Flothrindel before she lands, milord, we could fine-tune our approach.”

				“I can do that!” Tim said, flashing a grin. “If I go out to the beach, I’ll see them make the corner into the channel. I can make it back before they even make the harbor.”

				“Excellent! Milord, if we arrange to be near the great hall when the Admiral gets word of the boat’s arrival, we can naturally follow him to the pier.”

			

			
				 The count nodded and struggled into his coat. It struck Huffington once again that his master, so cool in the face of a diplomatic adversary, even facing emperors, kings and sultans, was so strongly affected by matters of the heart. He laid a calming hand on the man’s shoulder, and looked to Tim. “We must watch what we say, Tim. Don’t let on that we know more than we should.”

				“I won’t!” Tim said in an insulted tone. “I better go.”

				Huffington’s appraising gaze followed the boy as he dashed out of the room. “He’s a good lad, milord, quite capable for his age.”

				“You have no idea, Huffington,” Norris said with a tight smile. “Sometimes it frightens me, the things that he knows. He could give you a run for your money in some regards.”

				Huffington considered that. Norris knew his capabilities very well, and his son had undoubtedly learned much from his time among the pirates. He would have to start thinking of Tim as a potentially valuable asset. As this situation played out, they would need every asset they could get.

				“Very good, milord. Shall we have a casual stroll and wait for the admiral to receive news of Flothrindel’s arrival?”

				“Yes, Huffington. That’s a fine suggestion.” Count Norris straightened his jacket and headed for the door, his loyal man following faithfully behind.

				≈

				“Ahoy the smack! Identify yourselves!”

				“Captain Feldrin Brelak and Cynthia Flaxal Brelak, Seamage of the Shattered Isles, come to meet with Admiral Joslan of His Majesty’s Imperial Navy!” Feldrin bellowed back. Cynthia saw the deck officer’s face blanch.

				“Reduce sail,” the officer ordered, “and do not deviate from your course!”

				“Ah, hells,” muttered Feldrin as a dozen ballistae nosed out of the warship’s ports, pointing right at them. He glanced at his peg leg, testimony to the accuracy and effectiveness of the Imperial Navy’s artillery, and slacked the jib and mainsail sheets, spilling wind and slowing their pace.

				Cynthia laid a calming hand on his leg, though her own stomach was tied in nervous knots. She watched as signal flags fluttered like parade pennants, and far ahead a speedy sailing launch raced toward the island. A minute later, they had acquired an escort of heavier, slower sailing launches each bristling with marine archers.

			

			
				“Don’t suppose we should tell ‘em that if they all fire at once, they’re more likely to shoot each other than us,” Feldrin joked grimly, putting the tiller hard over to turn into the channel.

				“No, we shouldn’t,” Cynthia said as she adjusted the sails accordingly. “And I don’t think we should go in armed.” She nodded pointedly to the boarding axes at his belt. “We’re more likely to get hurt by a nervous soldier if we’re carrying weapons.”

				“Fine.” He removed his weapons and stowed them in one of the cockpit lockers. “But I think yer the one who’s gonna be makin’ ‘em nervous, Cyn, not me.”

				Feldrin reached out to scratch Flothrindel’s aft stay for good-luck, his other hand steady on the tiller as he guided the little smack along the channel between the towering mangroves.

				The wind slacked, as it always did between the tall trees, and the launches doused their sails and switched to oars. The smack was sprightly enough to continue sailing, albeit slowly. The water barely rippled with their passage, and Cynthia fidgeted. This time it was Feldrin who laid a calming hand.

				“Relax, lass,” he said softly. “Remember what we discussed. It’d likely make ‘em as nervous as long-tailed cats in a room full of rockin’ chairs if you use yer powers to push us along. We’ll get there soon enough.”

				“Well, we’re together, anyway,” she said, then raised an eyebrow. “Which reminds me…” Cynthia went below to fetch Kloe from comfortable nook. With a couple of wraps and knots, she fashioned a cloth halter across one shoulder the way Paska had shown her, and tucked the baby inside, leaving both of her hands free. She ordered Mouse into the halter with the baby—the seasprite had picked up on their moods and was fidgety. He sulked but complied. She climbed back up into the cockpit and smiled. “There. Now we’re all together.”

				Feldrin smiled back at her and pulled the tiller to starboard as they nosed out of the mangrove channel into Scimitar Bay. Then his face fell, and she looked up. Dismay gripped her heart in a vise as she gazed at all that remained of her home.

				“Bloody hells,” Feldrin murmured, his eyes wide and jaw slack as they eased past the first of two warships anchored in the bay. More weapons were trained upon them, but neither of them noticed.

			

			
				“Gods, Feldrin, look at the graves,” Cynthia whispered. A lengthy row of headstones stretched along the cliff face where only a month ago tidy huts had housed the natives. Cynthia didn’t count the stones, but there must have been scores of them, each one a knife in her gut. Her vision blurred, and she choked back tears.

				“Steady, lass,” Feldrin said, his hand on her arm. “I know what yer thinkin’, and yer wrong. It’s not yer fault; you didn’t kill ‘em, those bloody-handed pirates did.”

				His stolid firmness and determination helped her control her tears, but the crushing guilt of all the deaths did not ease. These were her people, her responsibility, and she had failed them. She tore her eyes from the condemning headstones and looked to the pier. Blue-uniformed soldiers stood in tight formation at the beach end, blocking a crowd of natives—Are those all the survivors?—from venturing closer. Farther along the dock stood a smaller contingent of soldiers, two with the golden braids of senior officers on their collars. While the younger paced and ordered the deployment of marines, the elder one, a sturdy man with a dour face and narrowed eyes, watched as Flothrindel approached; this, obviously, was the admiral. Count Norris and Tim stood nearby, as well as two other civilians.

				“Dock at the pier, if you please, Captain Brelak,” an officer from one of the launches ordered.

				“At least they’re polite,” Feldrin muttered. “Take the tiller, love, and I’ll get the sails.”

				Cynthia steered the little smack toward the pier while Feldrin clomped around the foredeck, furling and lashing the jib, and securing two hemp bumpers over the port rail. As they came alongside the pier, she slacked the main sheet, and the boat slowed enough for Feldrin to catch and tie off dock lines thrown down by two sailors. On the pier, a troop of marine archers stood, their eyes grim and arrows nocked and pointed at Flothrindel. The launches held station a short distance away, their archers also at the ready. Cynthia remained seated while a marine lowered a ladder and stood by it at attention.

				On the beach, the natives began to cheer and chant, “Shambata Daroo!” The admiral shot them a furious glance. Feldrin lowered the mainsail and started to lash it down in proper seamanlike fashion, but a curt shout from the pier brought him up short.

			

			
				“Belay that nonsense!” The younger officer waved his troops forward. “Lieutenant, impound that vessel and secure the prisoners!”

				“Prisoners?” Feldrin cocked one dark eyebrow, then looked to Cynthia. “Didn’t know we were prisoners quite yet, did you, Cyn? I thought we came here willingly.”

				Cynthia would have laughed at his cocky comment if she hadn’t known it was a façade to hide his nervousness. In fact, the air was so thick with tension on both sides that it hung heavier than the cloying humidity. It only increased when a slim young lieutenant and a squad of marines boarded the smack. One of the marines stepped down into the cockpit and wrapped a meaty hand around her arm, pulling her to her feet. Cynthia’s ire rose and she saw Feldrin tense. She took a deep, calming breath; they didn’t want to do anything that would get them shot full of arrows before they could present their case.

				“Admiral!” she said, though her eyes were fixed upon the marine who had her by the arm. “My husband and I are offering no resistance and are willing to cooperate fully with you, but I insist that your men treat us with proper respect.” She dropped her eyes to the hand on her arm, then looked up to the officer.

				“You are both under arrest by order of Emperor Tynean Tsing,” the admiral declared with a glare. “Your cooperation is not necessary. Captain Donnely,” he said to the younger officer, “order your lieutenant to carry out his orders.”

				The captain barked the command, and the lieutenant drew his cutlass and reached toward Cynthia. “Come along. We’ll take the child.”

				“You don’t wanna be—”

				Before Feldrin could finish his warning, anger surged through Cynthia like a rogue wave, washing away her anxiety and replacing it with a mother’s sense of protectiveness so strong that she was scarcely aware of what she was doing. A sudden breeze swirled around the smack, ruffling everyone’s hair and clothing. The surface of the water trembled, as if the sea shivered in anticipation. The hull of the frigate docked on the other side of the pier groaned, and Flothrindel quivered under her feet like a plucked harp string. The soldiers glanced about nervously, and the grip of the marine holding her arm slacked a bit. The lieutenant froze with his hand poised to take her other arm.

				“Touch my baby,” she said through gritted teeth as her heart pounded in her ears, “and it will be the last living thing you ever touch.”

			

			
				“Admiral,” Feldrin said from the midst of three tense marines, all of whom he towered over by at least half a head, “we’ve just gone through nine shades of the hells to get our son back, and Cynthia’s still feelin’ a mite tense. She’s not likely to back down from a fight if you try to take him. We’re comin’ here peacefully, and we’re just askin’ that the three of us stay together and are treated well. We’re perfectly willin’ to go to Tsing and answer whatever charges the emperor has.” He resumed folding the mainsail, ignoring the glowering marines. “Yer choice Admiral; but if you push us, we’ll just leave, and you’ll have to explain how you lost three more ships and the seamage you were sent here to fetch.”

				The admiral’s face flushed deep red, and Cynthia tensed. The admiral’s next words would mean either violence or peace. Feldrin had presented their case and offered an easy out. Their ploy hinged on whether Tipos had read this man correctly.

				“Very well,” Joslan said finally, and Cynthia felt the tension among the marines ease. “I agree to those terms. You will stay together—in restraint, of course—but you have my assurance that you will be treated well. Will that suffice?”

				“It will.”

				“Very good. Captain Donnely, order your men to stand down. Lieutenant, you will sheathe your sword and assist Mistress Flaxal and her husband onto the pier.”

				“Aye, sir!” both men said.

				The marine holding Cynthia’s arm released her and muttered, “Sorry, ma’am,” as the color returned to his face. She, in turn, nodded, and released her hold on the sea.

				“This way, if you please, Mistress Flaxal.” The lieutenant gestured to the ladder without reaching to touch her.

				“Thank you, Lieutenant.” She climbed up with little difficulty despite Kloe’s weight, with Feldrin right behind. On the pier, however, she received one more surprise.

				Tim rushed to her, crying, “Mistress! You’re back!” and flung his arms around her in a fierce embrace, though careful to avoid squashing the baby. He’d never shown such open affection toward her before, but the explanation came as he pressed close to her ear and whispered, “Don’t tell them anything about Miss Cammy!” As he pulled back she looked into his eyes and understood; they knew about Camilla, and they wanted to keep it secret.

			

			
				“Yes, Tim, I’m back…we’re back, and we’re fine.”

				“Mistress Flaxal, Captain Brelak,” the admiral said as he motioned them down the pier, “this way, please. I have several…questions for you.”

				Feldrin put his arm around her as a cordon of marines formed up to escort them up the dock. There was, indeed, much to discuss.

				≈

				Huffington took station behind the count’s chair, hands clasped behind his back as the others took their seats at the table and servants bustled about serving blackbrew and biscuits. He fingered the device hidden beneath his sleeve, one of his “gifts” from the emperor, loaded with an envenomed dart. He’d donned it when Tim reported who was aboard Flothrindel, and had nearly used it only moments before. For some reason he had hesitated—unusual for him—but now he was glad he had done so. The seamage seemed forthright and fearless for such a young woman, even with a newborn babe on her lap.

				“My first question,” the admiral began, his tone firm but measured, “is how you came into possession of that smack. It and several people, two of my marines among them, went missing only five days ago, and the evidence suggests magic—sea magic, to be precise—was used to aid the culprits.”

				“I assure you, Admiral, I had no hand in Flothrindel’s theft,” Cynthia said. Huffington tapped Count Norris surreptitiously on the back; they could not let this line of questioning go too far. “We stopped at Vulture Isle, where we—”

				“Is Camilla safe?” Norris blurted, right on cue. “Those bloody-handed cannibals took her! Please tell me she escaped!”

				“If you please, Count Norris!” Joslan snapped with a glare. “I will ask the questions here! If you wish to remain at this table, you will remain silent!”

				Norris grumbled a halfhearted apology. Thankfully, Huffington noted, everyone’s attention was on the count and the admiral, which kept them from noticing the flash of consternation on the seamage’s features.

				“I’m…sorry, Count Norris, but we don’t know Camilla’s fate.” She turned back to the admiral. “Tipos and Paska managed to escape from the cannibals with the surviving captives and took them to Vulture Isle, but Camilla…stayed behind. We met them there, and learned of what had happened here. It seemed…prudent for Feldrin and me to bring Flothrindel back with us.”

			

			
				“To avoid the loss of your schooners, you mean,” the admiral accused.

				“Schooner, Admiral. There is only one. Peggy’s Dream was lost at Akrotia, along with a number of her crew. Orin’s Pride was damaged, but we limped back. She’s having some minor repairs done at Vulture Isle.”

				“And the pyromage? What happened to him?”

				“We don’t exactly know Edan’s fate.” The seamage took a sip of her blackbrew and gave a brief but detailed account of the expedition to the floating city of Akrotia—the rogue mer plot to steal her baby in order to lure her there, where they planned to reactivate the city’s magic with her own. She glanced at Count Norris as she related the surprise appearance of the lone pirate who murdered the half-elf shipwright, Ghelfan, and tried to kill her. “They must have followed us aboard Manta; it was sighted when we were fleeing, but sank before they could escape. I was unconscious, but Feldrin saw Edan struggling near the chamber. He, at least, must have gone inside it, because somehow Akrotia was activated by Edan’s magic.”

				“Activated? What do you mean by that?”

				“She means the whole bloody city’s on fire,” Feldrin put in. “We barely got out alive.”

				“From what Ghelfan had told us—” Cyntha choked on her words as she mentioned her slain friend, “when the original seamage entered the crystal chamber, he became a part of the city. His magic brought it to life. The…bonding is permanent, until the mage’s death, so I don’t think Edan is coming back.”

				Huffington heaved a silent breath of relief; his duty to the emperor was done. The seamage was cooperating fully and had agreed to return to Tsing, and the pyromage was, if not dead, at least incapacitated. He looked to Master Upton, but the man’s attention was on the admiral.

				“This floating city; exactly where is it now?”

				“I can give you the coordinates from memory,” Captain Brelak said. “These drakes you got make damn good time under sweeps. They wouldn’t have any trouble gettin’ down there and back in much more’n a fortnight. But if you send a ship, tell yer captain not to get too close. That city was hotter than the hub of the Nine Hells.”

			

			
				“Thank you, Captain Brelak. I would appreciate those coordinates.” The admiral straightened his waistcoat and shifted in his seat to face the captain directly. “However, securing the rest of the Shattered Isles takes precedence over seeking out a burning city in waters of no consequence to the empire.”

				“I respectfully disagree, Admiral,” Upton interjected. Huffington suppressed a smile at the sudden irritation on the admiral’s face. “I believe that this floating city warrants investigation.”

				“Indeed,” the admiral countered with his usual vehemence, “after we secure the Shattered Isles.”

				“Which brings up another point, Admiral,” the seamage said. “The natives here on Plume Isle, as well as their tribe on Vulture Isle, could be a huge asset to you if you’d let them help. They’re not your enemies, and they know every reef, cut and shoal in the islands, not to mention where the cannibals’ villages are and how to avoid them.”

				“I will consider it, Mistress Flaxal,” the admiral said. “But I would like to ask you about the mer. You say that they were duped into war, but now want peace. I find this difficult to fathom.”

				“The mer are difficult to understand, Admiral, even for me, and I’ve been dealing closely with them for over two years.” The seamage shook her head regretfully. “If I had understood them better, this entire situation might have been avoided.”

				“So, having discovered this deception, you still believe that their leader wants peace?” Upton’s tone was as skeptical as the admiral’s.

				“Trident Holder Broadtail does. But you have to understand one thing about the mer that I do know: they always act in their own self-interest. Individuals may act out of altruism or love, but as a community, they do what’s best for the school.”

				“Then we will use all caution in dealing with them,” the admiral said, though he looked dubious. “I don’t suppose you would give us the location of their city…”

				“No, Admiral, I won’t.” Cynthia’s voice steeled and she stared straight at the admiral, discomforting the officer, and Huffington suppressed another smile. “Perhaps if the emperor commands me, I will, but I fear that if I do, it’ll only lead to war.”

				“I agree with Mistress Flaxal Brelak,” Norris said, straightening in his chair as if he suddenly recalled his station as the emperor’s representative. He had been sitting restlessly, letting the admiral and seamage lead the conversation. “There are two threats to your position here, Admiral. The first is the cannibal tribe, and we are fortunate enough to know the location of their largest village. The second is the pirate ship that assaulted this very keep. The corsair’s name was Cutthroat, and she was last moored in the mangroves on the northwest of Middle Cay. I daresay they have probably long since gone, but it should be investigated.”

			

			
				“I will dispatch a drake and a frigate to investigate, though I agree that they have probably fled. But your fortune, Mistress Flaxal Brelak, undoubtedly is lost with them.” Huffington detected a hint of smugness in the admiral’s tone, and wondered what about the seamage the man so detested.

				The seamage’s face darkened. “I’ve still got ships, Admiral, and I’d give it all away thrice over for the lives of those who were killed here.”

				“Well, of course,” the admiral huffed, straightening in his seat again and waving the steward forward to refill their cups.

				“If you will excuse me.” Huffington’s attention snapped to Upton as the spymaster rose to his feet. “I must prepare my reports and get ready for the trip to Tsing. I will accompany the seamage and Captain Brelak on their journey to the emperor,” he said to the admiral, who mumbled ascent and turned his back on the little man. As Upton rounded the table, his sharp eyes fixed upon Huffington, and he made a discreet beckoning signal. Huffington sighed; there was no way to avoid this, though he would rather have a conversation with a hungry lion than the emperor’s master of security.

				Huffington tapped Norris on the shoulder and whispered, “Upton wants a word, milord. I’ll be nearby.” Norris gave a nod, and Huffington turned away to follow the spymaster out of the great hall.

				“Well, well.” Upton smiled, his lips a razor cut as their steps synchronized. “It would appear that your services to the emperor are superfluous, Mister Huffington. You must feel as if the world has been lifted from your shoulders.”

				“Yes, sir. It is a relief, I admit.” Huffington could see that the spymaster anticipated more information, and was glad to disappoint him by remaining silent.

				 “Well, I daresay she seems cooperative enough,” Upton said with a sidelong look, “I intend to accompany the seamage back to Tsing aboard Resolute, Mister Huffington, but I believe that the count is remaining here, at least until the fate of Lady Camilla is determined, so this is farewell…for now.” He stopped and extended his hand. “I appreciated your help in the murder investigations. Though we recovered no concrete evidence, it appears that cannibals are the most likely culprits. Frankly, I don’t think the admiral will ever recover his two marines. I hope to see you again in Tsing sometime. If you ever are in need of gainful employ, you have but to ask.”

			

			
				“Thank you, sir,” Huffington said, shaking the man’s hand firmly. He clenched his teeth to keep from barking out a laugh. He would be destitute and starving in the downwind quarter of Tsing long before he would ask the emperor’s spymaster for a job.


				


			

				Chapter 11

				Seeking Information

				“Well, things could be worse, I suppose.” Feldrin leaned back against the wrought-iron bars of the Resolute’s brig and stared at Cynthia. “I mean, he’s kept his word so far; we’re together, sort of.”

				“Sort of,” she agreed, staring back at him through the bars that separated them. Each square cell was large enough to accommodate a bunk, which in Feldrin’s case was decidedly too short, and a bucket to be used as a chamber pot. Cynthia lay the sleeping Kloe down on the thin straw pallet—it was clean and free of vermin, but hardly comfortable—pushing aside the wooden platter on which her meal had been served. Dinner had been a salt-pork stew that was more salt than pork, and ship’s biscuits, as hard as rocks and prone to weevils. “If this is good treatment, I’d hate to see how they treat less-honored guests. I’d hoped for a port, at least.”

				There was no chance of that here; the brig was well below the waterline. She could hear the water sloshing in the bilges below them, and the smell wafted up with every roll of the ship, mingling with the odors of more than a thousand closely packed sailors. Mouse was moody, and had chittered in complaint until she shushed him so the baby could sleep. A dim lantern on a rusty peg was their only light. She joined Feldrin at the bars that separated them and they lowered their voices. The admiral had posted a guard on the other side of the door, but there was no use taking a chance of being overheard.

				“We’d best get used to it, Cyn. I can’t imagine the emperor’s dungeons are much more accomodatin’.”

				“You think he’ll put us in prison?” She’d feared it, but the reality of facing years confined in a cell loomed like a storm cloud on the horizon. She gripped her husband’s strong hands for reassurance.

				“I don’t know if he’ll have much choice. I mean, think on it; we’re indirectly responsible fer the deaths of a hell of a lot of men. Their families are gonna be out fer blood. He’s got to give ‘em somethin’, even if it was really Eelback, Edan and Sam to blame. If he doesn’t, he’ll have riots in the streets.”

				“I never thought of that,” she admitted. An image of the angry families of nearly two thousand sailors screaming for vengeance flashed into her mind. “We’ll be lucky if we aren’t publicly executed.”

			

			
				“Oh, I don’t think it’ll go that far, lass. I mean, he’s bound to be—” Keys clattered in the lock, and the door to the brig groaned open. Cynthia looked up, and her spirits were buoyed by the welcome sight of Count Norris.

				“Mistress Flaxal Brelak, Captain Brelak, I’ve come to bid you farewell,” Norris said, stiffly correct, his countenance dire. He turned toward the guard and said dismissively, “I’ll just be a moment. I’ll knock when I’m done.” The soldier saluted and closed the thick oak door. Before either of them could say a word, Norris made a shushing motion and approached the cells.

				“What do you really know about Camilla?” Norris asked through clenched teeth. “What did Paska and Tipos tell you? She left me a letter—a horrible letter!—telling me she was possessed.”

				“I…I’m sorry.” Cynthia shook her head, her heart aching at the desperation in the count’s eyes. “They said she walked into the jungle and didn’t return. Camilla told them Hydra had possessed her. She…released the prisoners held by the cannibals and stayed behind.”

				“Dura said she tore some cannibal’s throat out,” Feldrin added, and Cynthia shot him a warning glare.

				The count winced. “I can’t believe she would…”

				“It’s not her, Emil! It’s the demon. It’s Hydra.” Cynthia cringed at the pain her words caused the count, but he had to know the truth.

				“But they said that magic was involved. Camilla has no magic! How…”

				“It’s the demon’s magic,” she explained. “I saw Hydra force the ocean to do her will. It was a vile, evil magic that offended the ocean, offended Odea, and made me ill, just like mine pained her.” She held up a forestalling hand when she saw hope bloom in Norris’ face. “There’s nothing I can do for her with my magic. She’s out of my reach.” Cynthia recalled her last encounter with the witch. “The only thing that hurt Bloodwind’s witch was to keeping her from feeding, but that would kill Camilla. The demon consumed the witch from within. I watched it happen. It nearly killed me.”

				“But what was it that Whuafa said, Cyn? Didn’t the natives try somethin’ once that made her sick?”

				“Yes, but—”

			

			
				“Anything!” Norris insisted, gripping the bars, hysteria flushing his face. “Anything you know might help.”

				“Whuafa, the village wise man on Vulture Isle, said something about tainted blood sickening Hydra, but it was just a legend; he didn’t know any details.” Cynthia frowned. “And it didn’t help. It only made her sick, and she slaughtered them in retribution.”

				“Tainted blood…” Norris’ gaze drifted away from hers, then snapped back. He straightened, his mouth still set in a grim line. “Thank you, Mistress Flaxal Brelak. This may help.”

				“Oh, and, Count Norris, you need to know one more thing.” Cynthia bit her lip. “It’s about Samantha.”

				“Samantha? You’ve got news of her, too?”

				“I’m afraid so, and it’s not good. She was the pirate who followed us to Akrotia. She murdered Ghelfan. I still don’t know what she was after, but she wanted Edan to come with her.”

				“And…” the count swallowed and continued. “And did she survive?”

				“I don’t know. I was unconscious, but Feldrin saw her struggling with Edan. I don’t know if Sam was trapped in there with him, or…or if she drowned.”

				“Dear gods…” Emil Norris’ shoulders slumped, then squared again. “I can’t…I’ve got to think about saving Camilla. Samantha’s fate is in the past. I can’t help her anymore.” He drew a deep breath and let it out. “I’ll go to Vulture Isle and speak with this wise man. Perhaps we can figure something out. At least it gives me a starting point.”

				“Good luck,” Feldrin said, though his tone lacked confidence.

				“And to you,” Norris said with a polite nod. “I know you may think your situation is hopeless, but the emperor is a fair man. I have done all I can to help you; both the admiral and Master Upton carry my letters and recommendations for leniency. Do not try to force the emperor’s hand as you did with Joslan.”

				“Thank you,” Cynthia said, meaning it. She extended her hand between the bars, and he took it.

				“And thank you for telling me of Samantha,” he added, his mien heavy. “At least now I know her fate.” He squeezed her hand, then solemnly shook Feldrin’s.

				“The Resolute is due to weigh anchor, so I must be off. Farewell.” He bowed from the waist, turned and knocked sharply on the door. The guard let him out, and they were alone again.

			

			
				“Well,” Feldrin said quietly “what do you think his chances are?”

				“Of saving Camilla, or surviving the attempt?” she asked. Cynthia returned to her bunk and sat next to Kloe, adjusted his wrap. The babe was sleeping soundly. Mouse was curled up next to him, one tiny hand on the child’s breast, his wings fluttering to provide some breeze in the stifling confines.

				“Either.”

				“Impossible and not good, respectively.” She leaned back and stroked Kloe’s gossamer hair. Mouse stirred, then settled down again. He did not like the confinement, and Cynthia found herself wishing that he’d stayed with Chula aboard Orin’s Pride. But she knew he would never leave her, and if she were imprisoned, it would kill the little sprite. “Not much better than ours.”

				≈

				Huffington leaned against Resolute’s rail, enjoying the breeze that blew across the azure waters. Tim wasn’t so peaceful. The boy tapped his foot and tossed another glare at Commodore Henkle, who was pacing the quarterdeck, impatient to have his armada under way. The man had grudgingly allowed the count below to speak to the prisoners, but had insisted that Tim and Huffington remain on deck. Nearby, the two frigates and the drake assigned to escort Resolute were already hoisting sails and tacking to remain on station while they waited for the larger warship.

				“Relax, Tim,” Huffington advised. “Fidgeting won’t speed things up.”

				Tim snapped him a look then sighed. “I know, but—” They both stiffened at the sight of Count Norris’ familiar blue coat emerging from the stern castle, his face a mask of anxiety. “Any ideas, Father?”

				“Perhaps, but we’ll have to get to Vulture Isle, and quickly, before Joslan sends a warship.” Norris nodded toward the waiting launch. “Come on; I’ve got to speak to the admiral.”

				“Again?” Tim’s tone almost made Huffington smile. They shared a common opinion of the admiral.

				“I’m afraid so. He may not like it, but we’re going to take Flothrindel. I’ve just got to convince him that it’s in his own best interest to let us.”

				“And how do you plan to do that, milord?” Huffington asked. He wondered if it might be easier to just steal the little boat than to try to convince the admiral of anything.

			

			
				“With the seamage on her way to Tsing, the admiral’s orders are to secure the Shattered Isles. As His Majesty’s ambassador, it’s only logical that I negotiate with the natives, don’t you think?”

				“I do believe you’ve got something there, milord.” Huffington smiled in relief. His master was thinking clearly and taking action, just like his old self. “Just tell me what you need, and I’ll see to it.”

				“We’ll see to it,” stressed Tim, flashing a furtive smile to the secretary. Huffington nodded and returned it.

				“Very good then. Let’s get to work!”

				There was a new sense of purpose in the count as he climbed down the boarding ladder into the launch. Tim and Huffington followed, and the sailors dipped their oars to row them ashore. Before Huffington lost sight of the ship, Resolute was underway. The ship was off to Tsing with the seamage, Huffington’s last duty to the emperor safe in her brig. Huffington took a deep breath. Despite the seriousness of Camilla’s situation, he found himself grinning; he was Count Norris’ man once again, and nothing had felt so good in weeks.

				≈

				Shelly placed her webbed hand against the hull of the huge ship. She could sense the magic of the seamage there, though it was quiescent. She flipped her tail and did a roll of excitement.

				*We have found her, Farsee!* she signed to her cousin, indicating the looming bulk of the warship overhead. *The seamage is here!*

				*We should go tell the trident holder,* he said as he looked around, twitching his fins in uneasiness. *We should not be so close to the warships.*

				*But the seamage is aboard this ship,* Shelly protested. It was moving away from the others, three smaller ships in company, sailing north. *If she leaves, we will not know where she has gone to. Follow me!* she ordered, and swam rapidly away. Shelly thrummed a quick greeting to Shellbreaker and Forktail, another pair assigned by Broadtail to watch the seamage’s island.

				*Greetings!* she signed hastily. *The seamage is being taken away aboard a warship. Farsee and I will follow. You must tell the trident holder that we go north.*

				Shellbreaker’s colors shifted in confusion. *But we were told not to go near the warships! You should remain here.*

				*I am telling you what we are doing, not asking your permission,* Shelly signed, her fins flaring in challenge. *We go now. If you do not inform my father, he will be angrier with you than with me.*

			

			
				She turned and shot back toward the ship containing the seamage before they could argue again…and before she lost her nerve. Her father would not be pleased, but she had heard some of what Tailwalker had told their parents, of how the seamage was afraid that she might have to go to the city of the landwalker emperor. If the seamage was taken away and not allowed to return, they might never find her.

				She reached the warship with the seamage, grasped the vessel’s immense rudder, and grinned at her cousin. *This ship is huge, Farsee. We can ride it for days and they will not even know we are here.* Shelly drew her dagger and pried a long goose-necked barnacle from the rudder braces. She popped the morsel into her mouth and swallowed. *And it even provides us with food for the trip.*

				She was pleased to see him flutter his gills at her joke, then his colors shifted to darker, more serious tones. *How far do you think they will take the seamage?*

				*I do not know,* she admitted. *Perhaps many tides at this speed.*

				They settled in for the ride, gripping the rudder post with one hand and signing with the other.

				*I never knew the ocean was so big,* Farsee signed. *Do you think any mer has gone so far north?*

				*There are many schools, Farsee. My father says that there are mer even where it is so cold that the surface of the water grows hard as rock, and the great leviathan feeds on schools of krill so thick you can eat and swim at the same time!*

				*Too cold for me,* he signed with a shiver of his tail. *Do you think they will take the seamage that far?*

				*I hope not, Farsee, but I know one thing for certain!* She shifted dark, suddenly serious.

				*What?*

				*You worry too much!* She fluttered her gills at his pained expression and flipped her tail, swimming forward until she rode the bow wake of the huge ship. She surfed the underwater pressure wave with little effort, flipping her fins only occasionally to steer. Her brother Tailwalker wasn’t the only one who could have adventures!

				≈

				“Ah, Count Norris, do come in!” Joslan put his pen aside and flexed his aching hand.

			

			
				He’d been drafting letters and reports all afternoon, but he was in high spirits; both the seamage and pyromage threats had been neutralized with little effort and not a single man lost. All that remained for him to do was to establish a permanent garrison, and Plume Isle was the perfect place for it. He would have the shipyard rebuilt, sturdy housing for troops constructed, and the keep remodeled as officers’ quarters; everything he needed to permanently secure the Shattered Isles. Not even the bothersome count could dim his good mood.

				“How can I help you?” He smiled genuinely and waved at an empty chair, signaling his steward to refill his cup, and bring another cup and saucer. “I rather expected you to be aboard Resolute, bound for Tsing.”

				“Actually, Admiral, I am here to propose how I might help you.” The count took the proffered chair, but declined the blackbrew.

				“Really?” he said, instantly wary. Considering their past conflicts, Joslan was dubious.

				“Yes, Admiral.”

				“And how exactly do you propose to help me?”

				“As I understand it, Admiral, your remaining task here is to secure the Shattered Isles, ensuring them safe for commercial and military traffic. Is that not so?”

				“It is, Milord Count, and I’ve a sufficient military force to make it so.”

				“No doubt, Admiral, no doubt at all. But there are risks.” Norris paused, his face grave. “To secure the islands, you must neutralize the cannibal threat. As you said yourself, any assault would be dangerous in the extreme. You don’t know the lay of the land, their deployment, fortifications or even their numbers. I believe there is a way I can give you all that information, and provide you with a significant force of experienced woodsmen.”

				“You speak of the local natives, of course,” Joslan said. He squinted at the count and pursed his lips, wondering what the man was up to. “The ones I’ve spoken to are reluctant to aid us, though they have agreed not to hinder our operation, as long as I allow them to live here peacefully.” He raised an eyebrow and sipped his blackbrew. “Do you think you can reach a better agreement?”

				“Not with the natives here, Admiral, but with the main tribe on Vulture Isle. I am, after all, the emperor’s ambassador. It is my job to negotiate with potential allies.”

			

			
				“You propose to accompany Captain Donnely south?” The prospect had merit, especially considering Donnely’s temperament; the man tended to be rash in deed and action, and the count could provide a valuable calming influence in dealing with the natives. “I could assign you to the Cape Storm, certainly.”

				“Actually, Admiral, I suggest a preliminary delegation. If I could speak with the village leaders before a warship is anchored off their shore, negotiations might progress more smoothly and more to your benefit. I know from my association with the natives here that their tribe has no love of the cannibals. They have been fighting an inconclusive war with them for years. They may be willing to help, if given the proper inducement. The carrot before the stick, as it were.”

				“What kind of inducement?”

				“Allow them to retain possession of Vulture Isle, with no military interference, as long as they remain peaceful and willing to work with the military personnel you station here.”

				Joslan thought about the proposal. Such an alliance would reduce the risk of his operation, at little or no cost. “I think I can authorize such an agreement,” he said, “but I dislike the idea of sending you out without protection, Milord Count. There are, as you say, dangers.”

				“The natives are well acquainted with the dangers between here and Vulture Isle, and a swift craft could evade most of them. My man Huffington is a…careful sort, and he knows two native men in particular who sailed with him from Tsing. I’m sure they’d be willing to accompany us.”

				“You think to take Flothrindel!” Joslan said. He knew the count wouldn’t offer him assistance that didn’t also benefit his own goals. The man meant to rescue Lady Camilla from the cannibals, even though, by all accounts, she was likely already dead. He opened his mouth to deny the request out of hand, then reconsidered. Surely the count wouldn’t consider invading the cannibal island with only a couple of men, which meant that he would first secure an alliance with the friendly natives. But could he trust the count to keep his word and not run off on his own, as he had before? He needed some way to ensure Norris’ compliance.

				“The craft can accommodate a few more,” he said. “For your safety, I will assign you a military contingent.”

			

			
				“I understand your concerns, Admiral,” Norris started, but Joslan cut him off.

				“My concerns are that the emperor’s ambassador remains safe in a hostile area. I will assign one officer and two marines. Any more than that and the smack would be overloaded.”

				Norris smiled and bowed his head. “Thank you, Admiral. Their presence will be welcome.”

				“Very well!” Joslan smiled and reached for pen and paper. “I’ll draft the order right now, and have Donnely assign capable men to your service. You can leave first thing in the morning.”

				“With respect, Admiral, I suggest we leave as soon as may be. Within the hour if possible.” Joslan opened his mouth to protest, but the count raised his hand. “Please, Admiral, there is not a moment to lose. The Cape Storm is due to leave for Vulture Isle in the morning, and initial negotiations must be concluded before the presence of a warship douses the sincerity of our proposal. One must proffer the carrot before the stick looms overhead.”

				Joslan scowled; he hated being dictated to, especially by this self-serving blueblood. But try as he might, he couldn’t find a hole in the man’s logic. He scratched a quick order to Captain Donnely. “Very well, Milord Count, I’ll have someone take this to Captain Donnely directly, and you can be off when all is ready.” He rang a small bell as he blew on the orders. A ship’s boy stood at his elbow before the ink was dry. He rolled the parchment, tied it with a bit of string and handed it to the lad. “Take this to Captain Donnely without delay. Will that suffice, Milord Count?”

				“Yes, Admiral, thank you. That will suffice nicely. I’ll be ready to leave within the hour.”

				The count stood, bowed and left with the boy.

				“Ready to leave,” Joslan said to himself when the door was safely closed behind them, “and finally out of my hair!”

				≈

				A centipede trundled across the back of Tipos’ hand as he paused between two jutting roots of an ancient tree. A tree frog peeped a piercing cry next to his ear, invisible in the dark, just as he was. With deep, slow breaths, he scanned the living, breathing jungle, only muted starlight and the flashes of fireflies and glow worms aiding his sight. Shrouded in a blanket of living darkness, accepted as part of it, he knew he was safe, at least for the moment. The cacophony of frogs, birds and insects told him so. Here, silence was an alarm decrying the intruder. But Tipos was not an intruder; he was born to the jungle and it knew him. When the centipede had moved on, he eased forward, a shadow in the darkness, feeling with his toes before every step, brushing the leaves and branches with his fingertips only. In a snail’s pace dance, where a single misstep meant his life, he probed deeper into the territory of their deadliest enemies.

			

			
				Spying on the cannibals was something that Tipos did very well. It was a rite of passage among his people. You did it well, or you didn’t return. Of course, they usually spied on the small tribe that made their home in the northeast highlands of Vulture Isle. This was unfamiliar territory, but the jungle was the same.

				He was less than five long strides from the sentries when he spotted them. They were also part of the jungle, but they were paying more attention to the distant clamor descending from their village than their own surroundings. He veered around them. Killing them would have been easy, but that was not why he was here.

				Finally, Tipos neared the village. Larger than the cannibals’ village on Vulture Isle, it was as big as his own. He lowered himself to the loamy jungle floor and crept closer, feeling every twig and leaf, inch by careful inch, keeping his eyes downcast lest they reflect the firelight and give him away. The drums and chanting grew so loud he felt his heart echo the beat. He positioned himself beyond a cluster of torches; anyone looking in his direction would be blinded by the flames, unable to see into the shadows beyond. He, however, had a perfect view, and what he saw left him staring in open-mouthed shock. For one moment, all his stealth and care were forgotten.

				“Miss Camilla…” he whispered in despair. The sound of his own voice startled him out of his awe. He checked his surroundings, ensuring that no one else had heard, then turned his eyes back to the woman he had once known as Camilla.

				She stood straight and tall in the torchlight, a pillar of flame with her crimson hair and dress. Her lips glistened against skin as pale as milk, her eyes twin splinters of obsidian. So beautiful, but there was something else there, too, a cold hunger thirsting for warmth. Smoldering power, and hunger…

				The cannibals encircled her—young and old, men and women—the entire tribe. They knelt with their heads touching the earth, murmuring the vile mantra that was their religion: “Blood, flesh, life, death. Beating heart, warm breath. Blade stills heart. Blood flows. Heart’s power to the victor goes…”

			

			
				On and on the chant went as Camilla turned a slow circle, her black eyes raking over the prostrate forms. Are they bowing in worship or cowering in fear? he wondered, noting how they kept their eyes down, as if trying to hide when her gaze passed over them, only daring to glance up when she turned away. Finally she raised one slim arm and her alabaster hand pointed.

				 “That one.” The voice was Camilla’s, yet not; harsher, more powerful, edged like a knife.

				The chanting stopped.

				The cannibals looked up to where she pointed, and as one they lunged to obey. Hands strong with relief overpowered the chosen one, a tall warrior with a broad scar on his chest. His thick arms strained against the unwelcome clutches of his brothers and sisters, but he could not break free. As they hauled him toward Camilla, horror sapped his strength and his struggles diminished. They forced him to his knees before her, wrenched his head back so that his wide eyes stared up into her pale, horrible, beautiful visage.

				Camilla smiled and reached out to caress his face in a parody of affection.

				The man shuddered at the touch, and a hopeless moan escaped his lips. Tipos felt himself shaking in sympathy at the man’s plight; this was no way to die. He might have met the warrior in battle and fought him to the death, but this was not battle. This was slaughter, a proud boar dragged to the butcher.

				Camilla bent forward, cocking her head like a lover bending for a kiss. The flickering torchlight cast eerie shadows across her pale features. As her lips neared the victim’s exposed throat, Tipos saw her obsidian eyes gleam, and her red lips curl back and stretch impossibly wide to reveal a dreadful maw. Rows of black teeth glinted in the firelight before they were sheathed in the man’s flesh. The warrior spasmed, and his captors released him and backed away. He flailed and screamed out a gout of frothy blood, but his struggles were futile. Camilla clutched him tight and pulled him up as she straightened, her mouth locked onto his throat, her hands grasping his neck like a vice.

			

			
				Finally the man went limp. Camilla slowly pulled back from the exsanguinated corpse, her face smeared with blood but once again beautiful. She dropped the body, and eager hands hauled it away. Several villagers brought forth a large bowl of water and held it before Camilla while she laved the stains from her hands and face.

				Tipos stared as Camilla turned, strode to the far edge of the torchlight and lowered herself onto a horrific throne of human bones. Like a crimson queen she sat, her back ramrod straight, her pale hands resting on the ivory domes of two polished skulls. Without a doubt, there would be one more skull adorning the throne by morning.

				Tipos turned away and made his way back into the depths of the jungle. He fought to maintain his stealth, when all he wanted to do was run. He had only half-believed the stories told by Dura and Shambata Daroo of the demon’s feeding. He swallowed hard on both his bile and his grief. After Paska, Camilla had been the one he dreamt about, her pale skin and red lips...From now on, though, he feared that her features would only haunt his nightmares.


				


			

				Chapter 12

				Deployments

				Captain Donnely took a deep breath of salt air and gazed with satisfaction at the open ocean before him. He smiled at the welcome sense of freedom; once again he was master of his ship and all aboard her, with no admiral’s pennant looming over his head. The stifling confines of Scimitar Bay had worn his nerves thin. He was a man of action! The admiral’s decision to sit and wait for the seamage to arrive while men were being picked off by cannibals had infuriated him to no end. Now, finally, he had a chance to strike back.

				Joslan had tasked him with assessing the cannibal threat, and that suited Donnely just fine. Count Norris had gone ahead to enlist the natives’ help, so hopefully negotiations would be concluded by the time Cape Storm arrived, and they could get right into action. He considered the admiral’s warning to keep an eye on the count and ensure that he acted in the empire’s interests, not his own, and huffed a short laugh. Joslan was being overcautious to the point of paranoia. Donnely had assigned an experienced young lieutenant and two capable marines to accompany the count; if anything was amiss, Donnely would know it upon his arrival.

				Donnely looked toward the north. Resolute would be some two hundred miles away by now, the seamage secure in the brig. He shivered with a memory of the confrontation on the pier: such power… Even so, in his opinion, Joslan had acquiesced too quickly to the seamage’s demands, but it had ended well enough.

				He watched the sails of the frigate Bright Star, in company with Ice Drake, diminishing to the north. They were bound for Middle Cay to investigate the report of pirates lairing there. To Cape Storm’s lee, Iron Drake cut a sharp line on her southerly course to investigate the supposed floating city, deep in the doldrums.

				“Better you than me, Pendergast,” he muttered, “days upon days of sweeps with not a breath of wind…” The steady trade winds would whisk him to straight to Vulture Isle, and there was no sense dawdling.

				 “Let’s stretch her legs, Lieutenant Parks,” he said to his first officer. “Topgallants and stays’ls as she bears upwind. Shake the reefs on the tops’ls if she’ll take it.”

			

			
				“Aye, sir!”

				Orders were relayed and men swarmed aloft to the top yards of the three towering masts. Canvas billowed, cracked and was sheeted smartly, and Cape Storm answered, heeling and charging forward, throwing spray from her forechains and taking water through her leeward scuppers on the down-roll. Donnely wondered how fast the seamage’s schooners really were. If Orin’s Pride was still at Vulture Isle, he would find out. Though Captain Brelak had said that it would be heading out to a shipyard for repairs, the admiral had ordered him to take possession of the ship if at all possible.

				Donnely grinned wide as he squinted to leeward. The drake-class ships were lighter and purportedly faster than his frigate, but they were currently pacing Iron Drake. He remembered an old sailor’s adage: if there are two ships in the water, there’s a race. Well, this wasn’t a race, but he would show that lick-boot twit Pendergast a thing or two about sailing.

				“Half a point to windward, helmsman!” he shouted, eying the compass card over the man’s shoulder. “We’re making some leeway.”

				“Aye Capt’n!” There were four men on the huge dual wheels, and they strained to bring her up into the wind another five degrees.

				“We’re cracking on nicely, sir! Eleven knots, by the log,” Parks said with a grin as he returned to the quarterdeck. “Bit of a heel, though. Might I suggest that we shift some weight belowdecks, stiffen her up a bit.”

				“Good idea. Make it so, but mind her deadeyes; we don’t want to part a shroud. With any luck, we’ll be to the island before that damned schooner makes for sea, but I don’t want to lose a spar in transit. Understood?”

				“Aye, sir!”

				“Carry on, then!” Donnely returned the man’s enthusiastic salute and resumed his customary stance: knees flexed, arms folded, eyes forward. Full sails and flying spray were enough to make any man content. The added prospect of a brisk action at journey’s end had him in high spirits indeed.

				≈

				“Well?”

				Tipos accepted a thick slab of pork and a cup of diluted juice from Paska, and collapsed onto a mat by the morning cooking fire. “She be bloody scary,” he said, taking a bite of meat and chewing.

			

			
				Paska, Chula, Whuafa and Dura lowered themselves to their own mats and stared at him. He was exhausted—he’d been up all night, and the two men who had helped him paddle to the cannibal island and back were already fast asleep—but their eyes urged him to continue.

				“Aye, we knew that much, lad,” Dura said, running a file over an adze she had been using for her repairs on Orin’s Pride. “But what’s she doin?”

				“Feedin’,” he said, eying the meat in his hand and putting it aside, suddenly less hungry. He downed his drink and continued. “Looks to me like she be takin’ de strongest ones. She was standin’ in de middle of ‘em, and dey all bowed down and chantin’. Den she picks a warrior and dey bring him to her. Don’t know how many she take so far, but de pile of bones dey lash toge’dah for her t’rone look pretty fresh, so she been busy.”

				“T’rone?” Whuafa’s rheumy eyes widened. “Dey build her a t’rone?”

				“Yep. An’ I saw at least six new-cleaned skulls, so dere might not be too many of dere best warriors left to fight in a couple a weeks.” He picked up his meat again, worried off another bite and chewed.

				“So dey built her a t’rone,” Whuafa said. “And you said dey chanted to her. Maybe dey t’ink she some kinda god or somet’in’.”

				“Devil be more like it,” whispered Paska.

				 Whuafa rubbed his wrinkled jaw in thought. “Well, she still alive, anyway. An’ every one of dem she take make dem weaker.”

				“But every one of dem she takes,” Tipos said, tearing the last bit of meat off the bone and tossing the remainder into the fire, “also make dat demon stronger.”

				“So de longer we wait, de harder it gonna be,” Paska agreed.

				≈

				The winds were building, and Edan rejoiced.

				The persistent calm had sapped his strength. He needed wind in order to move. In the doldrums, he had had to create it from nothing; as the trade winds returned, he could use them. The complex structure of Akrotia was not just the artistic doodling of some long-dead elf. The city had been intricately designed so that the spires, towers and walls acted like sails, allowing him to propel himself though the sea at a steady, albeit slow, pace. Similarly, the lower city had been designed to take advantage of ocean currents. The sea, however, he had no control over, and it maddened him. He could feel it swirling through his lower passages, and he knew that if he could just move a little bit of water, he could double his speed. But when he reached out with his mind to the ocean, he could do nothing.

			

			
				He was not a seamage.

				He had nearly reached the point where he would only be able to summon the winds during the day, when the sun’s heat gave him some trickle of power. Then he felt it, the barest of breezes. The breeze freshened, and now the trade winds blew steady. Bending the wind was easier than creating it, and he had picked up his pace once more.

				And there was fire ahead; he could feel it deep beneath the earth. It called to him. If he could just get close enough, he knew it would rise to his call. He remembered the bliss of Fire Isle, the glorious rapture of rising on the superheated air as the volcano roared around him, Flicker lithe and hot in his arms. Flicker…He could feel her tiny fire as she flitted from room to room, sometimes hovering outside the chamber to peer at him inside. Her presence was a comfort, familiar and friendly, the only thing he—they—didn’t hate.

				Edan stretched his senses out toward the fire…the Shattered Isles…born from the earth’s burning womb, like him. The fire would empower him, he knew, and then…He remembered telling the seamage of the volcano beneath her home—dormant, but not for long.

				Once he regained his strength, Plume Isle would burn.

				≈

				“Paska! Chula! Tipos!” Tim shouted as he flung himself over Flothrindel’s gunwale and splashed ashore.

				He heard Lieutenant Kerry call out a rebuke, then his father saying, “It’s all right, Lieutenant. We’re acquainted with some of these natives. Tim is in no danger.” But Tim’s rush to shore wasn’t as benign as his father purported. He had information to impart that they didn’t want the imperials to get wind of.

				“Cape Storm will be here tomorrow,” he told Chula in a stage whisper after splashing ashore. Behind him, Kerry was issuing orders to anchor the smack, and his father played the pompous diplomat, demanding that they get close enough to shore so he wouldn’t wet his trousers when he disembarked; a well-orchestrated distraction, of course.

			

			
				“And her captain’s a hard case if ever I met one. He’ll confiscate Orin’s Pride if you don’t leave before he gets here. Paska and Tipos should go with you. The admiral might find a way to press charges on you for the sailors who died, though we think we convinced him that you were all kidnapped.”

				“Kidnapped?” Paska looked at him skeptically. “Who be kidnappin’ us?”

				“The cannibals that hid on Plume Isle. They killed those soldiers, then kidnapped you two and Miss Cammy. Their shaman used magic to break Flothrindel away from the dock so they could steal it to get away.” His words tumbled out, and from the incredulous looks on his friends’ faces, he knew they were finding it hard to swallow. He wiped his sodden hair off his brow and tried again. “It seemed the easiest explanation. If you both go with Chula, it won’t matter. But you’ve got to go before Cape Storm gets here.”

				“Why’s a ship comin’ here?” Tipos asked.

				“Father’s supposed to work out an alliance with your tribe to fight the cannibals, but he came ahead so he could talk to Whuafa about Miss Cammy.” He looked at the three worried faces, and forced himself to ask the question he really didn’t want answered. “Is it true? Is she really a monster?”

				“True enough,” Tipos said, biting his lip. “I seen her feedin’, and Miss Dura seen her, too.”

				Tim’s stomach lurched. Glancing over his shoulder he saw his father, now ashore, making a fuss about the water on his shoes. Huffington brushed at the water that dampened his master’s trousers, and Lieutenant Kerry and his men looked exasperated. Then they started up the beach, the military men right on the count’s heel, taking their security duty seriously. He didn’t have much more time.

				“Mistress said there might be a way to help Miss Cammy; something about tainted blood. Father wants to talk to Whuafa, but we’ve got to get the lieutenant and his men out of the way first. Huffington has something in mind for that, but it won’t be right away. Tonight.”

				“Dat Mista Huffington, he make me nervous,” Paska said, glancing toward the man in question as he innocuously trailed his master up the beach. “He like a snake, always watchin’ wit’ dem beady little eyes.”

				“He’s exactly like a snake,” Tim agreed with a grim smile. He was beginning to like Huffington, despite his previous reservations. “A poisonous one, but he’s on our side.”

			

			
				≈

				Lieutenant Kerry slumped forward into his platter of fried plantain and roast pork, a stifled snore escaping his lips. His men had only time for a quick glance between themselves before dropping into their own meals.

				“Well done, Huffington!” Norris said, patting his secretary on the shoulder. “How long will they be out?”

				“At least a few hours, milord, though it’s hard to say. Some of these things last longer and hit harder with alcohol.” He looked at his own cup and sniffed it. “It seems rather potent.”

				The count looked nervously at the unconscious marines. “Perhaps someone should watch over them to make sure they’re all right.”

				“Dat won’t be a problem, yer Countship,” Paska said with a sly smile. She nodded, and several natives came forward to lift the lieutenant and his two companions and carry them away.

				Tim leaned close to Huffington and whispered, “Won’t the marines know they’ve been drugged when they wake up?”

				Huffington stifled a smile. “They’ll be waking up in the company of several local women, Tim.” He nodded a discreet thanks to Paska, who had unexpectedly approached him earlier with the suggestion, a boon to his original plan of just drugging the men and dealing with the repercussions later. “It’s one of the oldest diplomatic tricks in the books. Nothing shuts someone up better than a little embarrassment and the threat of an accusation of dereliction of duty.”

				Tim nodded in understanding, glancing at the count. “And Father’s okay with that?”

				“We didn’t hurt anyone, and we did the job. That’s the goal.”

				Tim nodded, and pursed his lips in thought. He started to ask another question, but thankfully, the count interrupted with an inquiry for Whuafa.

				“Now, my new friend, what can you tell us about this tainted blood incident?”

				“I rememba a bit more of de story now, wit’ de help of my young frien’ heah.” Whuafa patted his assistant on the knee and the young man smiled at the praise. “He been listenin’ to my stories all his life, and he know most of dem betta dan me now! Anyway, da story goes dat dey gave poison to a young girl, den gave her to de demon as a sacrifice. Da poison we use here in de islands is from de tree frog; we put it on arrows sometime. It act fast, and make de animal go all limp, den stop breathin’. At least, dat’s what it does when it go right into de blood. I’m t’inkin’ dis demon not too stupid. It won’ take a sacrifice dat’s near dead, so dis girl, she musta swallow it. It take longer to act dat way, an’ de demon prob’ly di’n’t get much of it. I be t’inkin’ we can do betta.”

			

			
				Norris turned to Huffington. “What do you think?”

				“Sounds like curare, milord, and he’s right. It doesn’t work nearly as well taken by mouth.” Huffington thought hard, and chose his next words carefully. “May I warn you, milord; there is a risk to Miss Camilla. There are other, less lethal concoctions that might incapacitate her. Perhaps once we have her under control, we could find a priest to exorcise the demon.”

				The count looked shaken, but his reply was firm. “We’ll do everything we can to wrest Camilla from the demon’s control without harming her. We can’t risk having the imperials catch sight of her before then. Tim!” He turned to his son. “The stories that Mistress Flaxal Brelak and Camilla told you; they said that the demon actually came out of Hydra, correct?”

				“Yes, Father,” Tim replied. “The demon killed the witch, then the pirates killed the demon.”

				“So,” the count reasoned, “the demon has a physical form. We must try to kill it without killing Camilla.”

				Huffington nodded, though still skeptical. He asked Whuafa, “Sir, does your legend say exactly how the witch reacted to the poison? Did she show signs of poor coordination, shaking or weakness?”

				“Not dat de story say,” Whuafa said. Frowning, he exchanged a few words with his young apprentice in their native tongue, then shook his head. “No. She jus’ barf up all de blood from de girl, den kill everyone she could get her hands on.”

				“That’s good, milord,” Huffington said. “It means that the blood was consumed by the demon, but not necessarily by the witch. If she had gotten any of the curare, she would have been in no shape to kill anyone.”

				“So, how do we poison the demon?” the count asked. He looked at Whuafa and Huffington, then over to the others, who had been unusually quiet during the discussion. “Can we poison her sacrifice somehow?”

			

			
				“You’d have to do it as she’s takin’ ‘im, I’m thinkin’,” Dura said, her broad brow furrowing. “Poison arrow, maybe, but you couldn’t shoot before she starts ta feed, or she’ll know.”

				Tipos nodded in agreement. “It’d be a tricky shot, but I was no more dan fifty feet from her last night.” He scratched his head and frowned. “It’d be impossible if de angle was wrong, and we don’t know who she be pickin’, so we can’t get in de right spot before. Maybe have ta have more’n one shooter.”

				“An’ de poison?” Paska said. “We don’t got any, and we can’t be catchin’ enough o’ dem frogs in de dark.”

				Norris’ face fell. “I don’t know how long we can hold off Captain Donnely. He’ll be here in the morning, and he seems eager to confront the cannibal situation immediately. And Camilla…”

				Huffington patted his big leather satchel and smiled. “Don’t worry, milord. I’ve got everything we need right in here, courtesy of the emperor himself.”


				


			

				Chapter 13

				Surprises

				Shouts of alarm brought Farin bolting upright from a sound sleep. His crew responded with the honed reflexes of experience, so by the time he arrived on deck, his fifty seasoned pirates were armed to the teeth and prepared for battle. One glance downstream, however, and Farin knew they didn’t have a chance.

				Ten imperial longboats were rounding the bend and approaching fast, each one packed with grim-eyed archers, arrows nocked and ready, swords at their hips. Even if King Gull had been armed with ballistae, it would have been a hard fight. The pirates were outnumbered two to one, and they would be seriously disadvantaged against marines wearing mail. Farin had learned a lot as captain of King Gull; he made his decision immediately.

				“Stand down, lads! They’re navy men!” He stepped to the fore, pushing down the blades and bows of his men. Some muttered and cursed, but a glare and a few quick hand signals put a stop to that. “Ahoy there, navy launches! Welcome! Glory be, you gave us a start! We thought we were bein’ set upon by a bunch of cannibals!”

				“Prepare to be boarded!” the officer in the lead boat shouted, pointing with his cutlass. “Stow weapons and have your men stand back from the boarding hatch! Now!”

				“Right away, sir. Right away.” Turning to his men, Farin hissed, “Do as he says! We’re merchantmen!” Farin opened the hatch himself and threw down the boarding ladder, then backed away as the first boat came alongside.

				Four grim marines climbed aboard, splitting left and right to allow their commanding officer access. Ten more marines followed, all with naked blades in hand. They fanned out as the next boat came alongside and disgorged a dozen more soldiers. Before a word was exchanged, the deck of the King Gull was bristling with marines.

				“Who commands here?” the lieutenant in charge barked, raking the crowd of pirates with his eyes.

				“I do, sir.” Farin stepped forward with a deferential nod. “Captain Farin, at yer service.”

			

			
				“Captain Farin?” The officer looked him over. “You’re a little young to be captain of a galleon like this, aren’t you?”

				“Aye, sir, I am, but Captain Seoril died of the bloody flux near a month ago. I told him not to eat that sour goat’s milk they serve you down in Fornice, but he done it anyway and it killed him deader than yesterday’s pot roast, it did.” Farin paused; he was proud of the story he’d made up, but he saw that the grim lieutenant wasn’t totally convinced. “The ship’s papers is all in order, sir. We been workin’ trade between Marathia and Fornice fer near two months now, which is why we got so many crew. Things is a little rough down there, and we’ve had to fight off more’n one attack, but the route’s paid off nicely, and we’re headed north to Tsing to cash in.”

				“I’ll look at your papers presently, Captain. Men, disarm them!” He waved a squad of marines forward, and they quickly collected every visible sword and dagger. “I’d like to know what you’re doing here. This very spot was the lair of a band of pirates not a fortnight ago, and here I find you moored.”

				“Pirates? Blimey, sir, but everyone knows there ain’t no pirates in the Shattered Isles no more. Not since that seamage came and wiped ‘em all out.” Farin handed over his cutlass and dirk without protest. “Captain Seoril had this spot marked on his chart as a safe haven from both the cannibals and them bloodthirsty fish folk. We had a long run from Marathia, so we fetched up here for a bit of rest and repairs before the run up to Tsing.”

				“All secure, sir,” a marine sergeant announced, hefting a bag of confiscated weapons.

				“Very good, Sergeant. Send a squad below and secure anything else you find, and bring me a report of the cargo. I’ll be in the captain’s cabin.” The lieutenant assigned three more squads to watch over the crew, confining them to the deck, then turned to Farin. “Shall we have a look at the ship’s books, Captain?”

				“O’ course, sir, but I hope ya don’t mind my askin’ what yer plans are fer us. We’ve broke no laws, and them weapons you took cost us plenty. If you mean to confiscate ‘em, I’d like ta know why.”

				“If your books confirm what you’ve told me, we’ll escort you to Plume Isle and you’ll tell your story to Admiral Joslan,” the lieutenant explained, waving a half-squad of marines forward to accompany them to Farin’s cabin. “If he believes you, then everything will be returned to you and you’ll be sent on your way. It’s only you being here that is suspicious, you understand. We’d gotten word that a corsair was hiding here, but this…ship is obviously not a corsair. Regardless, the admiral must be informed.”

			

			
				“There’s an admiral on Plume Isle?” Farin asked in unfeigned surprise. “I thought that was the seamage’s lair.”

				“Until recently.” He waved Farin forward. “Your cabin, if you please.”

				“O’ course, Lieutenant. Right this way.” Farin led him aft and handed over the doctored log book and manifest, documents that the departed Captain Seoril had kept meticulously accurate. Farin thanked his lucky stars that he had kept up the ruse, right down to crew names, pay schedules and repair costs to be reimbursed by a fictional shipping company. Luck, it seemed, could be bad and good at the same time, and if he was careful, King Gull could sail away from this encounter without a scratch.

				≈

				“Lieutenant Kelly!” Norris rapped on the side of the hut where he knew the poor officer had been taken and called again. “Lieutenant Kelly, Cape Storm has been sighted!”

				He heard muffled curses and a few giggles, and the lieutenant stumbled out, still buttoning his jacket and fumbling with his sword belt.

				“Lieutenant Kelly!” Norris said briskly. “I expected better of you than to abandon your duty to take up with the locals.”

				“I’m sorry, Milord Count!” The man was pale and shaken and kept glancing over his shoulder into the dim confines of the hut. “I don’t know…I mean, I don’t remember…”

				“I suppose I should have warned you that the fermented drink the natives make is quite strong.” He glowered at the man, then lowered his voice to a conspiratorial tone. “I was a young man once,” he said as two women with naught but scraps of leather covering their loins emerged from the hut, grinning at the lieutenant and whispering between themselves. “And I can certainly see the…temptation to establish close diplomatic relations with the native population.”

				“But, milord, I—”

				“Oh, no harm done, my lad. I see no reason to inform Captain Donnely of your lapse.” He clapped the man on the shoulder and grinned. “Now let’s find those marines of yours before Captain Donnely arrives. I think they may have followed their commander’s example, but if we discipline them…well, let’s just not mention it, shall we?”

			

			
				“Y…yes, sir!” Kelly stammered, following Norris to round up the two marines.

				Less than an hour later, they stood upon the beach waving to the approaching launch from Cape Storm, her captain standing in the fore.

				“Captain Donnely! Welcome to Vulture Isle.” Norris stood above the high-water mark, watching as several sailors and natives stood in waist-deep water, gripping the captain’s longboat by the gunwales. With the next cresting wave, they hauled the boat up the beach far enough that Captain Donnely stepped off the bow onto the sand without wetting his boots.

				Norris extended a hand and said, “You must have bent every sail aboard the Cape Storm to arrive here so quickly.”

				“Milord Count,” Donnely said, taking his hand for a perfunctory shake. “Where is the schooner?”

				“Orin’s Pride? Oh, they left at first light. The preliminary repairs were finished, and they were taking her to a shipyard for a complete overhaul. You were there when Mistress Flaxal Brelak told the admiral that, weren’t you?”

				“Yes, I was there.” Donnely scowled. “Oh, never mind. How have your negotiations with the natives progressed?”

				“I have good news. We talked into the small hours of the morning, and much progress was made. Wouldn’t you say so, Lieutenant Kerry?”

				“Uh, yes, sir,” the red-faced lieutenant answered. Donnely shot the officer a sharp look, but the count waved a hand toward the native contingent that awaited them at the top of the beach and started walking. Donnely caught up in two long strides.

				“Very good, milord,” Donnely said, though Norris thought the man sounded a bit disappointed. “What was decided? Will they aid us?”

				“Ah, as to that, Captain, I’m afraid they don’t see it quite like that. You see, they’re already at war with the cannibals, have been for years, so they see this as an opportunity for you to help them.”

				“Help them what, Count Norris?” Donnely stopped in his tracks and glared at Norris. “His Majesty’s Navy is not in the business of helping native tribes with their petty squabbles!”

				“But this particular petty squabble affords us the opportunity to work with them toward a common goal, Captain.” Norris glared right back. “Correct me if I am mistaken, sir, but isn’t it our goal to address the cannibal threat? To stabilize the Shattered Isles by dealing with these fiends? I grant you, Captain, that I do not have much experience brokering a war, since an ambassador’s job is usually just the opposite. But here we have an experienced and knowledgeable people who share our goal. Surely you’re not going to balk at the semantics.”

			

			
				“It’s not about goals, Count Norris. It’s about setting a precedent. If we aid them now, they’ll expect it in the future. The agreement that Admiral Joslan ordered you to negotiate was for the natives to work with us, not for us to work for them!”

				The captain’s tone pricked Norris’ temper. He swallowed hard and worked to keep his voice calm and even. “First, Captain, the agreement that I suggested to the admiral was, as you say, for the natives to work with the Imperial Navy to help neutralize the cannibal threat. I have sealed that agreement. As to who is aiding whom, that is utterly irrelevant. Second, Admiral Joslan did not, and does not order me to do anything. I am a member of a noble house of Tsing, Captain, and you are a warrior in the employ of the emperor, so when it really comes down to facts, you work for me. I’ll have you remember that.”

				“Milord Count! I meant no disrespect. I simply do not want to set the precedent of the Imperial Navy doing favors for these…people.” Donnely gestured at the crowd of natives surrounding them. They all stared unabashed at the two arguing men, some even smiling in amusement.

				“These people, Captain, know every bush, rock and tree on every island from here to Plume, and have for their entire lives been fighting the very enemy you have been ordered to combat. They have exact details of your enemy’s position, numbers and fortifications, so I would advise you, as your diplomatic envoy, to lend your aid. If you refuse the deal I have brokered, you will be fighting outnumbered on unfamiliar terrain with no useful reconnaissance.” He folded his arms and glared at the pigheaded warrior. “Your choice, Captain.”

				Norris watched Donnely’s face, blank and unemotional as he considered his options, and resolved to tell Tim never to play cards with the captain. The man opened his mouth to speak, then closed it, blinked and cleared his throat, his decision obviously made.

				“I suppose, in this one instance, the Imperial Navy can come to the aid of the natives of Vulture Isle. What, exactly, Milord Count, do the tribe elders propose?”

			

			
				It was all Emil Norris could do to keep from whooping with glee.

				≈

				Cynthia woke to the rattle of keys. She groaned and rubbed her eyes, then blinked in the unchanging lantern light. There was no way to distinguish night from day so deep in the ship. With no exercise and little rest—neither Kloe’s feeding schedule nor the uncomfortable cot were conducive to restful sleep—she was irritable. But as she sat up, she realized that this was not just another visit from the ship’s cook bearing bowls of bland stew.

				Two marines ducked through the door, followed by Commodore Henkle and two more men. One of these was Master Upton. Cynthia had not liked him from the moment she met him; he was too quiet, and his gaze too probing. The other man was thin and swarthy, and she decided she didn’t like him either, probably because of the loaded crossbow in his hands.

				“Mistress Flaxal Brelak, Captain Brelak,” the commodore said briskly as his four companions took positions to either side of him. “I trust that you are both well.”

				“Well enough, Commodore,” she said, lifting Kloe in the crook of her arm as she stood. Feldrin remained seated, since standing in the low overhead required that he stoop. “Is something wrong?”

				“As a matter of fact, yes.” The commodore pursed his lips, and continued. “I have just had a very unpleasant surprise. At dawn, crewman on the jib boom noticed two mer pacing the ship. I want you to tell me why mer would be following this ship, and if it is your doing.”

				Cynthia’s brow arched in surprise at the commodore’s claim. Why would the mer be following the ship? The simplest explanation was that they were following her, curious about her fate. But there could be some other reason. She had promised herself that she would never again underestimate or try to second-guess the mer. Looking into Master Upton’s unreadable eyes, she extended that promise to include the imperials.

				“No, Commodore, it is not my doing,” she said sharply as she strode to the bars of her cell. “How could I do anything from in here?”

				All five men shifted at her sudden motion, and she perceived the tension in their stances—the commodore’s clenched fists, the marines’ white knuckles on their sword hilts, the crossbowman’s finger on his weapon’s trigger. They were frightened, she realized, and frightened soldiers were dangerous. With effort, she restrained her temper. “I admit, Commodore, it’s probably safe to assume their actions have something to do with me, but I have no way to communicate with them. My friends among them were troubled that I would be held accountable for their actions against an imperial ship, and undoubtedly are curious as to where I’m being taken.”

			

			
				“How would they know you are aboard Resolute?” he asked suspiciously.

				“Some of them can sense sea magic, Commodore. They may be able to feel me here, even though I’m not manipulating the wind or water. I don’t really know.”

				“And you swear that you did not summon them here?”

				“Summon them?” She would have laughed, but restrained herself. “Commodore, you must believe me; I do not control the mer. In fact, I’m not very happy with them right now. A rogue group of mer attacked me, stole my son and tried to blackmail me with his life.”

				“And yet, here they are. Master Upton,” the commodore glanced sidelong at the man, whose own eyes never left Cynthia’s, “as the emperor’s master of security, has suggested certain precautions, and I concur.”

				“Commodore,” Cynthia said with a wry smile, “we’re your prisoners. You’re free to take whatever precautions you wish, though I might remind you that Admiral Joslan promised that we be treated well.”

				“You will be, Mistress Flaxal Brelak,” interrupted Master Upton. His tone was as smooth as a sea snake, and Cynthia didn’t doubt that he was just as deadly. “But I am assigning a round-the-clock watch.” He indicated the man with the crossbow.

				“So if the mer attack, I’m to be killed, and you sort out the details later. That’s convenient.”

				“No,” Upton said. “If anything untoward occurs with the wind, water or the mer, Captain Brelak will be killed. The emperor wishes to meet you, Mistress Flaxal Brelak, and my job is to ensure that his wishes are granted…safely.”

				“Nice,” Feldrin said, glaring at the security man.

				“Your agreement with the admiral was that you be treated well,” the commodore reminded them, “not that we be nice. It’s my job to see that everyone gets to Tsing.” He flicked a glance at Upton. “And if there are no indications of you using magic, then everyone will arrive safely.” He bowed shortly. “Good day.”

			

			
				The commodore spun on his heel, and his men and Master Upton followed him out the door. Without a word, the man with the crossbow moved a three-legged stool into the corner opposite their cells and sat, the weapon not quite pointed at Feldrin’s chest.

				“Well, now all we need is a deck of cards,” Feldrin quipped as he leaned back in his bunk.

				Cynthia returned to her own bunk and sat. She sighed and closed her eyes, considering their situation. Her entire life, she had wished to become a seamage. Now she wondered if Odea’s blessing had instead become a curse.


				


			

				Chapter 14

				Tainted Blood

				Huffington crept through the undergrowth behind the four native warriors, following the sound of drums. The natives moved like wraiths through the clinging vines and foot-catching roots; he envied them. It was a good thing the forward scouts had eliminated the sentries, for Huffington was out of his element. Give him a crowded market or a city street, and he was at home; here he had to work hard just to keep from tripping, stepping only where the natives stepped, touching only what they touched. But he could not—would not—fail his master.

				They edged toward a glow of torchlight, and he got his first glimpse of the cannibals’ village. They were in the throes of their ceremony, their drums and chants drowning out the night sounds of the jungle and the approach of the native warriors. As he and his companions settled into position, Huffington peered into the foliage at the edge of the village, but the archers who had preceded them were invisible. The two native marksmen were armed with arrows coated with a cocktail of poisons Huffington had prepared himself. Their goal: fire the arrows into the chosen victim’s heart at the moment Camilla began to feed. Huffington had been dubious about their ability to hit a target the size of a man’s fist from fifty feet away, but they had shown him their prowess by shooting mangoes from a towering tree. And their heavy composite bows were powerful enough to kill a wild boar. The entire plan hinged on their success; if they missed, the demon would wreak havoc upon the attacking forces, and there was no way to call back Donnely’s marines, since they knew nothing of Camilla or the demon Hydra.

				He and his escort settled in and waited for the signal. His team had one goal: save Camilla before the imperials reached her. Deeper in the jungle on the other side of the village from the hidden native force, the marines massed in their mail armor and heavy boots. Huffington hoped that their native guides were able to keep them quiet. Convincing Captain Donnely to wait until the battle was underway before attacking had seemed hopeless until the captain’s own marine commander backed the plan.

			

			
				Huffington considered his task as he meticulously checked his weapons. They hoped that the poisons would weaken the demon, if not kill it outright. How the poisons might affect Camilla, no one knew. Huffington hated planning with so many unknowns. He worked with facts, trusting only those he had gathered himself. The only fact here that he was sure of was that his first concern was his master’s safety, not his happiness. He adjusted the firing mechanism under his sleeve, making sure that the poisoned dart was loose enough to fly easily. It was tipped with the most lethal poison in his bag, for if they had supposed wrong, and the demon wasn’t disabled by the poisoned arrows, then the woman his master loved would have to die.

				≈

				Emil Norris sucked in a sharp breath, and his heart leapt into his throat. Camilla…

				“Father!” whispered Tim. Emil looked at his son’s soot-darkened face. “Relax! You’re fidgeting.”

				Relax? How could he relax? They were about to attempt three simultaneous actions involving hundreds of warriors, each subsequent one hinging on the success of the previous. Donnely had forbidden Emil and Tim to accompany the troops, demanding that they stay with the boats, but Emil had predicted this, and arranged for Tawah and Keyloo to secretly guide them to a place where they could observe the action. They had also provided them with swords, just in case things went badly. Huffington had not been pleased, but there was no way Norris would stay behind when Camilla’s life was at risk. He tried to calm his nerves as he peered over the huge tree roots that sheltered them from unfriendly eyes.

				Camilla stood at the center of the prostrate mob, a crimson pillar, radiating a horrible dark power. The cannibals cowered before her, their chants growing louder and faster with every pounding beat of the drums. As he watched, he recalled the words of her letter: “…the beast within me can feed and serve a noble, if not good, purpose.”

				Revenge, he realized. Camilla is exacting revenge for their slaughter of the natives on Plume Isle. Camilla had seen it happen, had cried in his arms when her sleep was disturbed by nightmares, had confessed the guilt of her helplessness. Well, she was helpless no more. Then she looked up, and for an instant, as those smoldering black eyes swept over his hiding place, Emil felt the chill of death’s hand on the back of his neck. Then her gaze passed, and he breathed a ragged sigh.

			

			
				The chanting halted abruptly as Camilla raised one pale hand from her side to point, and called out. The voice, so like yet unlike Camilla’s, thrilled across every nerve in Emil’s body. Memories of her voice—passionate whispers and murmurs of love—clashed with the cold hunger that rang out across the clearing.

				Hands reached out to grasp the chosen victim, but apparently this one surprised them. The sacrifice, a tall, broad-shouldered woman, stood and shouted out, extending her arms. Two well-muscled men took her wrists, but the woman strode forward without resistance. The crowd murmured, backed away and knelt again, and Norris thought he saw nods of approval among them. This woman chose to meet death with pride and courage, unlike the sacrifice Tipos had observed. The three taller natives stopped before the smaller, yet infinitely more dreadful figure of their crimson queen. Without urging, the woman knelt before Camilla and tilted her head so she looked up at the night sky, exposing her throat. The two men released her wrists and stepped back.

				The drums, though silent, continued to pound in Emil’s mind as the woman he loved stepped forward. Camilla cradled the woman’s face tenderly between her hands and smiled. She bent forward, a caricature of his memories of her leaning toward him for a kiss. It could have been me, he thought, unable to tear his eyes away, though his blood ran cold. He knew when teeth met flesh by the spasm that wracked the sacrifice’s body.

				Now! Emil thought, and as if the hidden archers had heard his mental command, two arrows whistled through the night. Both dark shafts struck true, and Emil bit back a cry of triumph. The woman’s body jerked with the impacts, but the convulsions went unnoticed by the hungry demon.

				Camilla continued to feed.

				≈

				“Captain Donnely, sir!” whispered the boat boy, as he descended from a towering tree. Though not a marine, the boy was lithe and light and climbed like a monkey, and Donnely had thought he might be useful as a lookout and messenger. Apparently, his hunch had paid off.

				“What?” the captain whispered back. “Did you see something?”

				“I…I could see a bit through the leaves.” The boy’s voice was troubled, and Donnely squinted at him. The boy’s face glowed pale in the dark. “I thought I saw the…the lady.”

			

			
				“Lady Camilla! She’s alive?” Donnely asked incredulously. He’d never have believed it.

				“She is, sir.” The boy swallowed hard. “I think she’s eating someone.”

				≈

				Huffington tensed, his eyes fixed on Camilla, so engrossed in her meal that she didn’t notice the arrows that stuck out of her victim’s back. Unfortunately, the cannibals were not so distracted. The shouts of alarm that rose from their throats changed to cries of pain and anger as a hundred arrows flew from the jungle. Many of the savages fell bristling with shafts, but before the archers could even draw for a second shot, the cannibals charged, trampling the bodies of their fallen kin to engage their assailants. The Vulture Isle warriors met the assault, and melee was joined with shouts and the clash of arms. Razor-edged steel and obsidian met flesh, and men and women died.

				Huffington shifted to the balls of his feet. Finally, he saw Camilla shudder, then drop the corpse and straighten. For an instant, he glimpsed the demon—black-on-black eyes, and a horrible maw fringed with hooked teeth—and rocked back on his heels in shock. Then there was only Camilla again. She opened her mouth to speak, her lips smeared with blood, eyes wide in shock, and she clutched her abdomen.

				Camilla fell to her knees, and from her bloodstained lips issued a scream that evoked visions of the Nine Hells in Huffington’s mind.

				For a moment the battle ceased, all silent save for that horrific keen. All eyes turned toward Camilla as her cry peaked, then faded. The silence was split by the wail of a conch horn, the signal to the imperial force to attack the enemy’s flank…and for Huffington and his team to rescue Camilla.

				Huffington broke from cover with his companions and sprinted toward the fallen woman. The plan called for the way to be clear, for the cannibals to be busy defending themselves from the two-pronged attack of Vulture Isle natives and imperials, but several foes had turned back at Camilla’s cry, and now stood between Huffington and his goal. He ran with a dagger in each hand, parrying, slashing and stabbing like a street fighter with every step. He saw one of his companions fall to his right, and another to his left. Then there was a break in the crowd, and a flash of red—Camilla. He was almost there.

			

			
				Huffington ducked under a sweeping club and planted his shoulder in a stomach. As he slashed low and spun away, he could see Camilla on the ground just ahead. He ducked a wild swing and dashed toward her. There was a cry from behind him, then something heavy snapped his head forward. Everything went dark and he was falling.

				≈

				Dear Gods of Light, please save her! Emil had stared, stricken, as Camilla fed, then at that inhuman scream. Now he watched, helpless, as she writhed in pain.

				“Father!”

				Tim’s shout snapped Emil’s attention from Camilla to where Huffington and his companions fought through the melee. Two of the warriors were injured, and the others fought wildly to keep from being overwhelmed. Suddenly Huffington ducked and dashed forward beyond the protection of his comrades, and an opponent whirled to strike him from behind. The spiked club sent Huffington sprawling forward, and he hit the ground, unmoving. One of his companions stepped forward to deflect the killing blow, then stood guard over the body.

				Norris leapt from his hiding place, sword in hand, before he even thought about what he was doing. He heard metal sing free of a scabbard behind him, and knew Tim followed. He plunged recklessly into the melee, parrying and shoving past opponents rather than engaging them. The cannibals were fighting on two fronts against the chaotic native assault and the precise lines of imperial marines. In the chaos, a single man and boy did not draw much attention.

				In moments, Emil was at Huffington’s side. The man’s head wound was bleeding freely, but he was already moving and groaning. His two companions lifted his arms to help him stand, but Huffington’s legs seemed disinclined to support his weight.

				“Huffington! Are you all right?” Emil realized the stupidity of the question the moment it left his lips. Of course he wasn’t all right; he had a four-inch gash in his scalp, and his eyes were unfocused.

				“Milord, I…” Huffington shook his head and blinked, but still looked groggy.

				“Don’t move him,” Emil ordered the two native warriors, and received blank looks. Blast! he thought. He’d forgotten that most of the Vulture Isle natives spoke only their own language, a language of which he knew not one word.

			

			
				“Tim!” he said. “Tell them not to move Huffington, and watch over him.” As Tim began delivering the message, Emil glanced around, a wild notion forming in his mind. He withdrew a kerchief from a pocket and pressed it to his secretary’s bleeding head wound. “Hold this, Huffington! Just rest here. Tim and I will go for Camilla. We’ve got to reach her before the imperials break through.”

				“Milord, please…” Huffington said as he plucked at the count’s sleeve and struggled to prop himself up, but one of the native warriors gently pressed him back down.

				“Father! Now!” Tim tugged at his arm, and Emil saw their opportunity. The cannibals had split, and the center of the village was open. Camilla lay alone.

				They dashed forward, leaping over fallen bodies and discarded weapons. Camilla lay on her side, vomiting up gouts of blood. Her body twisted and quaked, writhing in agony, inhuman shrieks issuing from her mouth. Disregarding the gore, Emil knelt and lifted her by the shoulders. He brushed back her fiery hair, but the face he beheld was not Camilla’s. Eyes like orbs of obsidian, black and deadly, leered at him in hatred and hunger. Her mouth twisted with contempt, and she cursed him in a language no human would ever speak. Her hand grabbed his arm with inhuman strength, her nails piercing his shirt and the flesh beneath.

				“Camilla!” he cried, shaking her shoulders. “Camilla, it’s Emil!”

				“Emil?” Her features cleared, her eyes, fading to their normal blue, focused on him. “Emil! Go—!” Her words were lost as she convulsed and retched up another gout of dark blood.

				“I’m here,” he said, holding her shoulders tightly and trying to ignore the pain in his arm. “You’re going to be okay.”

				Camilla looked up again, her face a mask of grief, her eyes now cloudy. “Emil! They’ve poisoned me, just like they did before! You’ve got to help me, or I’ll die! You’ve got to give me blood!”

				“Blood?” He gaped at her, and darkness flickered across her features.

				“Careful, Father!” Tim warned from behind him. “I don’t think—”

				“Blood!” the demon shrieked. In the span of a heartbeat, Camilla’s face, the face he loved, the mouth he longed to kiss, transformed.

				Her eyes flooded black, and her lips stretched impossibly wide, revealing bristling rows of hooked black teeth. Her grip on his arm tightened, pulling him down, but he had a good grip and pushed against her shoulders. That horrible maw snapped at his throat, the teeth gnashing together, but he managed to hold her at bay. Just as he thought her grip was weakening, a horrible black tendril, like a forked tongue tipped with claws, snaked out of the maw and wrapped around his neck. The hooks bit into his skin and pulled him closer. The demon’s foul breath washed over him, the stench of rotting blood, and the grip strangled his cry of alarm. He fought to breathe, but his elbows began to buckle.

			

			
				Emil’s vision began to blur, then something thrust between his face and the demon’s. An unearthly shriek shivered the air, and he felt his face spattered with a thick, burning liquid. The tendril fell away, the grip on his arm loosed, and Camilla thrashed backward, arching and writhing in his grasp. The black tendril still protruded from her mouth, but now it whipped about in an effort to dislodge the poison-laden arrow that Tim had thrust through it.

				“Father!” Tim shouted, and Emil released Camilla, allowing Tim to pull him away. Together they stood staring as the woman they loved thrashed on the ground.

				“Dear Gods,” Emil muttered, resisting the urge to go to her. She writhed and screamed, but there was no way for him to relieve her suffering. Then he noticed his sword lying on the ground and realized that there was indeed a way for him to end her pain. He snatched up the blade, the bronze hilt cold in his hand. With a single stroke he could end Camilla’s torment, and send her soul to rest in peace. He gripped the weapon with both hands and raised it high, tears stinging his eyes. He blinked hard to clear his vision, and prepared for the final blow.

				“Father, wait! Look!” Tim grasped his arm and pointed. Emil blinked again, and stared in shock.

				The disgusting black tendril flopped on the ground, its struggles weakening, unable to dislodge the arrow that transfixed it. Black ichor oozed from the wound, and the arrow’s wooden shaft smoldered. The demon’s teeth clacked futilely against the hardwood, but they were made to rend flesh, and could not snap it. Camilla’s pale hand feebly grasped the black tendril as if to wrench it out.

				“The poison’s working!” Emil said excitedly. He cast about, but Tim was ahead of him. The boy wrenched the second arrow free of the sacrifice’s corpse and held it out to his father, who snatched it and turned back to Camilla. The demon’s tendril still writhed, and the arrow shaft was nearly eaten through by its caustic blood. Emil smashed one booted foot down on the wriggling thing, then jammed the arrow into it, working the poisoned tip deep into the black flesh. It wriggled fiercely, and Camilla’s torso arched and bucked, but Emil kept his foot firmly planted, twisting the tip of the arrow deeper.

			

			
				Suddenly, both the demon’s tendril and Camilla stopped struggling. She lay so still, her face so pale, that Emil feared she was dead. The black demon flesh began to shrivel, withering and melting into a mass of viscous goo.

				Tim grimaced at the noisome black mass that flowed out of Camilla’s mouth. He dropped to one knee beside her. He reached out to touch her, then looked up at his father, his eyes bright with tears. “I don’t think she’s breathing.”

				Emil collapsed to his knees beside her, and cautiously placed a hand to her neck. Her skin was cool, but he felt a faint tremor under his fingertips. Her heart yet beat, but it was very fast and very weak.

				“She’s alive, but I don’t know…if she’s not breathing…” Emil took a breath, stifling a sob.

				“Roll her onto her stomach, Father! There may be a way to get her breathing.”

				“What?” he asked, even as he helped shift Camilla into a prone position. “How?”

				“Captain Feldrin told me how they do this to sailors who fall overboard.” He straddled her legs and pushed hard on her lower back: once, twice. With the third push, a torrent of vile fluid issued from her mouth and spread across the dirt beneath her cheek. “Hold her head, Father. Don’t let her choke.”

				Emil complied, and Tim pressed again, harder. More viscous fluid spilled forth, and Camilla’s back heaved reflexively. She coughed, dragged a ragged breath into her lungs, and coughed again.

				“By the Gods, she’s alive!” Emil cried. Tim moved, and they rolled her onto her side. Emil gently lifted her head and cradled it in his lap. He used his sleeve to wipe the blood, bile, and gore from her face. Her features were pale and still, but peaceful and as beautiful as he remembered.

				≈

				Captain Donnely gazed around in satisfaction. Though he had had doubts in the beginning, the action had progressed quite nicely. The attacking troops had suffered only a handful of casualties, while the cannibals’ scarred and tattooed bodies littered the clearing. Some had fled into the jungle, and a few pockets of resistance remained, but those were being quickly overwhelmed by his marines and the Vulture Isle warriors. He had to hand it to these natives; they were grand fighters, and he had to admit that he couldn’t have done it without the pact negotiated by Count Norris. One more glance at the carnage-littered clearing, however, brought Donnely’s blood to a sudden boil.

			

			
				“Count Norris!” he roared as he strode, bloody cutlass in hand, toward where Norris sat holding the body of the unfortunate Lady Camilla. “I told you that under no circumstances were you to participate in this engagement! What in the Nine Hells are you doing here?”

				Norris looked up, and Donnely was startled to see tears running unchecked down the man’s cheeks. The captain swallowed his ire, realizing the man’s loss. He reined in his temper and considered his next remark carefully.

				“Milord,” he addressed the count formally, “I apologize for my outburst. I’m sorry that we were unable to save the lady. You have my condolences.”

				But Norris smiled up at him. “She’s alive, Captain. The cannibals were about to sacrifice her when your valiant attack stayed their hands, but I believe they may have poisoned her with some foul concoction. She’s alive, but very sick, and remains senseless.”

				Donnely was about to protest that he knew a corpse when he saw one, when he noted the lady’s chest rise ever so slightly, then fall again.

				“So I see.” He wiped his cutlass on a kerchief and snapped it into his scabbard, surprise, relief and anger all playing havoc with his practiced military poise. “I’ll assign a detail to carry the lady down to the beach where the healer can look at her.” He waved forward four brawny marines carrying one of the litters they had prepared before the battle.

				“Thank you, Captain,” the count said as he rose from the mire of blood and filth and let the marines move Camilla onto the litter. The count’s son gripped his father’s shoulder, and they shared a weary smile, then trailed after the litter.

				Donnely glanced at the unconscious woman as they carried her past. Her face was pale as death, and he remembered the boat boy’s claim. He smiled wryly, chalking up the wild story to pre-battle jitters. Lady Camilla didn’t look fit to eat soup, much less a person.


				


			

			

			
				Chapter 15

				Fires in the Night

				Eight bells sounded on the stroke of midnight, and Captain Pendergast stepped onto the deck of Iron Drake. Men scurried past one another as the watch changed, the topmen ascending and descending the ratlines in the age-old ballet of maritime tradition. The crew seemed particularly subdued tonight; only quiet mutters floated on the still night air instead of the usual jovial exchanges, but that was to be expected. Seamen were a superstitious lot, and sailing into the Sea of Lost Ships had them on edge.

				Pendergast clicked his golden pocket watch closed and mounted the stair to the quarterdeck, saluting the officer of the watch when his boots touched the top step.

				“Good evening, Mister Jundis. All’s well, I trust.”

				“Well enough, sir, but the wind’s going light and variable. I’ve bent every sail we’ve got, sir, and even rigged spritsails, but we’re still making only five knots.”

				“Very good, Lieutenant. We’ll probably have to go to sweeps by morning, but we’ll let her ghost along for now. We’re coming into the doldrums sooner than I expected.”

				“Yes, sir.” Jundis gestured forward, indicating the dim glow of the forward deck lanterns. “There’s a light mist on the water. Visibility is probably less than a mile, though it’s hard to tell. I’ve posted additional lookouts. Nothing else to report, sir.”

				“Nothing is just what I expected. Not many ships venture south of the Fathomless Reaches, and according to Captain Brelak’s information, we won’t sight Akrotia for another week. Very well. My watch, Lieutenant. Get some rack time.”

				“Thank you, sir.” Jundis saluted. “I stand relieved. Goodnight, sir.”

				“Goodnight, Mister Jundis.” Pendergast walked a slow circuit of the entire deck, as was his habit at the beginning of a watch. His walk brought no surprises. Everything was shipshape.

				As a naval ship ought to be, he thought, knotting his fingers behind his back and allowing himself a satisfied smile.

				Pendergast returned to the quarterdeck and pulled his viewing glass from its case at his belt. Squinting into the eyepiece, he turned a slow circle to scan the horizon. His observations yielded even less information than his circuit of the deck, since sky and sea blended seamlessly. Dim stars twinkled overhead, but faded at the horizon, their light rendered wan by the mist. Pendergast usually enjoyed the night watch—cool air, peace and quiet, and the lovely sparkles of phosphorescence in the water—and tried to instill the same enthusiasm in his young ensigns. Often, he would summon the entire cadre up from their bunks to conduct contests of who could name the most stars. But tonight for some reason he was discomforted; with no land in sight, few stars and no horizon, it felt as if the ship was sailing in limbo.

			

			
				He sighed, stowed his glass and sent word for his steward to send up blackbrew; he would need the drink’s stimulation to keep him alert for the next four hours. While he waited, he checked the ship’s heading, sail trim, and speed. He even plotted a dead-reckoned position and calculated the set of the current from their last known fix. Everything was normal, but still, he was restless, unable to settle into his usual routine.

				“Here ye are, Captain, sir,” his steward said, climbing the stairs to the quarterdeck with the silver blackbrew service balanced in his hands. “Yer blackbrew, and I put biscuits and butter on the plate for ye.”

				“Very good. Thank you, Billings.” He poured a cup, added sugar and buttered a biscuit. The butter was near liquid, and the biscuit as hard as granite, but he gnawed off a corner and chased it with a steaming sip from his cup. “Go on, Billings, get some rest.”

				“Aye, sir.”

				Pendergast strode the quarterdeck, sipping his blackbrew and gnawing his biscuit. He thought he saw a dim light moving in the misty darkness, and he peered intently. Nothing. Wonderful! he chided himself. Now I’m hallucinating.

				He contemplated the bleak night, his bleak assignment and his bleak career. Cape Storm had been sent to hunt cannibals, and Bright Star and Ice Drake were off to rout out pirates. Iron Drake, meanwhile, was tasked with sailing to the middle of nowhere to look at a floating city. “Observe but do not engage” had been the admiral’s words. It seemed as if every mission he was sent on was to observe but not engage, which gave him little opportunity to show his qualities as a naval officer. There had been no war for more than a decade, and thus no means for a young officer to distinguish himself in battle. He had a good record, but unless he wanted to retire still ranked as a junior captain, he needed to distinguish himself. And now these damned mists, waning wind and nothing to look forward to but days of rowing.

			

			
				The captain sighed and looked out into the darkness. He took another bite of his biscuit and detected the bitterness of a weevil. Grimacing, he raised his arm to cast the offensive biscuit over the taffrail, when something caught his eye. A flash of golden light in the darkness; he had not imagined this one.

				“Lookout there! Eyes aft! What’s that light?”

				“Aye, sir. Looks like a ruddy great firefly ta me, sir.” The voice of the lookout sounded a little sheepish. “I seen it a few times now, but I di’n’t think much of it.”

				Pendergast opened his mouth to rebuke the man—fireflies out here?—but then thought better of it. He’d thought he’d seen a light only moments before, and had dismissed it as illusory. Besides, he’d seen stranger things than fireflies out on the open ocean. Still, this was strange enough to be alarming, especially since they were searching for a floating city enchanted by a firemage. Pendergast didn’t believe in coincidence.

				“All hands! Keep a sharp lookout for lights of any type! Sing out if you—”

				“There!” the foremast topman called. “To starboard. It’s like a faerie light!”

				Pendergast looked and saw it, a streak of yellow in the mist. It passed outside the mizzen mast shrouds, then turned and flew right at him. The captain started to duck, but the light stopped a mere three feet away, and his mouth dropped open in surprise. It was a woman! A tiny naked woman with skin like burnished copper and wings like smoldering gossamer. And her hair was aflame, a real blazing fire. The flames of her hair danced in the breeze, and Pendergast realized what would happen if her fire touched the tarred-hemp ratlines, or, gods forbid, a sail.

				He gripped his sword and slowly drew the weapon from its sheath, trying not to startle the inquisitive creature. If he was quick enough, he could end the threat with one stroke. But the little beauty just wagged a finger at him, blew him a kiss and flew away, her mischievous giggle floating on the wind.

			

			
				“All hands on deck!” he called as he sheathed his sword. “Fire crews to your stations! Buckets and pots, anything that will hold water! All topmen aloft! Launch the boats and trail them in a line.” The alarm bell rang out, and men scrambled around the deck filling buckets and pots, bowls and barrels. The off-watch poured up from belowdecks, and a moment later, Jundis and the junior officers thundered up the stairs onto the quarterdeck, tucking in shirttails and tying back their hair as they came.

				“Mister Jundis, organize the archers. There’s some kind of flaming creature flitting about. Shoot it down before it sets the ship afire.”

				“Aye, sir!” Jundis had a cool head, and within moments he had the junior officers stationed about the ship with squads of crack marine archers.

				Overhead, the lookouts and topmen called out whenever they spotted the fiery little creature. Arrows shot into the night, missing their mark, and some nearly hitting topmen, who screamed down vicious oaths. On deck, sailors swung at the fiery thing with belaying pins and boathooks, then swore when their mates on the fire crews mistakenly doused them with buckets of seawater in their attempts to wet down the planks and lines. Pendergast stood on the quarterdeck, trying to see everything at once, calling out orders with a calm authority intended to keep his officers and crew focused and prevent the uproar from becoming a disorganized tumult. Though they had not yet hit the creature, Pendergast felt sure that it was only a matter of time until a lucky archer hit the mark. His blood chilled when he heard a solitary cry ring out.

				“Fire! Fire in the port main studdingsail!”

				“Cut away the boom!” the captain cried to the topmen, who hastened to comply. If the fire spread, they were in serious trouble. A moment later, the boom crashed into the sea beside the ship, trailing lines and tatters of burning canvas. Pendergast could not even sigh in relief before another cry rang out from above.

				“The fore-t’gallant! Fire in the fore-top!”

				The captain’s gaze shot aloft. The glow of the burning sail illuminated the entire rig. The fire crews were trying to get buckets of water hauled up to douse it, but that was slow business.

				“Cut it away!” he shouted, then immediately ordered, “Topmen, furl all but the mains and tops’ls!”

			

			
				Even as the men spread out along the yards and pulled in the vast expanse of canvas, punching it into tight wads and lashing it down, a stiff breeze piped up from dead astern, cracking the sails and urging Iron Drake forward. By the time the burning fore-topgallant flew away to forward in a shower of sparks, the ship was ripping through the sea at an easy ten knots.

				“Where in the Nine Hells did this breeze come from?” Pendergast muttered as he watched the last glittering embers of the fore-topgallant blown before them. The wind was tearing the mists apart, clearing the air, and the floating sparks seemed to hover before the ship in a cloud. He squinted, trying to focus on the lights, which now seemed to be farther away. Something wasn’t right about this.

				“Lookout!” he bellowed. “Ware away forward! What are those lights?”

				“Dunno, sir. Looks like a bunch of sparks. Maybe a whole swarm of them flamin’ critters!”

				The wind stiffened, urging them forward even faster, and Pendergast’s gut filled with irrepressible dread. Considering the havoc a single one of those things had wreaked, a swarm of them, with this sudden wind to feed the flames, did not bode well. Snatching up his viewing glass, he stared ahead, praying the lookout was wrong. Then he realized that it wasn’t a swarm of fiery little women. It was much, much worse.

				Akrotia was upon them.

				≈

				The flames of a dozen bonfires threw sparks into the night sky. It was a beautiful sight, and the natives of Vulture Isle and Captain Donnely’s crew were enjoying themselves heartily as they celebrated their victory. Huffington sat beyond the bright firelight, sipping an herbal concoction to ease a headache which pounded to the rhythmic beat of the natives’ chanting song. Donnely’s surgeon had shaved around his head wound, scrubbed out the nasty gash with an evil-smelling liquid that burned like the Nine Hells, and stitched it up, pronouncing him “fit for duty.” Personally, Huffington didn’t agree with that assessment. He was walking, albeit shakily, and counted himself lucky to be alive, but his true wound was deeper; he had failed his master.

				Count Norris sat nearby, Tim at his side, also in no mood to partake in the celebration. Camilla lay before them on a litter, alive, though her breathing was shallow and her color deathly pale. The native healer had examined her, and Tawah had translated the diagnosis, though all he said was that Camilla was “hurt inside,” before hurrying off to treat those more gravely wounded. His magic was limited, and had to be used to tend the life-threatening injuries first. The count clutched Camilla’s hand, worry etched deeply on his face.

			

			
				“I don’t know why she won’t wake,” Norris said for what must have been the tenth time that hour. “She’s breathing much better, and her heart is beating easy, but she remains comatose. I simply don’t understand it.”

				“She’ll wake, Father,” Tim said. There was new confidence in the boy’s manner. Indeed, Huffington resolved to stop thinking of Tim as a boy, and instead as an adept young man. By all accounts, Tim had handled himself admirably in the battle.

				Better than I did, Huffington thought as he gingerly felt his wound. Tawah had told of seeing Tim guarding his father’s back as they charged through the melee, on more than one occasion saving the count from a fate similar to that of his secretary. No longer did anyone dispute the cutlass that Tim wore at his hip, not even Captain Donnely.

				“Patience, milord,” Huffington counseled, rubbing his temples in an attempt to scour away the pain in his head. “The lady’s been through a lot, and there might be a bit of my concoction in her yet that keeps her sleeping.”

				“You think she may have taken in some of the poison?” There was new worry in Norris’ voice, and Huffington chided himself for mentioning it.

				“It’s possible, milord, but she’s alive, which means she didn’t get much of a dose.” That was a true statement if ever he had spoken one. Huffington had used four different substances in the brew for the arrows, not knowing what would or wouldn’t affect the demon. But he knew how they would affect a human, and if Camilla had taken in much at all, she would be dead. “Time and care’ll bring her around.”

				“We should tell the healer, don’t you think? Perhaps he can counteract the poisons.”

				“He knows, milord,” Huffington assured his master. “Best leave her be, and let her come around on her own.”

				“But perhaps if he could—”

				“Father,” Tim interrupted, placing a hand on Norris’ arm, his eyes fixed on the approaching Captain Donnely. The captain was flanked by two of his officers and four marines.

			

			
				Now there will be all Nine Hells to pay, Huffington thought warily.

				“Ah, Milord Count. I see that you are jealously guarding your prize from the battle.” Donnely stopped and tucked his thumbs in his belt, smiling broadly. “How is the lady?”

				“Alive, but still unconscious, Captain,” Norris answered, his tone carefully neutral. He remained seated, and maintained his grasp on Camilla’s hand. “Though I would not account her as my prize.”

				“I meant no disparagement, milord,” the captain assured him with a short bow. “In fact, I came over to offer you my thanks. The assault could not have gone better, and I give much of that credit to our native allies. The alliance you brokered served us very well.”

				“I’m glad that you are pleased, Captain,” said Norris, though to Huffington, the count’s expression suggested that he would rather the officer simply go away.

				“Yes, well, we’ll be off at first light for Vulture Isle. Some of the natives wish to stay here for a while to hunt down those who escaped us, which is fine by me. They’re a rather bloodthirsty lot when they’re riled, you know. Even the women.” He shrugged and glanced over his shoulder at the throng of celebrating natives and sailors. “It gives one pause.”

				“No doubt,” Norris said, then looked pointedly back down at Camilla.

				“I’ll have a detail transfer the injured, including Lady Camilla, aboard Cape Storm in the morning. I suggest you take some rest, Milord Count. You’ve had a busy evening.”

				The captain turned and strode back to the bonfires, trailed by his men.

				“Pompous twit,” Huffington muttered.

				Tim failed to stifle a snort of laughter, and even the count smiled.

				“The world is full of pompous twits, my friend,” Norris said wearily. One-handed, he tried to bundle a blanket for a pillow without letting go of Camilla, fumbling until Tim did it for him. With a grateful smile, the count leaned back. “But you must admit; this particular twit has been very useful.”

				Huffington stifled a chuckle, but only because his head hurt.

				≈

				Hydra lay coiled in a ball of hate and agony. It took all its remaining strength, which wasn’t much, to maintain its hold on the woman’s mind. Camilla struggled to wake, but the demon suppressed her. It was too weak to control her; it needed blood to regain strength, and the woman had none to spare. It had taken all it dared to combat the poison, and if it took any more now, she would die. Then the demon would be forced back into the prison beneath the keep, and there would be no more blood.

			

			
				It clung to the damaged physical shell and waited. Eventually, the body would generate more blood, and then it could feed. Once it regained sufficient strength, it would wake her and take this man whose hand clutched Camilla’s. It could feel the pulse in his fingers, warm against her skin, could almost taste his blood, it was so close. It longed to wake her and take what it needed, but it was still too weak; if it woke her too soon, it would lose control of her mind.

				Patience, it thought, seething with rage at the vile trick the humans had played on it. It would bide its time and plan its revenge. Twice they have poisoned me, and they will pay now as they did before…with blood.


				≈

				“Hard to starboard!” Pendergast bellowed, cursing his stupidity. Flaming creatures and sudden winds, and they were searching for a fire-enchanted floating island…he should have guessed. “Man the braces! Set the jibs and fore-staysail and tend your sheets! Helmsman, take her upwind as close as she’ll bear!” Canvas shot up the forestays and the great wheel turned. Iron Drake answered, plowing to windward, spray flying from her prow. As they turned, Akrotia loomed in its enormity, and Pendergast struggled to catch his breath.

				The sheer size of the thing staggered him; it filled half of the southern horizon. Spires, arches and towers glittered with motes of fire that grew brighter by the moment. Admiral Joslan had provided him with the seamage’s account of the city, but he had presumed the proportions to be exaggeration or sheer fabrication.

				“What is it even doing here?” he muttered. “It should be hundreds of miles south, deep in the heart of the Sea of Lost Ships.”

				The wind suddenly shifted, backfilling the sails and killing the ship’s forward momentum. Cries rang out from above as topmen were flogged by the luffing canvas, and the helmsman swore as he tried to compensate by adjusting his heading.

			

			
				“What in the Nine Hells is going on?” Pendergast cursed. With a start, he recalled another detail from the seamage’s tale: the pyromage who inhabited Akrotia could control the wind. Running under sail, he realized, was futile. They were being drawn in like a moth to a flame.

				“Strike all sails!” he bellowed, drawing his cutlass and hacking through the mizzen halyard himself. “Cut them down if you have to, but get that canvas down right now! All spare hands to the sweeps, Mister Jundis, and I mean everyone! I want the bloody cook with an oar in his hands!”

				“Aye, sir!” Jundis shouted a stream of orders and vanished below with dozens of men, while the sailors on watch furled sails and slacked halyards, bundling the canvas on deck.

				“Helmsman, steer straight away from that bloody thing. I don’t care if we’re heading straight into the wind.” He had no doubt that the wind would be against them, but with every man at an oar, they might have a chance. He glanced aloft as the last sail was furled, and realized that there was still too much windage from the rigging. “Topmen, strike all the sails to the deck, and get the damned yards down, too!” He looked back over the taffrail at the glittering mountain of light, and prayed to every god he knew that it was only his imagination that it was closer.

				The sweeps bit into the sea with a vengeance, but the countering wind howled through the rigging, hindering their progress. Pendergast glanced back every couple of minutes, and his heart sank. Akrotia was indeed closer, so close that he could see the white foam of the sea churning against its shore. It was making headway toward them, even as they struggled to edge away.

				“Damn you!” Pendergast snarled as he gripped the taffrail and glared. It was using the wind both to propel itself forward and to hinder his escape. The city was gaining on them. He didn’t know exactly what would happen when it caught up, but he knew he could not outrun this monstrosity in these winds.

				He looked down at the boats trailing along in his wake, and realized that something lighter and lower might just be able to escape this trap.

				“Bosun! Send for Mister Jundis double quick, and pull the boats up to the transom. Rig a boarding ladder and a cargo hoist from the mizzen boom.” He cast his eyes about before fixing them on a hapless cabin boy cowering by the quarterdeck rail. “You there, lad. Off to my cabin and come back here with the big wooden box under the chart table. Run, lad!” The boy dashed off, and Pendergast looked back over the taffrail, wondering if he had time to execute his plan.

			

			
				“Sir!”

				Jundis’ breathless shout brought Pendergast around, and he saw the terror in the young officer’s face. “Ah, Mister Jundis. Very good.” The captain tried to put a note of confidence and calm in his voice, for his lieutenant’s sake. “I have a mission for you, and I’m relying on you to carry it out without question. Do you understand?”

				“Of course, sir!” Jundis snapped a salute, stifling his panic with military decorum.

				“Excellent! I need you to take all of the officers and the best rowers we’ve got, and man the boats.” The cabin boy ran up just then bearing his box of navigational charts and instruments. “You’re to take this box—the ship’s log and relevant charts are within—and as much food and water as you can carry. Row, do not sail, perpendicular to our current course until you are well clear of the city and its winds, then get back to Plume Isle as quickly as you can by whatever means. You must notify the admiral of this menace, or our entire mission will be a failure. Tell him that Akrotia uses the winds, both to move and against any ships within a mile or so. Captain Donnely was deployed to Vulture Isle, so look for his masts as you pass. If you see them, rendezvous first with Cape Storm and make a report to Donnely.” Pendergast fixed the lieutenant with a stare. Jundis swallowed hard, and nodded in understanding; the ship would be lost, and it was up to him to complete their mission. “I need you to do this very quickly, Lieutenant. We haven’t much time.”

				As if to emphasize their peril, a horrendous screech split the night, as if a thousand swords were shearing through stone. Both officers cringed and looked aft. A huge circular aperture, glowing with inner fire, shuddered open like an immense mouth. Pendergast knew in his gut that it would swallow them whole.

				He grasped Jundis’ arm. “Now, Lieutenant!” He pressed his pocket watch into the man’s hand, and slapped him on the shoulder.

				Jundis stared at the watch for a second, then his jaw clenched. “Aye, aye, sir!”

				Iron Drake had four longboats, all of which could hoist masts and sail, or be rowed. In short order, each was crowded with the stoutest sailors Jundis could muster, and enough food and water to last them a week. The lieutenant gave the order, and the boats shoved away. With a dozen men each hauling hard on the oars, the small boats fairly flew away. The sight gave Pendergast the courage to give his next order.

			

			
				“Avast rowing! Man all catapults and ballistae for a port broadside! Helmsman, hard to port.”

				The zeal with which his men answered his orders made Captain Pendergast’s heart soar. The men knew full well their fate—none could miss the fiery mountain bearing down on them, the gaping maw of the harbor arch poised to swallow the ship—and still, they manned their stations with fortitude. The ship turned beam to the wind as the men strained to load their weapons in the howling gale.

				“As she bears…” the captain called. The arch loomed near, and he could see the edges of the huge bronze plates that had receded into it. The city glowed with inner fire now, and heat washed over them. He didn’t know if his attack would harm this dreadnaught, but at this point an act of utter defiance seemed, if nothing else, poignant. He grinned maniacally as he considered this unexpected turn in his flagging career, and gave the order.

				“FIRE!”

				The deadly missiles flew. Great balls of hardest granite and shafts of iron-tipped hardwood smashed against Akrotia, carving out splinters of stone. One catapult missile even soared high enough to smash against the arch, and stone chips rained down. The men cheered as Pendergast gave the order to point the ship directly at the city and reload their weapons. They were His Majesty’s navy, the emperor’s strong right arm, and they would not go down without a fight, futile though it might be.

				The ship charged straight toward the archway, the wind howling behind her. Captain Pendergast blinked his eyes against the searing heat, and raised his sword.

				“FIRE!”

				Even as the order tore from his throat, Pendergast watched the deck of the Iron Drake smolder beneath his feet. A moment later, the death cries of one hundred and twenty men were swallowed in an eruption of incandescent flame.

				≈

				The fire was satisfying, Edan thought, but far too small and far too brief. He had used more power chasing the ship than he reaped from the blaze, but the fury burned bright in his mind, and it—she—would not allow him to ignore the prize. It had been an imperial warship, after all. Somehow, watching it burst into flames had been as great a rush as the fire itself.

			

			
				But the screams…

				A portion of Edan’s mind was appalled by what he had done, but the overpowering rage smothered his sympathy. They were Imperial Navy, and they deserved what they got. They would have destroyed him if they could, and the only way he could fight back was with wind and fire. They had stood between him and vengeance, between him and the seamage, and he would destroy them all if he had to.

				He could see four small boats pulling away from him in the darkness, escapees from the ship. They, too, were imperials, but he forced down the rage and let them go. They were too small to yield much power by burning them, and too few to be a threat. Besides, they would all burn, in time…

				≈

				“Can we not put the sail up, Mister Jundis?” the young ensign asked, putting all the whiny petulance of his youth into the plea.

				“Not until we’re well away, Mister Twyne,” the lieutenant snapped. “Tend to your oar and keep your mouth shut. Your captain just gave his life to spare your pimply arse, so show some respect and row the skin off your palms without one more whimper.”

				“Yes, sir,” the youth mumbled.

				They’d been pulling hard for four hours, and Jundis estimated they were now about four miles from Akrotia. Its glow had faded completely now. Shortly after he had seen Iron Drake explode in flames—may the Gods of Light claim the souls of Captain Pendergast and the rest of the doomed crew—the fires had slowly banked until the city was the color of a dying ember.

				The contents of the captain’s box were invaluable. Using the knot log and the golden pocket watch, then doing some easy calculations, Jundis determined that Akrotia was making a steady three knots toward the north. They were steadily increasing their lead, now that the unnatural wind had abated. The trade winds should pick up soon, though he wouldn’t trust them until he had put several more miles between themselves and the monstrosity. Until then, he arranged staggered watches on the oars with everyone pulling their share.

			

			
				Akrotia still loomed large to the south when the sky began to lighten with the gray of pre-dawn. Its lofty spires had no sooner glinted with the first light of the sun when the young ensign resumed his complaints. Jundis had just about had enough.

				“Have a care, Mister Twyne. We have three hundred sea miles to reach Vulture Isle, and this boat will move much faster if relieved of the weight of even one skinny ensign!”

				“Or we could just eat ‘im,” one of the sailors muttered.

				Chuckles broke out around the longboat, and the ensign’s face flushed. It served him right; a little humility would do the selfish boy good. Jundis hauled on his oar and directed his thoughts to mental calculations of their speed, when they might arrive, and how far ahead of Akrotia they would be when they got there. Anything to keep him from hearing in his mind the screams of his shipmates as Iron Drake burst into flames.


				


			

				Chapter 16

				Lies and Revelations

				“Captain…Farin, is it?” Admiral Joslan squinted at the ship’s papers, then eyed the slovenly young man who stood before him, clenching his hands and shifting his weight in obvious discomfort.

				“That’s right, Milord Admiral, sir.” The man sketched a sailor’s salute and bit his lip. “Captain Seoril died some weeks ago now, and I—”

				“Yes, it’s all here in your log. This is your hand?” Joslan peered at the poor penmanship as Farin bobbed his head. “You state here that your captain died four weeks ago, but you apparently have been keeping the books for…” He flipped through a few pages. The same scribbled writing preceded the captain’s supposed demise. “…about six weeks now.”

				“Yes, sir,” Farin said, still bobbing his head. “The captain, well, he was sick for a while, see, an’ he asked me ta—”

				“I understand.” Joslan was annoyed. This Farin chap had the look of an outlaw, as did the rest of his crew. He glanced over the exhaustive inventory of the ship’s cargo compiled by the lieutenant’s men. The mixed load of valuables looked like no commercial cargo he’d ever seen, though to be honest, he had never bothered himself with merchant affairs beyond pressing into service the occasional sailor when the navy was short of seamen. Yet, to be found where Count Norris claimed to have encountered pirates not three weeks ago… He clenched his teeth. The situation stank like bilge water, but there was no clear evidence of any wrongdoing.

				“Maintaining such a large crew must cut into your profit margin, Captain Farin,” he said as he scanned the crew list. “Why so many men?”

				“The Sand Coast is a dangerous stretch o’ water, Milord Admiral. We had to fight off more’n one attack by pirates. One was even a warship, one o’ them low galleys they have down there. We was lucky to escape alive.”

				“Yet you’ll profit rather well by the venture.” He returned to the manifest. “Mostly copper and spice, but a rather mixed lot of this and that. Tell me, for I’m a military man and unversed in the ways of commerce; why not trade for a single commodity?”

			

			
				“A mixed load’s better for us, bein’ as we don’t have a set buyer, Milord Admiral, sir.” Farin shrugged. “Captain Seoril set it up that way, and I figured: why change? He always said that we was far enough and long enough out of the market that we don’t rightly know what’ll sell best, so a mixed load is less risk. That silver plate we bought up, fer instance. Why, that’s bound to sell, but at what margin? If it’s high, a whole boat load of it would be worth a fortune. But if it’s low when we make the market, well, it might not even pay for the sailors’ wages an’ vittles. So we got a bit of everything, and we’ll sell it straight to the bazaar shops in Tsing…after payin’ the import tax and city tithe, o’ course. Cuttin’ the buyer out of the middle saves us a tidy bit.”

				“I see,” Joslan said, though he didn’t, and also didn’t particularly care. “And why were you in that mangrove channel in Middle Cay?”

				“Why, we had a long hard run up from the Sand Coast, milord, and King Gull ain’t as spry as she used to be. We was restin’ up and takin’ stock, doin’ some repairs and such.”

				“I can certainly understand that, but why that particular spot? It’s been reported as a pirate’s lair.”

				Farin stifled a snort of laughter. “Oh, aye, that’s what yer lieutenant said, but there ain’t no truth to it, milord. There ain’t been pirates in the Shattered Isles for near two years, not with the seamage here.” He looked around at the huge chamber, and grinned. “I always wanted to see inside her palace, I did. Thank’e fer that.”

				“But why go to the trouble of hauling that galleon up a narrow channel, Captain?” Joslan pressed irritably. He knew the man was dodging, but he couldn’t trip him up. “Why not anchor out in the lagoon?”

				“Oh, that! Well, it’s the merfolk, sir.” Farin’s eyes widened. “Captain Seoril marked that spot as the only place in the Shattered Isles that was safe from them bloodthirsty fish folk. They don’t like the brackish water up them channels, it seems.”

				“I see,” Joslan said with another scowl. The man seemed to have all the answers, well-rehearsed though they might be. But everything was in order, and the admiral could find no reason to hold him. “Very well, Captain Farin, you are free to go.”

				“Oh, thank you, Milord Admiral, sir!” the man gushed, bowing and grinning.

			

			
				“But remember, Captain. The Shattered Isles are under imperial control now. Be assured that this area is no longer lawless, and we will be maintaining a strong presence.” He handed over the ship’s papers and made a shooing motion.

				“Oh, I’ll remember that, and don’t you worry, sir. We’re sailin’ straight for Tsing to offload this haul, and then north to cooler breezes and friendlier folk. Thank’e again, milord.”

				The fawning man left and Joslan scowled, grabbed his cup and gulped down the blackbrew. He didn’t know why, but he had the feeling he had just made a big mistake.

				≈

				“Sails sighted, sir. South by southwest, about five miles,” the officer of the watch said as Donnely stepped onto the quarterdeck. “I was just sending a boy to fetch—”

				“Thank you, Mister Tanner. I heard the lookout’s hail. Your glass, if you please.” Donnely was curious. Pendergast shouldn’t return for weeks if Captain Brelak’s coordinates had been correct, and there was no reason for any other ship to be approaching from that direction. He couldn’t help but think that this boded ill.

				“The lookout reports four small boats, visible only from the maintop right now.” He handed over the glass.

				“Boats?” Donnely’s curiosity doubled. “Native fishermen, perhaps?”

				“No, sir,” Tanner said. “The natives paddle their outrigger canoes, they don’t sail them.”

				The captain’s curiosity blossomed into dread, though he kept his face blank. What kind of trouble had Pendergast gotten himself into out in the middle of nowhere? “No sign of Iron Drake?”

				“No, sir.”

				“Very well, Lieutenant. Sound all hands to haul anchor and make sail. We’ll go out to intercept, and see if we can learn what is afoot here.” He raised the glass and scanned the horizon as Tanner relayed his orders, but saw nothing but white-capped swells.

				“Mister Tanner, send a message ashore to let Lieutenant Parks know our intentions.” Donnely scanned the heavily wooded mountains of Vulture Isle, and wondered how the patrols fared. His first mate and half of his marines were ashore, hacking through the jungle with the island natives in search of the cannibal tribe that lived in the northeast highlands. “We should be back before evening.”

			

			
				“Aye, sir!” Tanner relayed the order, and a skiff manned with a stout crew and an ensign skimmed away.

				“Let’s haul anchor, Mister Tanner. Jibs and tris’ls to bear her away from the reef. The deck is yours.” He lowered the viewing glass, snapped it closed and handed it back to the lieutenant. “I’ll be in my cabin. Call me up when we’re in hailing distance of the boats.”

				≈

				Sailing was one of Mouse’s favorite things in the world; higher on the list even than rum and food. Well, higher than food, anyway, and a lot higher than the food he’d been eating the last few days. This sailing, however, was the second worst sailing he’d ever experienced, the worst having been experienced from the inside of a footlocker, stuffed under a load of dirty socks. It was so bad, in fact—bad food, bad beds, no light and that nasty guard always pointing that stupid crossbow at him—that he was trying to figure out a way to coax Cynthia into an escape.

				He knew she could do it if she really wanted to, but she didn’t seem to want to do anything. All she did was sleep and talk with Feldrin, then feed the baby and sleep some more. The longer they sat in this smelly, dark windowless cell, the less likely it seemed that they would ever get out.

				He sighed and cuddled with Kloe, which was just about the only bright spot of this whole trip. Babies were right up there with rum and good sailing in Mouse’s book, and Kloe was a good baby. He did make a mess every once in a while, but what went in had to come out one way or another, and with Cynthia doing all the feeding, the messes really weren’t that bad. Mouse fluttered his wings, which stirred the stale air enough to flutter the downy wisps of baby hair and dry the light sheen of perspiration on Kloe’s brow. The baby smiled up at him, and he smiled back. He could already tell that they were going to be good friends. And one day, Mouse just knew that Kloe would be a seamage like Cynthia, though then Mouse would have a decision to make, one that he didn’t really want to think about.

				But that wouldn’t be for years, at least, so like most things Mouse didn’t like, he ignored it. Now, if he ignored that big ugly guy in the corner with the crossbow, maybe he’d go away, too.

				≈

				“Stow those boats forward, Mister Tanner. A round of grog for these men; they look as if they could use it.”

			

			
				“Thank you, Captain Donnely,” Jundis said as he collapsed onto a hatch cover. He had seen his crew safely aboard Cape Storm before finally climbing the boarding ladder himself; it was what Captain Pendergast would have done, he was sure. The lieutenant looked proudly at his men. There wasn’t a slack heart in the bunch; even Ensign Twyne had bucked up. They had rowed and sailed three hundred sea miles, by his calculations, and were ready to do three hundred more if necessary. But the sight of Cape Storm’s billowing sails had been sweet, and the grog he gulped down was even sweeter. After a healthy draught, he stood, saluted sharply, and delivered the bad news. “Captain, I regret to report the destruction of His Majesty’s Ship Iron Drake. All hands not present, including Captain Pendergast, were lost.”

				“Destroyed?” the captain cried, gaping at him in shock. “How, Mister Jundis? What in the Nine Hells happened?”

				“We found the floating city, Captain Donnely, sir. Or rather, it found us.” Jundis met Donnely’s glare and struggled to maintain a stiff mien as the emotion of that night swept over him once again. He gave a detailed account of the events as best he remembered them, as the captain looked more and more incredulous with each passing moment. “Then Akrotia used the wind to pull Iron Drake toward it, and swallowed it up in a ball of fire, sir. There was no chance of survivors.”

				“Swallowed it up?” Donnely glared at the lieutenant as if he were the cause of this catastrophe, not simply the bearer of bad news. “Explain that, if you please.”

				“Sir,” Jundis said, appalled to hear his voice crack. “We were about half a mile away when a big gate opened up. The captain ordered me to take the ship’s books and as many men as we could fit in the boats. After we rowed away, Iron Drake turned toward the city. I think they fired a broadside, but I didn’t see if it did any damage. Then the whole ship just went up in flames.” He tapped the teakwood box Pendergast had entrusted him with. “I took the liberty of appending Captain Pendergast’s log with as accurate an account as I could remember, sir. It’s all in there.”

				“By the Nine Hells!” Donnely swore, looking sternly into Jundis’ face, then lifting his gaze to stare off to the south. “Where and when did this occur, Lieutenant?”

				“Two nights ago in the midwatch, about three hundred miles south, sir. We made good time once we got into the trades, sir, averaging about five knots. I made some calculations, and figured that Akrotia was making about three knots when last we saw it. If it maintains that speed, we’ve got about forty hours until it’s here. Less if it can use the trade winds to move itself faster.”

			

			
				“You think it’s coming here? Why would it do that?”

				“I don’t know, sir, except to say that it was well north of its reported position when we encountered it, and was on the same course as we were until it finally fell out of sight behind us. And, sir...” Jundis downed the rest of his grog. “You don’t want to be here when it arrives.”

				≈

				“Father!” Tim burst into the small hut, breathless and flushed.

				Emil opened his eyes—he had been dozing—and sat up gingerly. His back ached from the mat-covered ground, and he had to roll his head around to loosen the muscles in his neck. Holding up a hand to forestall his son, he peered at Camilla, but saw no change. Her eyes fluttered but remained closed, and he could see her pupils darting about beneath her eyelids. She was dreaming, had been dreaming constantly since the night they had rescued her. He had also dreamed since that terrible night, and prayed to the Gods of Light that her dreams were not as horrific as his own.

				Pulling a handkerchief from his pocket, he wet it in a gourd of herb-laced water that the native healer had provided, and swabbed Camilla’s pale brow. He’d kept vigil over her since their return to Vulture Isle. Though he had managed to get her to take some water by pouring a little in her mouth and massaging her throat, as the native healer had taught him, she remained unresponsive to any other stimuli. He sighed in frustration and turned to Tim.

				“What is it?”

				“We’ve got to get aboard the ship,” Tim said. He looked upset. “I didn’t want to disturb you before now, but Captain Donnely’s given the order.”

				“Why the rush?” Emil asked as he rose.

				“I don’t know, but Huffington’s trying to find out.” Tim held aside the woven mat that served as a door, and they stepped into the early evening air.

				It was obvious that something serious was happening. Imperial sailors and marines hurried toward the beach with armfuls of weapons and foodstuffs. Many of the natives looked on in amusement, while others seemed concerned and a few even argued. Huffington, his head still wrapped in a thick bandage, finished speaking with a naval officer, then approached Emil and Tim.

			

			
				 Emil gestured at the rushing soldiers. “What’s going on?”

				“Milord, the Iron Drake’s been lost. It was…” Huffington looked conflicted, as if he didn’t believe his own words, “destroyed by Akrotia.”

				“Destroyed by Akrotia?” Emil rubbed his eyes, worried that fatigue was affecting him. “What do you mean, destroyed?”

				“Burned,” Huffington answered, “by the pyromage. Remember, milord, the seamage said that the city had been reanimated with fire magic. Apparently, it’s heading in this direction. Donnely’s not taking any chances. He sent the senior surviving officer from Iron Drake to Plume Isle on Flothrindel with Tawah and Keyloo to inform the admiral. Cape Storm will leave as soon as Donnely can recall the patrols sent out to the northeast highlands.”

				“What do the natives think about this?” Emil wondered.

				“Some of them don’t believe it, but others are frightened and want to go with Donnely. The officer I spoke with says that they’ve some room…”

				“…but not enough for everyone,” finished Emil. “Well, this is an island. I mean, it can’t burn the whole thing. How long do they estimate before it gets here?”

				“The day after tomorrow.” Huffington said. “The natives have sent lookouts up to the southern peak, so we should have some warning.”

				“If it’s burning like Cynthia said, it should be visible from a great distance,” Emil suggested.

				Huffington was already shaking his head. “We should get Lady Camilla aboard Cape Storm as soon as possible in case the situation progresses more quickly than is expected. If we’re taken unaware, there could be problems.”

				 “Well…there’s no rush, Huffington. We can secure a berth and it’s better for Camilla to rest here than in a stuffy ship’s cabin.” Emil looked about and clenched his teeth. “As if we don’t have enough to worry about without this…this thing approaching.”

				“It’s not a thing!” snapped Tim. Emil and Huffington were both taken aback. Tim had been quiet throughout the conversation, but now he stood with clenched fists, trembling. “Akrotia’s not a thing,” he repeated. “It’s Edan, and he was my friend. And it might be—” His words caught and he was silent for a moment before continuing, his voice soft and pained. “It might be Sam, too.”

			

			
				Emil blanched. Oh, dear Gods of Light. Samantha… He remembered now Tim’s silent brooding when he’d related Cynthia’s tale of their encounter on Akrotia. With all of his concentration focused upon Camilla, he’d forgotten that Samantha might still possibly be alive, trapped with Edan. Though she had rejected him, he could not reject her—she was his daughter. But what could he do?

				 “You’re right, Tim. I hadn’t thought of that. I just don’t know what we can do to save her. Right now Camilla’s safety has to be our priority. Stay here with her, Tim. Huffington, speak to Donnely and secure space for us aboard Cape Storm. I’m going to talk to Whuafa and see what he thinks of the situation.”

				“Yes, sir,” Tim said.

				“Don’t worry, milord,” Huffington said. “We’ll get her out of here.” He turned and hurried toward the beach.

				Norris ducked into the hut to check on Camilla and strap on his sword. It was a pitiful weapon against a vast, fiery, floating city, but it was comforting to have by his side in the event of a more imminent threat.


				


			

				Chapter 17

				Flight

				“Easy, now! Easy there, lads,” Huffington cautioned the four burly sailors who carried Lady Camilla’s litter. The pearl-gray light filtering through the jungle canopy provided just enough illumination for them to walk without torchlight. As they emerged from the trees, he glanced up to where Cape Storm rode at anchor. Gods willing, they would be aboard very soon. Huffington looked south. Clouds towered over the ocean, looking for all the world like distant mountains, but one of the peaks wasn’t a cloud, and it wasn’t so distant. “Holy Gods of Light…”

				Akrotia had been sighted during the night, its bulk visible under the sparse light of the new moon, earlier than Jundis predicted. Now it loomed only a few miles away, and with his first view of the vast city, Huffington was taken aback.

				A lieutenant’s voice carried on the breeze as, all along the shore, marines piled into the launches, the last of the highland patrols being transported to Cape Storm. Captain Donnely had intended to board them at first light and leave somewhat later, but the arrival of Akrotia had hastened his schedule. In hindsight, Huffington wished they had boarded the ship the previous evening. Some of the villagers stood on the beach watching the imperials, but most were still abed.

				Looking back at the trail into the jungle, Huffington wished Norris and Tim would hurry. The count had entrusted Camilla to Huffington’s care while he bid Whuafa goodbye. That had been twenty minutes ago. He sighed in relief as they loped down the beach.

				“Is all in readiness?” the count asked as he stooped over Camilla and brushed a lock of hair back from her pale brow.

				“Yes, milord,” Huffington replied. “Your gear is packed in the bow. We can board and leave immediately.”

				“Do you think he’ll follow us?” Tim asked as he gazed south. Huffington understood; he meant Edan...Akrotia.

				“Let’s hope not,” the secretary muttered. He had considered Edan’s internment within Akrotia as an end to the duty assigned to him by the emperor. But Akrotia had destroyed an imperial ship. The threat was renewed. He glanced at the satchel at his side, wondering what in there could possibly kill a thing like this.

			

			
				Suddenly, the ground beneath their feet shook, and Huffington stumbled against the launch. Norris dropped to his knees and leaned over Camilla as if to protect her, and shouts rang out up and down the beach.

				“An earthquake?” asked a wide-eyed Tim.

				Huffington looked around. The sailors and marines looked at the ground in worry, but the natives looked up toward the island’s twin mountain peaks. A second, stronger, tremor shook the ground, and the natives bolted toward the trail into the jungle. From the village, cries could be heard. A cold cloak of dread settled over Huffington; he looked up.

				Smoke spewed from island’s northern peak.

				“In the boat, now!” he yelled, grabbing the count’s arm. Norris looked angry and opened his mouth to speak, but Tim called out first.

				“It’s going to erupt!”

				“Milord,” Huffington said through clenched teeth, “sit in the bottom of the boat, and I’ll hand Camilla to you.” His employer looked up at the mountain open-mouthed, then nodded and complied. With the help of the sailors, Huffington got Camilla settled with her head in the count’s lap, then leapt in himself. Tim helped the sailors shove the craft into the water, then scrambled aboard.

				“The villagers!” gasped Count Norris. Huffington looked up to see dozens of the natives running down the shore toward the launches. Some carried babies, while others clutched bundles and baskets. They waved at the boats, calling out incomprehensible appeals.

				“Father!” Tim interpreted. “The villagers don’t have enough boats for everyone. They’ll have to leave people behind!”

				“Pull!” called the lieutenant in the next boat.

				“Halt!” barked the count. He shifted Camilla to Tim’s care, then stood unsteadily and pointed back toward shore. “We cannot and will not leave these people to die!”

				“Milord Count,” the lieutenant argued, “we cannot take them all. They’ll sink the boats.”

				“We’ll take as many as we can safely fit. On my authority, Lieutenant, take us back to the beach. Any boat that leaves not completely full will answer to me!”

				Huffington wasn’t surprised to see the boats still ashore hustling folk aboard, and those already bobbing in the surf halting their progress while natives splashed out to them. Count Norris in full diplomatic mode was a considerable force. They took people into their own boat, until the coxswain insisted that any more would be dangerous. Tremors continued to rock the island, sending ripples across the water. It took only a couple of minutes to fill all of the boats, then the sailors pulled strongly out to Cape Storm. Soon, both natives and imperials were clambering up the boarding ladders.

			

			
				“What in the Nine Hells are these people doing here?” demanded Captain Donnely. The lieutenant in charge stepped forward, his face pale and grim, certain of his fate under the wrath of his superior officer, but Count Norris pushed forward and presented himself to the captain.

				“Captain, I authorized this impromptu evacuation. As imperial representatives, we have a moral obligation to render assistance to these citizens. If you have not noticed, the island’s volcano is preparing to erupt.”

				“Volcano?” Donnely looked at the count as if he were insane. “What volcano?”

				Norris pointed to the smoldering peak. “That volcano, Captain.”

				The captain turned and stared. “Oh, bloody bugger!”

				The count blinked. “Captain, please!”

				“In case you haven’t noticed, Count Norris, Akrotia is bearing down on us. I’ve been a little distracted!” Donnely frowned, the muscles in his jaw writhing like snakes. “Oh, just get everyone aboard!” He whirled away, shouting orders to set sail and haul anchor.

				The count turned to Huffington and Tim, who had claimed Lady Camilla. Norris took her in his arms and nodded at his secretary. “Well, that went better than I expected,” he said.

				“Just this way, milord,” Huffington said, suppressing a wry smile as he motioned them toward their cabin.

				≈

				“Master Whuafa! We gotta go!”

				Whuafa looked up at his worried apprentice and smiled. He sat on the soft, warm sand, the tremors of the erupting mountain vibrating up his backside, the warm blue water of the lagoon before him, the cool green of the jungle at his back. This was his home. He had been born here, raised a family here, experienced much joy and pain here. How could he ever leave?

			

			
				“I think,” he began, clearing his throat and leaning back against a driftwood log. “I think I will stay.”

				“But Master! The mountain is exploding!” As if to confirm this, the ground shook violently. The tall palms swayed, and coconuts thudded to the ground.

				“Yes, I believe you are right.” Whuafa gestured toward the water’s edge. The last of the dugouts were being hurriedly prepared for departure, but there weren’t enough boats to take everyone. They would have a rough paddle to windward to clear the outer reef, then north through the long ocean swells to the next island up the chain. If they were lucky, they would make it before dark. If not…well, his people were experienced mariners, and they knew the reefs like they knew their own village. That was good, because they might have to start a new village on a new island. “You had better hurry. They need someone along who knows the tales of our tribe, and I am staying.”

				His apprentice looked up. The mountains loomed above their village, but a towering pall of ash and smoke filled the sky behind the northern peak, blown west by the winds. He bit his lip, looked back to Whuafa and said, “Then I will stay too, Master.”

				“No.” Whuafa shook his head and gestured toward the boats. The last canoe was being pushed into the lagoon. “You are young, my grandson, and you have all the stories in your mind now. You must go, and you must make sons and daughters, who will make you grandsons and granddaughters. Then you will pick one of them, as I did, to be your apprentice. Now go, or they will leave you here.”

				The old man’s heart softened as he saw the tears well in his grandson’s dark eyes. The boy had not known that he was the lorekeeper’s grandson. It was their way, for the lorekeeper’s apprentice had to work hard to learn the old stories for his own sake, not merely to please his grandsire. The young man smiled hesitantly, then turned away before the tears spilled down his cheeks, and ran to the last outrigger. Only once did he look back as the dozen strong paddlers propelled the craft out of the cove and into the choppy sea. He raised his hand in farewell, and Whuafa did the same.

				As the canoes dwindled in the distance, the old lorekeeper sighed and closed his eyes, reveling in the warmth of the sun, the kiss of the trade winds, and the scents of the jungle. This was his home; he would live nowhere else. He rested easily as the tremors continued, and the plume of ash and smoke climbed higher into the sky behind him.

			

			
				≈

				“Trim those sails, Mister Parks! We need every bit of speed we can get.” Captain Donnely was furious. He was responsible for the lives of hundreds of sailors and marines, and that damned Norris had risked every one of them for a few dozen natives. It wasn’t that he thought they didn’t deserve saving, but if they didn’t get away from this bloody burning city, and now this bloody burning mountain, the entire ship would go up in flames. They were pulling away from Akrotia, but the plume of ash now hung directly overhead. He wouldn’t breathe freely again until they were well clear. He pulled out his spyglass and stepped to the taffrail.

				Akrotia was just rounding the southern point, the early morning sun glinting off of its highest spires. The seamage had described Akrotia as a mountain of fire. Lieutenant Jundis said that it had come upon them in darkness, glowing only after the attack began. It just looked like a mountain of rock now, an islet alongside Vulture Isle, but even that was extraordinary, given that it was moving.

				“Unbelievable!” The low voice surprised him. The count’s son stood at his side, squinting into the distance, awe painting his features. He considered ordering the young man off the quarterdeck, but relented; by all accounts, the boy was capable and intelligent.

				“I scarcely believe it myself.” He lowered the glass and offered it to Tim. “How and why such a thing should be constructed is beyond me.”

				“Master Ghelfan told the Mistress that the elves wanted to build an alliance between land and sea, or between the elves and the merfolk, at least.” Tim held the glass expertly, flexing his knees to keep it steady. “My father thinks that would have been a worthy goal if it had worked.”

				“Mmm,” mumbled Donnely. He couldn’t fathom a world where merfolk were considered citizens, and wasn’t sure he wanted to. He gestured to the island with disdain. “Unfortunately their folly has left us with this.”

				A deep vibration reverberated through the soles of his boots. “What the—”

				“Deck there,” the lookout called. “The north peak, Captain!”

				“By the gods!” Donnely said, grabbing his glass back and focusing on the mountain. As the image of the jungle-covered peak came into focus, however, he realized that he didn’t need a glass.

			

			
				As he watched, fissures cracked open, spraying more ash and smoke. Then the entire northwest face of the peak heaved up, as if a long-buried giant was shrugging awake. Thousands of tons of rock slid down the slope, stripping the jungle from the mountainside as easily as a steward wipes crumbs from a table. Fire erupted from the earth, belching out an enormous cloud of ash that glowed from within. Molten rock geysered into the air, and liquid fire coursed down the side of the mountain, burning a canyon into the earth with its passage. It met the sea in an explosion of steam that engulfed the entire north end of the island.

				An eerie silence settled over the deck as everyone clung to the starboard rail, staring at the destruction of the island. The plume of superheated ash and rock fell to the sea a full half mile behind the ship, but they continued north. Donnely wanted to be well clear. Slowly, the pall of steam thinned, pulled apart by the trade winds, and there was Akrotia, moving to the point where the torrent of molten fire met the sea. As the floating city neared the conflagration, even more fountains of lava leapt up and showered down in streamers of incandescence. But something else was happening. Steam, smoke and glowing embers swirled in a cyclone of wind. The fire of the earth climbed high into the air, a furnace stoked by a howling tornado.

				Akrotia began to glow.

				“Edan always loved a fire,” Tim whispered, his voice tinged with awe.

				“What?” Donnely asked.

				“Edan. He’s the pyromage. It’s his magic.” Tim stared at the spectacle. “He would sit and stare at a fire for hours. Fire Isle erupted during Edan’s ascension, and the sailors on the Pride said that he walked down the mountain afterward, right through the fire and molten rock.”

				Donnely stared at the city. It glowed brighter and brighter as the fires soared into the sky, brilliant even in the light of day. A horrible thought occurred to him, and he turned to Tim. “The seamage. How does she get her power?”

				“Mistress?” Tim said. “I…don’t know. Her power comes from the sea, I guess.” His words dwindled off and he stared at the captain in horror. “You think Edan’s getting power from the volcano?”

				Donnely shook his head slowly, and looked north. The plume of Fire Isle could be seen clearly, and he knew that there was one other island with an active, if dormant, volcano. “I don’t know,” he said finally, “but if he is, and Akrotia continues up the island chain…” A new sense of urgency drove him from the rail. “Mister Parks! Set course for Plume Isle, and set every sail she’ll bear. We have no time to waste.”

			

			
				“Aye, sir!” the lieutenant replied, and as the orders were relayed, every hand leapt to. Canvas billowed and cracked in the fresh trade winds, and the rumble of the erupting mountain receded into the distance behind them.

				≈

				Faint vibrations sent silt drifting down from the grotto’s ceiling, and Broadtail felt it through his sensitive lateral line. Silverfin looked up to meet his gaze as their finlings darted and dashed about in sudden panic.

				*The sea shakes, Husband,* she signed, worry shifting her colors pale. She forced herself to more sedate hues in an attempt to calm their nervous offspring. *Does magic stir the sea?*

				Broadtail concentrated for a moment, then shook his head. *No. I feel nothing manipulating the sea, good or bad. I have felt no magic since before Tailwalker returned. This is something else.* He flipped his tail, but before he could venture into the corridor outside his grotto, a thrum of announcement sounded. The school of finlings darted into hiding as Tailwalker entered, Chaser following in his wake.

				*Father, did you feel that?* his son signed, fins fluttering nervously.

				*Yes. We both did.*

				*It felt like when the burning island erupted, but different. We should go—*

				*We are not going anywhere, Tailwalker,* the trident holder signed, his scales dark with determination. *I will send scouts to investigate.*

				The water shook around them again, and Chaser darted forward. *Trident Holder. Let me go. I can find the source of this shaking and be back before any of the others even flip their lazy tails.*

				Broadtail looked at the enthusiastic scout and shifted his colors even darker with displeasure. He did not like the idea of sending Chaser out again so soon after his long and dangerous trip to Akrotia, but he knew that the scout was right. Chaser was the fastest swimmer in the school; he could find the source of this strange phenomenon and be back in less than a full tide.

				*Very well, Chaser, but take a pair of dolphins with you. They can search ahead of you.* The dolphins, he knew, would also be able to evade danger more readily than Chaser.

			

			
				*Thank you, Trident Holder! I will go at once!* Chaser shot a triumphant look at Tailwalker and darted from the grotto.

				*May I at least go see my friend off, Father?* Tailwalker signed, his motions clipped. Broadtail could tell that his son was not happy, but that was too bad. The trident holder was not about to risk his eldest son’s life again.

				*You may, my son, but you will not venture from the city. Is that understood?*

				*Yes, Father,* Tailwalker signed, flipping his tail and leaving his concerned parents in a cloud of silt.

				*You cannot protect him forever, Husband,* Silverfin signed when he turned back. *He will resent it, and you, if you try.*

				*Perhaps not forever, Wife,* he signed, *but for a while yet, I am going to try. Let him resent me, but let him do so in safety.*

				≈

				“Say so long to the Shattered Isles, lads,” Farin called out to his crew, doffing his hat and sweeping it in an arc to windward as they passed Rocky Cay, the northernmost of the isles. Ahead loomed the mountains of the mainland, and far to the north lay the city of Tsing. “They treated us well enough, but there’s nothin’ for it. They’re not fit for piratin’ no more, not with the emperor’s whole navy packed into Plume Isle like pork in a barrel.”

				Most of the men hooted and whistled their assent, though there were a few disgruntled grumbles. These islands were all some of them had ever known. They’d pirated here their entire lives, preying on fat merchants and living on the spoils. But now they were leaving, and not likely to ever return.

				The fact was, King Gull was not a corsair, and was not fit for someone considering serious pirating. But that fact had also undoubtedly saved their lives. To the admiral, they had looked like any other merchant. If he’d have found any hard evidence of their true nature, they’d all be dancing by their necks from a warship’s yardarms by now.

				“How much do you think we’ll get for the cargo, Captain?” Vik the helmsman asked. He was keeping an eye on the distinctive rocks of Point Haze as they hove from the misty air ahead, an easy steering point that would keep them clear of the dangerous reefs.

				“Don’t know, Vik, but I wasn’t lyin’ to that admiral when I told him we’d make a pretty profit. We’ll pay our tariffs like good merchants, and sell direct to the bazaar vendors. Captain Seoril used to do that, and it worked well enough. It’ll take a bit longer, but we’ll make a better margin than sellin’ to one of them cutthroat wholesalers, and the vendors’ll ask no questions about where we got all this bric-a-brac.”

			

			
				Vik cocked an eyebrow as if impressed by his captain’s savvy. “And then?”

				The question hung heavily; Farin had pondered it for many days. He clapped the helmsman on the shoulder. “Then I think every man aboard the King Gull has to make a decision. Tsing’s a big city, and we’ll all have a fair stake; there’s plenty of honest work to be had.”

				“Honest work?” asked one of the crew, slack-jawed. “What’s that?”

				Laughter from the deck crew brought a grin to Farin’s lips. “Well, it ain’t piratin’, I’ll give ya that. I mean to pick up cargo and take King Gull north; there’s worse ways to make a livin’ than plyin’ the seas aboard a merchantman. Some of you’ve done it before, so don’t scoff. There’s not much excitement, but you’ll see more’n that backwater on Middle Cay, I guarantee that, and there’s less chance of dancin’ on the end of a rope.”

				“And there’s doxies in every port!” another foremast jack shouted.

				“Aye, there is that!” Farin agreed with a grin. “So it’s north to Tsing, and new lives for us, mates!”

				The crew of the King Gull cried out their assent, eager for the lures of the city. Some were even eager for futures as honest men.


				


			

				Chapter 18

				Warnings

				The water had a familiar flavor, one that made Chaser’s fins shiver with dread. It tasted burnt, as it had when the firemage had made the burning island explode during his ascension and falling ash had stained the water gray. But he had just passed the burning island, and the taste of ash grew ever stronger.

				Chaser was tired, having followed the tremors well into the night in search of the disturbance. He could feel the vibrations more clearly now, confirming that he was headed in the right direction. He had passed a warship heading northwest, then the burning island off to his east, and still the vibrations drew him south.

				 He was nearing the next island in the chain when he detected something ahead—the roar of water like a ship, yet different—but it was too dark for him to see far underwater. Chaser sent out a thrum of sound, calling back his dolphin scouts, hoping they had detected something with their sensitive sonar.

				The dolphins arrived in a swirl of phosphorescence, and a clatter of clicks and pops too fast for him to interpret. They spun in short circles, obviously nervous. He thrummed again to stop their chatter.

				*What do you see?* he signed, knowing they could read his gestures even in the dark.

				“Island,” one of them clicked. Then the other added, “Coming this way.”

				This was typical dolphin; one question, two different answers. Of course they saw islands, they were in the middle of a whole chain of islands. But they had also seen something else coming, and that was what he wanted to know. *What is coming?*

				“Island,” they clicked simultaneously.

				Hoping this wasn’t some silly dolphin joke, he flipped his tail and shot to the surface, intending to find out for himself what was going on. He arched high into the air, his dark-attuned eyes looking far and wide. At the apex of his leap, Chaser knew instantly that this was no joke; a huge column of smoke blotted out the stars to the south. The southernmost island, though it had slept for uncounted generations, was erupting.

			

			
				But the real danger loomed closer: Akrotia surged through the sea, water foaming before it, its runes glimmering with fire. The dolphins circled him excitedly as he plunged back into the water, repeating their message. These were not the dolphins that had accompanied him to Akrotia, so they knew nothing of the floating city. Consequently, they had told him exactly what they had seen; an island coming this way.

				Chaser was a good scout not only because he was fast, but also because he was clever, and everything clicked together in his mind. The new vibrations they had felt, the smoking island to the south, and Akrotia. Cynthia Flaxal-Brelak had told Chaser and Tailwalker that the firemage now controlled Akrotia—was Akrotia. Somehow it had travelled all this way and the firemage had called up fire from the bowels of the earth to create a new burning island. This was bad. Mer legend said that all the islands had fire buried deep within them, and it seemed that Akrotia could call it forth. Even the seamount upon which the mer city was built was a long-dormant volcano. If Akrotia came to their home, it could call up the fire from below, and destroy them all.

				≈

				 “Lieutenant Parks!” snapped Donnely as he looked despairingly around the ship’s main deck. Natives were clustered about, most in shocked silence. He pitied their situation, but Cape Storm was a warship, not a ferry boat. The sun had ascended halfway to its apex before Cape Storm finally hove to in the lee of Plume Isle. “Keep the ship on station here and see about transporting our guests to one of the supply ships. Ready the launch to take me ashore.”

				“Aye, sir,” was the reply, but a cry from aloft brought Donnely up short.

				“Captain! Admiral’s launch off the port bow, headed this way.”

				“Oh, hells,” he muttered, retrieving his spyglass and focusing on the launch. A sigh of relief escaped his lips; the admiral was not aboard. “Belay the launch, Mister Parks. It seems that the admiral has sent transport.” The lieutenant barked compliance, but Donnely was already heading below.

				He rapped on the door to the sailing master’s cabin, and opened it; there was no time for niceties. Inside, Lady Camilla lay on the bunk looking much as she had after her rescue; pale and still. Norris, his son, and the secretary all sat about, looking morose.

			

			
				“Milord Count, I would like you to accompany me ashore to provide your perspective to Admiral Joslan on the routing of the cannibals and the issue with Akrotia,” he said briskly. He turned to leave, but Norris’ words stopped him short.

				“No, Captain. I’m sorry, but I can’t leave Camilla.” His voice was listless, and the man’s eyes looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. “Huffington, you go with the captain. You know as much as I do about these things. Please tender my regrets to the admiral.”

				Donnely reared up to protest, then stopped.

				“Sir,” Huffington stood. “I’d be pleased to go ashore with you and speak to Admiral Joslan in the count’s stead. I’m afraid I don’t have his eloquence, but,” he lowered his voice to a whisper, “I don’t think Count Norris could provide a very coherent report right now.”

				The captain considered one moment, then surprised himself by saying, “Very well, but I’d like Tim along as well.” He nodded to the boy. “You knew this pyromage. Be ready in three minutes.”

				Donnely strode toward his cabin without waiting for a reply. He retrieved a clean jacket and his written report. Getting the admiral to recognize the seriousness of this situation was crucial. Akrotia was not going to wait for discussions.

				≈

				“Captain Donnely!” barked Admiral Joslan, as Donnely, Huffington, and Tim were admitted to the great hall. Huffington wondered if the officer sat there day and night with his reports and logs and endless pot of blackbrew. He seemed irritated—even more than usual—and his tone verged on sarcasm, tinged with disbelief. “Please tell me you have a coherent report! Lieutenant Jundis arrived yesterday and gave me a ridiculous tale. How in the Nine Hells did we lose another ship? And this floating city? Why is it in the Fathomless Reaches? Brelak’s coordinates were hundreds of miles south!”

				“Akrotia is not in the Fathomless Reaches, sir,” Donnely declared with a sharp salute. “It’s in the Shattered Isles, and I’m afraid my report is going to be even more fantastic than Jundis’.”

				Joslan scowled, drained his cup, and placed it back in its saucer with exaggerated gentleness. “More fantastic than the immolation of another of His Majesty’s ships?”

				“Yes, sir. In fact, the immolation of an entire island.” He placed a scroll case upon the table. “The pyromage inhabiting Akrotia is moving the city north by manipulating the winds. When it reached Vulture Isle, it caused the dormant volcano to erupt, then positioned itself near the lava flow and seemed to draw power from the heat. It glowed, even in the daylight, sir, and continued to brighten for as long as it was within our sight. The count’s son, Timothy Norris here,” Donnely waved Tim forward, “reported that prior to the loss of Clairissa and Fire Drake, this pyromage caused Fire Isle to erupt as well.”

			

			
				“Timothy Norris says that, does he?” scoffed the admiral. “Since when, Captain Donnely, do you base your reports on children’s stories?”

				“Sir!” Tim said, stepping forward, his head high and shoulders back. Huffington smiled to himself; it was quite a good imitation of a naval officer at attention. “I knew Edan before he became a pyromage. I only told Captain Donnely things that Edan or Mistress Flaxal Brelak told me directly.”

				“And I, admiral, saw the city with my own eyes,” Donnely reminded Joslan. “The seamage’s and Jundis’ reports of its size and…capabilities are accurate. If it comes up the island chain, it can harness enormous amounts of energy from the volcanic islands, including this one.”

				Huffington eyed the admiral keenly, and noted that the man’s face blanched from its usual crimson hue to that of aged parchment.

				“So, you think that the damned thing’s coming here, and will make the island erupt? Why?”

				“All I know is that it is moving north, sir. It has the ability to call up volcanoes, and Plume Isle has the potential to erupt.” Donnely’s voice took on a pleading note. “We’re sitting in the path of a charging coach, and this one is on fire, Admiral. A precautionary evacuation seems only prudent. If Akrotia does not arrive, and the island does not erupt, then we can return and establish our garrison. But if it does, and we have not evacuated…”

				Joslan sat silent, then nodded. “Your point is well taken, Captain Donnely, and I know you haven’t the reputation of a man who would retreat when there is a chance of victory. Which brings up my next question.” The admiral stared intently at him. “What strategy might we employ to battle this…this monstrosity?”

				Donnely shook his head. “Sir, right now, I have no idea.”

				≈

				Chaser gulped water through his gills in a sigh of relief as he rounded the last reef and spied the phosphorescent glow of the mer city. Yet, even within sight of home, his heart pounded with foreboding. He flipped his tail and raced for the entrance grotto; there was no time to waste.

			

			
				He thrummed as he approached the entrance, and the thick nets of stingweed swept aside. Glow crystals in the entrance grotto revealed Trident Holder Broadtail and Tailwalker waiting for him; Chaser had sent his dolphin scouts ahead.

				*Chaser,* the trident holder signed as the gate guards replaced the barrier. *You found the cause of the tremors we felt? We could not understand the dolphins’ message. All they said was, ‘Chaser comes, island comes,’ again and again.*

				*I did, Trident Holder,* Chaser signed, trying to slow his rapidly pumping gills. He then glanced at the two gate guards and made a motion of discomfort. *Should we go to your grotto to discuss this?*

				*I have no secrets from the school, Chaser, and all will know soon enough what you have found. Sign to us what you have discovered.*

				Chaser swallowed and nodded. *Very well, Trident Holder. I followed the vibrations south, almost to the great trench. The island farthest south spews fire and smoke, and…I saw Akrotia. The city has come to the islands.*

				Both Broadtail and Tailwalker flushed pale, and the two guards signed frantically to one another, their fins twitching in agitation.

				*The city glows even more brightly than it did when it first came alive, Trident Holder. I—* Chaser’s fingers slipped on the words as he signed, and he didn’t know if they trembled due to his exhaustion or dread. *I think it called up the fire from the mountain, as the firemage did at the burning island during his ascension. Akrotia comes north, and could near our city in two or three tides.*

				With obvious effort, Broadtail darkened his colors, but his fins remained clamped down in dread as he turned to his son. *If not for the mer, this would not have happened. Do you think the firemage comes for retribution, Tailwalker?*

				*It is…possible, Father. Seamage Flaxal Brelak told the firemage of Eelback’s betrayal, but he could hold all mer responsible.*

				*If he does, if he brings Akrotia here and summons fire up from the seamount, our city will perish,* Broadtail signed. *I have failed my people as trident holder.*

			

			
				*No, Father!* Tailwalker’s color flushed dark, and he flipped his tail in agitation. *It was not you who betrayed the mer. Eelback brought this upon us! But it is up to us to do something! Akrotia is not only a menace to the landwalkers, but to the mer as well.*

				*I saw a warship fleeing from the south,* Chaser added. *The landwalkers know of Akrotia.*

				*If it can burn islands…*

				*But what can we do to this thing, Tailwalker? If we act rashly, we may draw its wrath down upon us.* Broadtail’s color shifted dark, then light again, and his tail thrashed. Chaser had never seen the trident holder so openly upset, and wondered if he was regretting his previous decision; sometimes secrecy was a good thing.

				*I think we are safe enough,* Tailwalker signed, his colors now deep and steady with confidence. *The firemage who is Akrotia does not know where our home lies. But the seamage’s island smokes always, and the fire is not very deep in the earth there.*

				*The seamage is not on her island,* Broadtail signed, *and we can recall our scouts who watch the warships there so they will not be harmed.*

				*But there are many landwalkers on the island and in the warships, Father,* signed Tailwalker. *Seamage Flaxal Brelak told us that she will have to answer to her emperor for the ships destroyed by the firemage…and the mer. If more landwalkers die, will she also owe him for all those lives? Might the landwalker emperor think the mer summoned this burning city to destroy them?*

				Broadtail blinked in surprise at the notion. *What do you propose?*

				Tailwalker’s signs were forthright. *That we work with the landwalkers to destroy Akrotia. Should Akrotia approach the seamage’s island, it will come into shallower waters. We can use the great iron hooks that we have recovered from the wrecks of ships, and the ironweed cables we use for the drake killer, to tie it to the bottom of the sea. If the city cannot move, the warships can batter it to pieces with their weapons.*

				Broadtail’s colors mottled in confusion. *There is much risk in what you propose, Tailwalker.*

				*There is little risk to the mer, Father,* Tailwalker argued, flaring his fins in challenge. *Seamage Flaxal Brelak told us that the fire mage can control the winds, but has no power over the waters. It cannot burn us under the sea.*

			

			
				*And what do the mer gain from this?* Broadtail flared his own fins in response. Chaser sculled slowly back. He had never seen the father and son in such a serious confrontation.

				Tailwalker relaxed his fins a bit, showing deference to the trident holder, but remained firm. *Seamage Flaxal Brelak told us she would inform the landwalker emperor of Eelback’s betrayal, that the mer no longer want war. If we show the landwalkers that we are not their enemies, if we act to help them, they might not destroy us.*

				Suddenly it became clear to Chaser: the mer no longer wanted war with the landwalkers, so if they helped them, worked together… He considered it. An alliance of elves and mer living together within the city of Akrotia had failed. But what if each lived where they ought, and merely tolerated the other? Chaser could see the trident holder’s mind also working through the idea of such a long-sighted action. Broadtail’s hands clenched on the haft of the trident that was his badge of office, then relaxed.

				*And if the landwalkers do not interpret our actions as helpful?* he signed.

				*Then we risk little and gain nothing,* Tailwalker signed solemnly.

				*Very well, then.* Broadtail relented, motioning toward the inner grottos. *Let us go to my grotto and eat while we discuss this plan of yours, Tailwalker. Chaser is pale with hunger from his long swim, and we have many preparations to make if we are going to war against Akrotia.*


				


			

				Chapter 19

				Hell’s Reprisal

				“Bloody magic,” Admiral Joslan muttered, glaring at Akrotia from the quarterdeck of his flagship Indomitable.

				He raised his spyglass and examined the floating city, still five miles off, as it bore north along the leeward coast of Plume Isle. From a distance it seemed a sheer, unassailable mass, dreadful and beautiful at the same time, but magnified, Joslan was heartened by possibilities. The elvish architecture was not built to withstand siege engines; graceful towers could fall, and ornate balustrades were easily shattered. What discouraged him was the dull yellow glow of the stone, the heat-wavered air, and the fiery runes blazing across every surface. Magic…

				“All ships are deployed as you ordered, Admiral.” The captain of the Indomitable snapped an uneasy salute, obviously shaken by the approaching monstrosity. “Drakes in the van, frigates in a cordon around the supply ships, and Stalwart hove to a mile to leeward. All the refugees are aboard the supply ships.”

				Joslan’s stomach roiled with that same unease, but he’d be damned if he’d show it. “Very good, Captain Betts. Remember the briefing; Akrotia might try to turn the winds against us. If it does, we must be ready to strike all sails and yards to the deck, run out sweeps, and run.”

				“Aye, sir!”

				Joslan looked back toward Akrotia and pondered its course. Fortunately, the floating city seemed intent on Plume Isle, not his fleet. According to the seamage, it was controlled by the volatile young pyromage who had destroyed the emperor’s flagship, Clairissa. The admiral shuddered in revulsion at the idea of this monstrosity as a thinking being, but vowed not to underestimate it.

				“School of mer to the south!” the foremast lookout called.

				Joslan started, and cursed under his breath. A pyromage, and now mer; the last time these two things had assailed an imperial ship, Clairissa, Fire Drake and all aboard them had perished.

				“Battle stations, Lieutenant!” Betts ordered while Joslan scanned the sea with his spyglass. The ocean frothed as hundreds of mer broke the surface in synchronized waves, the sun glinting from their weapons and shell-studded baldrics as they charged directly toward Indomitable. “Archers and pikes to the rails, and ready the stern ballistae. Keep them away from our rudder!”

			

			
				Orders rang out and men moved to their stations. By the time they were ready, the school was barely two hundred yards away and closing fast.

				“Do you think it’s a trap, sir?” the captain asked. “Seems passing odd behavior, breaking the surface like that. If they were going to attack, why not just stay under instead of giving us warning? The seamage said—”

				“The seamage said the merfolk are no longer interested in war, but I daresay this does not look like a peace delegation. Peaceful or not, I’ll be damned if I’ll let them near my fleet. You may fire when they are in range, Captain.”

				The captain shot him a quick glance, then nodded. “Aye, sir!”

				But even as Betts gave the orders to the archers and ballistae crews, the entire school stopped and surfaced, heads and shoulders bobbing in the swells. In the fore, a single mer raised a long trident that glittered golden in the sun. With its other webbed hand, it pointed to the floating city.

				“What the—” Before Joslan could finish his exclamation, the mer thrust its trident toward the city. As if in answer, the entire school also thrust their weapons into the air, then charged off.

				“What in the Nine Hells are they playing at?” mumbled the admiral.

				“It looked like they were calling us to fight, sir,” the captain said incredulously.

				“Calling us to fight, or luring us in?” Joslan clenched his teeth. “I don’t care. We’re not getting any closer to that blasted thing.”

				“Captain! The mountain!” cried the lookout, pointing to pillars of steam jetting from the peak of Plume Isle. Deep rumbles stirred the air and rippled the surface of the water.

				“Bear off, Captain! Signal the fleet to make best speed to the north!” the admiral ordered, gripping the rail as he stared rapt at the spectacle. “We’ll stay close enough to observe, but I don’t want any ships too close if that mountain explodes.” As the crew bustled behind him, Joslan raised his spyglass, trying to catch sight of the mer. Were they truly intent on attacking Akrotia? Their behavior had been odd, but he wasn’t going to trust them so readily; not without seeing just what they had planned.

			

			
				≈

				*The warships are moving away!* Tailwalker signed to Broadtail and Chaser, his scales tingling from the violent vibrations of the mountain.

				*Either their leader is a fool, or he does not trust us.* Broadtail fluttered his fins in frustration and swept his trident in a broad arc. *It does not matter. We proceed with the plan. All is ready. Set the augers and hooks!*

				The five school leaders pounded fists to their chests in assent and darted off. The mer school was clustered in the shadow of Akrotia, deep enough that the heat of the city did not reach them. They had watched the city as it approached. Now its spires stretched down toward the sandy bank just offshore of the reef.

				Dozens of mer strained their tails pushing the long shafts that turned the huge iron augers into the seabed. Others lifted the hooks, anchors salvaged from the recently wrecked warships, and swam up toward the city. From the hooks trailed lengths of woven ironweed, each as thick as Tailwalker’s arm and strong enough to restrain a sea drake. The mer slowed as they reached the scalding water near the city’s deepest reaches, but soon iron clattered against stone as the hooks were set. The hook crews fled into cooler waters where priests and priestesses waited to tend their burns. The school leaders gave the orders, and dozens more mer pulled the ironweed cables tight, binding them to the augers.

				A particularly strong blast shook the mountain. Corals broke loose and tumbled down the slope, hundreds of seasons of growth destroyed in a moment. The island was erupting.

				*It is done!* the last of the school leaders reported to the trident holder.

				*Good! Move the school away. We must get clear before the island explodes.*

				The schools formed up and darted away to the safety of deeper water, where the concussions of the exploding mountain would be tolerable. Tailwalker and Chaser sculled over to where Broadtail floated, and stared up at the looming underside of Akrotia. The towers and spires hung in the sapphire water like graceful fingers reaching down to them.

				*It is beautiful, is it not?* Broadtail signed, his fins limp with awe.

			

			
				*It is, Father,* Tailwalker agreed.

				*I can understand Eelback’s fascination with it now. Such a city could indeed have made the mer great.*

				Tailwalker shook his head at the regret he saw in his father’s eyes, remembering the helplessness and hopelessness he had felt within its grottos. *I see only treachery and death in Akrotia. I will not be sad to see it destroyed.* He grasped the trident holder’s arm urgently. *We must be away, Father. When Akrotia discovers what we have done, the sea will burn!*

				Trident Holder Broadtail nodded, and the three mer dashed off into the safety of the depths.

				≈

				“Milord!” Huffington stuck his head into the cabin. “Plume Isle is erupting, and a school of mer have been sighted!”

				Emil Norris raised his head wearily and waved his secretary away. “There’s nothing we can do, Huffington. It’s in Admiral Joslan’s hands now.”

				“Yes, milord,” muttered Huffington worriedly. He retreated and shut the door.

				Emil lay down on the narrow bunk next to Camilla, wrapping an arm around her and pulling her close. He stroked her hands with his fingers, then kissed her forehead.

				“The world is exploding, my dear,” he whispered, “and I don’t care.”

				≈

				The man’s heart beat strongly, so close that the demon could feel every pulse through Camilla’s body. The hunger raged; there was blood and power waiting to be taken, and the demon could stand it no more. It had thought to wait another day for the woman to regain her strength before feeding, but it could feel that the man was alone in the room, the heartbeats of his near-constant companions gone. The woman had precious little blood to spare, but it would be enough for the demon to dominate her mind for a few moments. And that was all it needed to feed on the man. Then it would have all the blood and all the power it desired.

				It was time…long past time. The hot blood waited.

				≈

				The sea witch was not here. Edan could not detect her damp, suffocating sea magic either on Plume Isle or among the ships, but her absence didn’t diminish the rage seething in him. The longing for retribution was too strong. If Cynthia Flaxal ever returned here, she would find nothing but smoldering ruins.

			

			
				The fire of the mountain was deep, a dome of molten lava capped by a plate of rock. That plate was riddled with channels and cracks, a vast lattice filled with boiling seawater that percolated like a blackbrew kettle. And like a kettle on a stove, if enough heat was applied, all the liquid would boil away, and the pot would melt.

				Burn, he thought. Rise up and burn!


				Rock fractured and split under the pressure, and fire surged up. Lava touched water and exploded, causing more fissures to form, more cracks though which more lava could ascend. He called to it until it howled up through the channels in a glorious rush, thrusting the boiling sea before it in a torrent. The mountain trembled, and a geyser of steam shot into the sky. Then the water was gone, and a deeper rumble shook the mountain. Magma surged forth in yellow-white streamers, and poured down the mountainside in a river of flame. An infernal waterfall plunged down into the ancient caldera of Scimitar Bay. Lava flowed over the black sand beach, obliterating the graves of the fallen natives and the huts of their village. The shipyard was consumed, the iron wheels of the great hauling device glowing cherry red as the wooden frame caught fire. Lava even reached the tar pits, and the thick morass of volatile liquids erupted into a boiling cauldron of fire and smoke.

				The cliff split, and liquid fire filled the halls of the seamage’s keep. Molten rock flooded through the corridors and chambers, devouring cloth and wood like a hungry beast. Chairs and tables, beds and draperies—all that belonged to Cynthia Flaxal—consumed.

				A thick wooden door in the keep’s entrance hall, locked and barred, burst into flames. The heavy iron bindings and hinges warped and melted in the heat, and the barrier burst inward under the tons of flowing molten rock. Down the stairs it raced, filling the cells of the dungeon. Another door, another stair, and the liquid fire cascaded down, searing the mosses and lichens from the damp walls of the natural cavern. It spread across the floor, edged up the stairs of the dais, and licked at the base of the ancient column of stone. The enchantment of the native shamans resisted the heat, as it had resisted the ravages of time, but the stone glowed red, then orange, and the pool atop the column boiled away in a flash of steam. The lava climbed higher, and the stone glowed yellow, then sagged in the blinding heat. In the moment before it was engulfed by the lava, the ancient magic flared once with a crimson light, and was snuffed out.

			

			
				Hydra’s prison ceased to exist.

				≈

				A bloodcurdling scream tore from Camilla’s throat, nearly deafening Emil and shocking him from his woeful reverie. She heaved and thrashed in his arms so violently that he tumbled from the narrow bunk. He stared at her as the shriek, long and wracking, ended in a breathless sob. Camilla sat up in the bunk, her back ramrod straight, clutching the sheet to her breast. Her blank eyes stared at nothing, mouth agape, horror painted on her pale features.

				“Camilla!” Emil cried as he scrambled to his feet, but she remained oblivious. Cautiously, he sat on the edge of the bunk and peered into her wide eyes; her pupils were constricted to points, and she didn’t respond. A soft moan of incalculable pain escaped her throat, tearing at his heart.

				The door burst open so hard that it slammed against the wall, bending the brass handle.

				“Milord! What—” Huffington and Tim stood there, both holding daggers, but Emil waved them to silence.

				“Camilla?” he ventured. He touched her gingerly, his fingertips brushing her bare shoulder, but she just stared past him. She didn’t even seem to be breathing, as if the scream had torn the very life out of her, taking her mind with it.

				“Oh, gods please. Camilla!” He placed both hands on her shoulders and squeezed, forcing her to look at him, refusing to accept that after all they had been through, she had been left an empty shell of madness and nightmares. “Camilla! It’s me, Emil!” He shook her, forcing her to look into his eyes.

				“Careful, Milord!” Huffington warned. “Remember what happened at the cannibal village.”

				Emil disregarded the warning. He released her shoulders and gently cupped her face in his hands, looking deep into her eyes. “Camilla! Please, say something! It’s Emil. You’re safe.”

				She blinked once, and her eyes focused, the pinpoint pupils dilating to accommodate the dim light of the cabin. “Safe?” She blinked again, sudden tears brimming in her eyes, and for the first time he felt that she actually saw him. Her face registered some faint recognition, but retained the blinding horror of moments before.

			

			
				“Yes, Camilla. You’re safe. The demon is dead, and we’re aboard Cape Storm bound for Tsing.” He wiped the tears away and smiled at her. Dear Gods of Light, he begged silently, please let her be all right.

				“It’s…gone?” she said in a hoarse whisper. She glanced fearfully around the cabin as if expecting to see some horrible coiling nightmare lurking in a corner.

				“Yes, it’s gone,” he assured her, wiping away more tears as they coursed down her cheeks. “You don’t have to be afraid any more. You’re free of it.”

				“No,” she said, her gaze snapping back to his, her entire body trembling violently. “I’ll never be free of it! I remember everything! Everything!” She heaved a ragged, sobbing breath, and her voice took on a hysterical tenor. “The blood! I can still taste it!”

				She shook, and Emil drew her into his arms, holding her close and stroking her hair, assuring her with soft words that he was here for her, that she was safe, and that everything would be all right. She clutched him desperately, gripping the back of his shirt until her nails rent the fabric. He heard Huffington and Tim back from the room and close the door, as sob after wracking sob shook her. His own tears fell unchecked onto her fiery hair. Even as the volcano’s rumble shook the ship and the world burned, Emil held Camilla close and let her cry herself to sleep.


				


			

				Chapter 20

				To Tsing

				The tremors quieted and the rivers of lava slowed; the desolation of Plume Isle was complete. Akrotia blazed with power, and Edan was sated, his lust for fire appeased. Even the anger had eased, but now, oddly, he felt both satisfied and disappointed. Though the seamage’s refuge had been consumed by the conflagration, Cynthia Flaxal was not here.

				But where was she?

				Edan cast his gaze across the ocean before him. None of these ships were hers. They were imperial warships. If she came here… He remembered a tense conversation, her concerns that she would be blamed for the destruction of the emperor’s ships. Would they take her? Arrest her? Throw her in a dungeon?

				Some of the ships were closer, while others had fled north…toward Tsing. He knew he had never been there, but sudden images popped to mind: spires of buff-colored stone and huge battlements that girded a river egress; a bay crowded with ships of all shapes and sizes; markets and shops and thousands of people. The emperor was in Tsing. Perhaps these ships would lead him there, and to the seamage.

				Edan called the winds to push himself away from the island. He began to move, then stopped. Again he called, and a gale roared through his towers and passageways, but still he remained in place. Perhaps his lower spires were caught on the reef, but he had felt no tremor. He urged the winds to a howling tempest, to no avail.

				Something was wrong.

				Rage flooded through him as hot as the lava he had summoned up from the mountain. He called the power until the sea boiled around him, the winds shrieked, and the mountain shook and spewed, but still he didn’t move. He was stuck.

				He released the winds and tried to calm the anger, tried to think. Experimentally, he raised the wind, concentrated on how he shifted and swung. He had not run aground, for he could feel himself turn and tip with the wind, and felt no grinding of his spires against the seafloor. Something was attached to him, like the tentacles of a deep-dwelling sea monster, and it wouldn’t let go.

			

			
				The anger clouded his thoughts. He forced it down until it lay in a seething ball, separate from his cognizant mind, and found that he could think clearly again. He was bound; how, he didn’t know, but it might let go with enough heat. Edan shunted fire into his hull until the upper city glowed white hot. Steam exploded around him, shrouding him in a cloud, but the sea drew away the heat from his lowest reaches like a great sponge. His deepest spires were barely hot enough to boil water, and whatever had hold of him remained unaffected.

				If I can’t burn it away, the volcano certainly can, he thought. Once again, he called to the fire beneath the mountain, and the lava surged forth. Steam, smoke and ash filled the air, making it difficult to see, but he could feel the rivers of molten rock coursing down into Scimitar Bay.

				More, he thought, urging the fire to rise, calling it to him.

				The volcano answered.

				The eastern face of the mountain cracked open, spilling torrents of yellow-white magma down the incline faster than any river. The deluge of molten rock hit the water, and explosions rattled Akrotia’s lower reaches. Boiling water surged out of the channel through the reef, and Scimitar Bay ceased to exist. In its place seethed a pool of molten rock, and still more poured down the mountain. There was only one egress; liquid hell flowed toward the sea. The ancient mangroves lining the channel burst into flames, and the river of lava spread onto the reef. The water of the lagoon boiled, but still was cool enough to solidify the lava. The momentum of the flow cracked the thin crust and pushed on. The flow spread out in tendrils, popping and cracking with the force of shattering rock and exploding water, coursing along the sea floor like a tide of serpents.

				The undersea river of molten rock spilled over the reef, and spread out over the sand flats. The water beneath Akrotia began to boil, until—finally!—Edan felt the resistance on his lower spires release. Whatever had bound him had been burned away. He was free, and in a surge of joyous relief, he called the winds to push him forward. The haze of steam and smoke cleared, and he could see again. The ships were still there. Some sailed north, racing away under towering pyramids of sails, while others remained closer. These ships paced him, spying on him, perhaps. The madness surged with the desire to burn them like he had the other warship. He remembered the screams of dying sailors, and Akrotia quivered with a strange mixture of revulsion and satisfaction.

			

			
				Edan urged the winds to a steady intensity that pushed him along at a good pace without wasting energy; he doubted there would be volcanoes to fuel his thirst for fire where he was going. He pushed north, following the receding ships, trying to suppress the madness enough to think.

				Someone had tried to stop him, something under the sea. A flash of memory: bobbing shapes beside a ship, Cynthia Flaxal making signs with her hands, then leaping into the sea to join her mer allies. She sent them to stop me, he thought with some satisfaction. She must have gone north, or been taken by the emperor’s ships. To Tsing, he thought as rage flooded over him once more.

				There they would have their revenge.

				≈

				Akrotia emerged from the haze of smoke and steam, a glowing juggernaut heading straight for Indomitable and her armada.

				Joslan scowled in disappointment. “It would appear that the mer, if they were indeed mad enough to attack that thing, have failed.”

				“It doesn’t look as if any harm was done, but if they damaged it underwater…” Betts shrugged. “It’s moving in this direction, Admiral.”

				Joslan snapped his spyglass closed and glared at the oncoming monstrosity as if he could stop it with sheer belligerence. Whether it was coming after the ships or simply continuing up the island chain, he didn’t know, but he knew how to find out. “Increase our pace and take us to leeward. Signal Stalwart, War Hammer, Joyous and Bright Star to form up with us. Signal to Captain Donnely; Cape Storm and Cloud Drake are to escort the supply ships to Tsing at their best speed. Donnely is to report to the emperor personally about our situation here.”

				“Aye, aye, Admiral!”

				It took about an hour for Akrotia’s intentions to become clear. To the northwest, the sails of the supply ships and their escorts were growing smaller. Joslan’s armada sailed in tight formation to the west of the floating city, a much closer and more tempting target. But Akrotia continued on its original course, coasting up the Shattered Isles as if each was a waypoint on a chart.

				“We’re pacing it at a steady four knots, Admiral. All ships report in fit for action, and the supply ships are pulling away easily.” Captain Betts chuckled. “I’ll bet Captain Donnely is chafing at being sent home as an escort.”

			

			
				“Captain Donnely will have his chance,” Joslan said as he shifted his gaze from Akrotia for a moment to appraise the warships’ deployment. “Well done, Captain. Keep the armada on alert, but stand the men down for now. We’re in for a lengthy sail, unless I miss my guess, and I want everyone in crack shape if we need to go into action.”

				“Aye, sir.”

				Joslan fixed his glass once again upon Akrotia. The city’s forward rim was white with foam as it pushed aside massive amounts of water. How does it move so easily? he wondered. He studied the structure intently—the towers, spires, walkways, the archways of stone gilded with what looked like gleaming-hot metal. So determined was he to find some point of weakness that he didn’t hear Betts’ question.

				“Admiral?”

				“What?” he grunted.

				“Do you think we’ll have to fight that thing, sir?”

				“Without a doubt,” he replied without turning his spyglass from Akrotia. “But make no mistake, Captain, when we do, it will be on our terms. It may be a two-mile-wide monster that can bend the winds and summon the very fires of the Nine Hells, but there has to be a way to kill it. We simply need to devise the right strategy. Nothing is unbeatable, Captain. Nothing.”

				“Aye, sir! We’ll find a way!”

				Joslan appreciated the man’s vehement agreement and hoped his attitude trickled down to the rank and file. To attack something like Akrotia was a lot to ask even of a warship’s crew; their confidence was essential for victory. As for himself…Joslan grimaced as his stomach churned. Thirty years of naval battles had not prepared him to face something like this.

				≈

				*Akrotia has broken free, Trident Holder,* Chaser reported, pale with dread and pumping his gills hard from his recent swim. *It used the volcano to burn the ironweed cables away from the moorings. It goes north, after the warships.*

				*We have failed, Father,* Tailwalker signed, his fins flat against his body in defeat.

			

			
				*It was a good plan, Tailwalker,* Broadtail signed. *You could not know it could use the mountain’s fire to burn the lines. It would have worked if the island had no fire, and if the landwalkers had had the courage to attack.*

				Chaser’s own fins drooped as he watched his despairing friends, then straightened as his fervor flared. *It is a good plan!* he signed. *And the landwalkers cannot be fools forever. Our hooks are still attached to Akrotia, and they trail the cables; only the ends were burned. It moves slowly. We can follow, and bring more ironweed and augers. Then, if it ventures again into shallow waters, someplace where there is no volcano, we will be ready!*

				He flared his fins and watched Tailwalker and Broadtail’s body language and the hue of their scales as they shifted through the spectrum. Tailwalker’s colors stabilized first, dark and confident, and he looked toward his father. Slowly, the trident holder’s scales settled at a bright green.

				*We will follow Akrotia,* Broadtail said, adding quickly as Tailwalker twitched in excitement. *But not you, my son! I will summon the entire school to do as Chaser suggests. The floating city moves slowly, so we can prepare well ahead. But we must also inform Seamage Flaxal Brelak; if anyone can fight this thing, she can. You, my eldest son,* he turned to Chaser, *and you, Chaser, must swim north and find Shelly. She has been following the seamage. Get word to Seamage Flaxal Brelak that Akrotia comes. Tell her what we plan to do.*

				*We will get word to her, Father!* Tailwalker signed, flaring his fins and casting a thankful glance to Chaser. Without a word signed, the two stripped off their baldrics, handing their weapons over to the trident holder’s honor guard. *We will not need weapons, and can swim faster without them. Farewell, Father. Send word if you find a place to immobilize Akrotia.*

				*I will, my son. Go!* Then, before Chaser and Tailwalker flipped their tails, he added, *And be safe.*

				≈

				The Lady Belle eased into the water and floated free, riding high on her new, gold-painted waterline. The ship was trimmed up beautifully. She looked very little like Cutthroat, and nothing at all like a corsair. As the ship was pulled over to the dock with long lines, the crew cheered enthusiastically, then hustled off to haul the rest of the cargo down to the dock and stow it aboard. They would be off to Tsing at the next ebb of the tide.

			

			
				Parek cheered with them, then turned to the tall woman beside him and doffed his hat. “You’ve done a beautiful job on her, Mistress Rella. My compliments to you and your crew.” He bowed and flashed a disarming smile.

				“Thank you, Captain.” Rella nodded, but her smile seemed forced, and her eyes flashed with a hint of suspicion that he’d seen smoldering there for days. This was unfortunate. If things didn’t play out in the next five minutes as he had planned, there would be blood on the dock, and it wouldn’t be his.

				Their cargo, offloaded to lighten the ship before hauling, had raised many eyebrows. Despite Parek’s assurance that their peculiar mix of finery was common for ships trading along the Sand Coast, his crew had heard whispered speculation among the shipyard workers. They would not be safe until this load of booty had been sold and then resold in Tsing, and there was no trail for an inquisitive imperial investigator to follow. Only then would he and his crew be free and rich. Of course, that depended on no unfortunate rumors following them north.

				Most of the crew had wanted to silence the shipyard workers permanently, but Parek had staved them off. Leaving a few dozen dead men, women and children behind them could cause more problems than it would solve. There was always the chance that someone might escape; if that happened, more than rumors would eventually reach the authorities. Just one live witness to murder, and they would become hunted men. He smiled again at Rella and motioned one of his men to bring forth a heavy coffer.

				“Your payment, as we agreed,” he said smoothly. “And please accept this gift as my personal thanks for your efforts.” He handed her a second box, smaller than the coffer, and intricately carved of dark mahogany.

				“That isn’t necessary, Captain,” she said, though she accepted the box grudgingly when he pressed it into her hands. “We performed a service, and have been well—” Her protests faltered and her eyes widened as she opened the box and caught sight of its contents. “Oh…my!”

				“Do you like it?” he asked as he stepped close and peered down with her. On a bed of black silk lay a sapphire necklace that he had selected from the best of Bloodwind’s treasures. Seven stones as blue as the deepest sea, the largest as big as the end of his thumb, were set in a web of silver. It was worth a fortune, and ten times that if it would buy her silence. He looked into her eyes and said, “I thought the sapphires would match your eyes, but even these gems pale in comparison.”

			

			
				Rella stared wide-eyed at him for a long moment, and her cheeks flushed pink, but then she pulled back. “Captain Torek, I cannot accept this.” She closed the lid and proffered the box. “It’s too much.”

				“Nonsense,” he said, refusing to take it back. “If you don’t want it for yourself, then sell it and distribute the money among your people. Consider it a bonus for a job well done. The Lady Belle has never looked so splendid.”

				“She is a fine ship,” Rella said, reluctantly tucking the box under her arm. “She will serve you well in the north.”

				“Actually, I was thinking of hiring a captain for her in Tsing, and seeing how I could tolerate a life on land.” He cocked an eyebrow at her. “I’ve enough to retire in comfort. It’s not so very far away, you know. I would welcome a visit. Of course, Tsing is a large city, and you wouldn’t know how to find me. But I know how to find you, and I can come back easily enough.”

				He almost laughed at the flash of suspicion on Rella’s face before she forced a smile. “A visit would be welcome, Captain.” He could tell that she lied, and was obviously unsure if his statement was a promise or a threat. Just as he had intended.

				“Then do not be surprised if I show up on your doorstep one day. I may even contract your master to build a ship for me.” He extended his hand to her and smiled genuinely. “Thank you again, Mistress Rella.”

				“You are welcome, Captain,” she said, shaking his hand firmly. “Now, if you want to make use of the ebb tide, I believe we have some work to do.”

				“Indeed, we do!” he agreed, holding her hand just a little longer, and a little stronger, than necessary. He watched her walk down the dock, then turned to his busy crew as they reloaded all of the cargo back aboard the Lady Belle. Parek joined in with good humor. This was all going to work out just fine.


				


			

				Chapter 21

				The Devil’s Due

				Cynthia blinked and squinted, blinded by the harsh midday sun as she was escorted onto Resolute’s main deck. After more than a week in the warship’s brig, any light brighter than a low flame was dazzling. She shifted Kloe awkwardly in her arms, rattling the manacles that had been affixed to her wrists before she left her cell. Murmuring to calm him, she tucked the blanket over his head—he didn’t like the bright light any more than she did—and poked Mouse back inside. Fortunately, the sprite heeded her warning and kept quiet, huddled inside the baby’s blanket. She doubted their escort would tolerate a petulant seasprite.

				They stopped there, surrounded by marines, as a sailor knelt to clamp leg irons around her ankles, then moved to do the same to Feldrin.

				“Belay that!” an officer hissed in an exasperated tone. “You can’t put leg irons on a peg leg! Just put one on his good ankle, and attach it to his wrist manacles.”

				“Odea’s green garters, would ya look at that!”

				Feldrin’s exclamation brought her eyes up, but all she could see was blue-clad marines. Feldrin’s height gave him an advantage over her, but from the tone of his voice, Cynthia wasn’t sure she wanted to see what he saw.

				“Silence there!” the officer ordered, forestalling her question, though it didn’t stop her husband from muttering under his breath.

				“Come along now, ma’am,” said a young marine as he touched her arm to urge her forward. Finally reaching the warship’s broad gangplank, the marines parted to let them cross, and Cynthia saw what had elicited Feldrin’s outburst.

				“Odea help us,” she muttered. Her knees began to quake as she stared at the horde of people crowding the head of the pier. There were thousands of them packed shoulder to shoulder, held back by a single row of soldiers. Though of varied dress and walks of life, they all had two things in common: grim looks on their faces, and black scarves tied around their necks. In a flash of realization, she knew that these were the families and loved ones of the sailors who had perished on the Clairissa and Fire Drake. Their lives had been shattered by her failure, and she could see by their faces that they were here for their due.

			

			
				“We step off this ship, Cyn, and even Odea won’t be able to help us,” Feldrin said. Before she could reply, a voice cried out from the crowd, and their tight procession halted.

				“It’s the sea witch!”

				“Give her over!” another yelled. “We want justice!”

				“Aye! Justice!”

				“Who in the Nine Hells invited all these people?” Cynthia heard Commodore Henkle hiss to his first mate. “Lieutenant, double the guard! The prisoners are not to be harmed.”

				A cacophony of shouts, curses and muttered oaths blazed through the crowd like a brushfire, and the mass of humanity surged against the thin line of soldiers. Marines filed down the gangplank, and soon a double row of interlocked shields fended off the grasping hands and pressing bodies. The uproar increased as Cynthia and Feldrin, surrounded by marines, descended the gangplank. As they reached the bottom of the ramp, sunlight glinted on something overhead, a bottle thrown by someone in the crowd. It fell short, but shattered on a marine’s iron helm. The crowd cried out as one, and garbage, bottles and even a few bricks and cobbles flew at them. Officers bellowed orders and the soldiers drew swords, but the crowd remained undaunted.

				Cynthia suddenly thought of a feeding frenzy of predatory fish, their sharp teeth flashing instant death, overwhelming a school of baitfish. Afterward, there was nothing but thousands of tiny silver scales twinkling in the sunlight as they slowly sank. In her rising panic, she clutched Kloe closer and bent over to protect him. Something splashed beside the pier, and she started with a sudden realization: though chained, she was not defenseless.

				The sea was near.

				“Feldrin!” she called out over the shouts and curses, unable to see him. “If they break through, try to reach the water!”

				“The water? Cyn, I don’t think you should—”

				But Cynthia never found out what Feldrin thought. A well-aimed stone struck her temple, and the glancing blow sent her to her knees. She heard Feldrin bellow, but his voice sounded far away. Mouse poked his head out of the blanket, and his worried little face swam before her eyes. She reached up to feel the gash, and a wave of dizziness rolled over her. She reached out and caught herself, and the blood on her hand smeared the stones of the pier. A drop of blood fell onto the swaddling blanket, and Kloe began to cry.

			

			
				Kloe!


				Anger surged up from her gut like a rogue wave, and she instinctively reached out to the sea. She would drown them all before she’d allow them to harm her child. Strong hands grasped her arms and lifted her to her feet, but she barely felt them. The power built within her, and she wrapped it tightly around herself.

				Come to me, she urged.

				“HOLD!” a voice boomed, impossibly loud over the roar of the crowd.

				Cynthia blinked and turned. Behind them, Resolute bristled with soldiers. Hundreds of archers lined the rails, arrows nocked and ready. The gleaming heads of ballista bolts protruded from the triple row of ports, ready to fly into the crowd. As she realized what was going on, she allowed her power to drain away.

				“Bloody hells, Cyn! Are you okay?” Feldrin was beside her then, one huge hand touching the wound on her head. “Yer bleedin’.”

				“I’m all right,” she said, blinking away the dizziness and swallowing hard, appalled at how close she had been to drowning every person on the pier. Commodore Henkle’s voice boomed out again, unnaturally loud.

				“Everyone stand back from the pier this instant, or we will open fire!”

				His command was answered with an anatomically impossible epithet and a roar of other obscenities. A woman shrieked, “We want justice!” and a chant began: “Justice! Justice! Justice!”

				“You will have justice!” Cynthia now saw Henkle. He was shouting into a large speaking trumpet from the quarterdeck of his ship. “You will have justice, but it will be served by the emperor’s hand, not yours! There will be no justice if we are forced to subdue this crowd! We have orders to take the seamage to the emperor. If you oppose us, there will be more deaths, and the blood will be on your hands, not ours.”

				Cynthia felt the tension drain away from the crowd. There were still muttered curses, but no shouts and no flying objects. The marines jostled them forward and she stumbled, still shaky from her injury and the waning surge of panic and anger.

			

			
				“You sure you’re okay, Cyn?” Feldrin asked. The marines allowed him to brace her arm, and he leaned close to her.

				“Yes,” she said, turning to him and pitching her voice low. “But I almost did something very bad, Feldrin.”

				“Yeah, I kinda thought you might.” He tried to smile and failed, his eyes dropping to the blanket. “How is he?”

				“Scared.” Cynthia pulled aside the blanket and looked down at her son. Mouse, looking harried and bedraggled, was cuddled next to the baby, stroking his downy hair and cooing soothing nonsense into his ear. Kloe was wide-eyed and sniffling, but quiet.

				“Well, he’s got company, then,” Feldrin said as they neared the head of the pier.

				A large coach with the royal coat of arms emblazoned on the door awaited them. Six soldiers bearing loaded crossbows rode on the outside of the carriage, and a cordon of mounted soldiers surrounded it. Cynthia and Feldrin were helped aboard, and four more soldiers joined them inside. Dark curtains blocked their view out of the windows and dimmed the interior.

				“Almost like bein’ back in the brig,” the Morrgrey muttered.

				One of the soldiers seated beside Cynthia produced a handkerchief and a canteen. Wetting the cloth, he gingerly touched it to her head, saying, “Just hold still, please, ma’am. It won’t do for you to see His Majesty all bloody.”

				The coach clattered into motion, and the guard wiped the dried blood from her face, and pressed against the wound until the bleeding stopped. Cynthia found the treatment oddly soothing, and when he finished she smiled and said, “Thank you.”

				She and Feldrin had talked for days about facing the emperor’s justice, hoping that he would consider their explanations and not be too harsh. After seeing the mob at the pier, however, she didn’t hold much hope of a light judgment, and worry fluttered like a swarm of butterflies in her stomach.

				≈

				*This water smells like excrement,* Farsee signed to Shelly as they swam through the murky green haze of Tsing Harbor.

				*Landwalker excrement,* she agreed, flapping her gill slits in disgust. *But we have to see what they do with the seamage.* Cautiously, she swam up and poked her head above the surface.

			

			
				Her fins fluttered in shock as she looked around; there were more ships and boats than Shelly could count, some rowing, some sailing and dozens just swinging at anchor. Most of the harbor’s shoreline was edged with cut stone, save for one small beach where boats were dragged up onto the sand like dying whales. At one end was a vast shipyard, ten times the size of the one on the seamage’s island. And the city! The buildings glinted in the sun, so high they touched the sky. At the pier near the warship they had followed, landwalkers clustered thicker than sea lice on a fish carcass.

				It was all so daunting that Shelly considered grabbing Farsee and flipping their flukes hard for home. Only her pride held her; she could detect the seamage by her magic, and the trident holder would want to know that she had been taken to this vast city of landwalkers.

				*Odea! Look at them all!* signed Farsee as his head popped up beside hers.

				*There must be more landwalkers here than all the mer in all the oceans of the world!* Shelly signed back. *How do they live like this?*

				*Trident Holder Broadtail will not like this.* Farsee tugged her underwater and signed, *There are too many landwalkers to find the seamage, and I cannot stand this stench in my gills for long.*

				Shelly agreed, but she tugged his hand and led him back toward the vast hull of the warship that had held Seamage Flaxal Brelak. It had been pushed by a dozen smaller craft against a wide stone pier that swarmed with landwalkers. *I can feel her magic moving away; she is no longer on the water.* She surfaced again to scan the crowd on the pier. They were milling about, many moving away.

				*Not too close, Shelly,* her cousin signed. *I don’t want to be shot full of arrows if they see us. Perhaps we should go home and tell the trident holder.*

				*No!* she signed, flaring her fins. *We must stay here to follow in case they take her away in another ship. My father knows we have gone north. He will send someone to find us. But for now, we can go outside the harbor where the water is clean and we can breathe again.*

				*Good.* Farsee grasped her hand and pulled her away.

				Shelly looked back, reluctant to go too far, but eager to be out of the stench. She clutched Farsee’s hand tightly, lest they become separated in this murk, and flipped her tail for the open sea.

			

			
				≈

				By the time the coach rattled to a halt, Cynthia’s butterflies had evolved into a seething nest of snakes. Her anxiety redoubled when the door of the coach opened onto a scene only slightly less daunting than the crowd on the pier.

				High above their heads, the golden spires of the Imperial Palace glistened in the sun. Cynthia remembered seeing them from afar on her first trip to Tsing, and imagining what it might be like to visit the palace. She hadn’t imagined visiting in chains. She swallowed her panic and descended from the carriage, struggling with the cumbersome leg irons. The huge courtyard was crowded with rows of imperial guards, resplendent in full regalia, their gleaming halberds held at the ready. A contingent of guards escorted them past towering doors into the palace, and Cynthia suppressed the feeling of being swallowed whole.

				The entrance hall proved no less crowded than the courtyard. Courtiers and nobles lined up for the spectacle, their whispers rushing like water around the clatter of Cynthia and Feldrin’s chains as they passed. Cynthia fought to keep her eyes forward. She clutched Kloe close, thankful again to Mouse for comforting the child. She didn’t know if she could have endured it if the babe was crying.

				Their twisting track led past innumerable chambers and halls, a maze of brilliantly painted walls, gilded columns, and glittering chandeliers. Cynthia barely noticed it. They walked until she was disoriented and leg-weary, her knees shaking from fatigue or nerves—she couldn’t tell.

				Finally, their guards ushered them through yet another pair of gilded doors into a small audience chamber. Cynthia caught her breath at the beautiful gardens beyond the room’s back wall, which was made entirely of windows. Hibiscus and heliconia bloomed in eye-popping colors, with a backdrop of cascading bougainvillea and lemons ripening from green to yellow hanging heavy on the trees. She felt a twinge of homesickness, remembering her gardens in Southaven. Would she ever see her home again?

				Only after a long moment did she realize that a man sat at a broad desk before the windows. A tall, broad-shouldered woman in simple black clothes stood at his left elbow, and a young man of perhaps fifteen stood to his right. His son, she surmised, noting the resemblance. She recognized Master Upton standing at one end of the desk. At the other end stood a man with the look of a secretary holding a ledger. Though they all looked at her and Feldrin, she got the distinct feeling that their attention was actually focused on the seated man. Then she noticed the thin circlet of gold on his brow; Emperor Tynean Tsing.

			

			
				“Your Majesty.” Cynthia tried to drop to one knee, but the leg irons nearly tripped her, so she settled for a curtsey. She glanced over and saw that Feldrin had chosen to bow low, rather than struggle to one knee with his peg leg. Upton stepped forward with a bow.

				“Your Majesty, may I present to you Cynth—”

				“Sire!”

				Steel sang free from a scabbard, and Cynthia had only time enough to gasp before the woman in black held a blade an inch from her throat. She swallowed and stared at the sword, her own terrified reflection blinking back at her from the lustrous surface. She had never seen its like before: single-edged and slightly curved, longer than a cutlass but narrower, the metal glistening black with a wavy design that was either etched or intrinsic to the metal itself.

				“She is hiding something in the blanket. A creature,” the woman said, her voice emotionless.

				Cynthia opened her mouth to speak, but was interrupted by the emperor’s master of security.

				“I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I should have predicted this difficulty. There is no danger.” He stepped forward, but the dark blade did not move at his assurance. “The seamage has a familiar, a seasprite. My people have researched these creatures, and they are deemed harmless, though often a nuisance.”

				“Bring it out,” the woman commanded without a glance toward either Master Upton or the emperor. The sovereign remained silent, his mouth pursed in calm interest, evidently trusting his bodyguard’s judgment in this. “Make it show itself.”

				“Mouse,” Cynthia whispered, tearing her eyes away from the blade and pulling back the swaddling blanket. “Mouse, come out very slowly, and no nonsense.”

				The little sprite peeked out, and his eyes nearly popped from their sockets at the sight of the blade. He struggled out of the covers and climbed up onto her shoulder, disheveled from his confinement within the blanket. His wings were crumpled, and he fluttered them briefly to straighten them out, his eyes never leaving the sword.

				“Sire, I have no experience with such a creature,” the sword-wielding woman said, seeming to dismiss Upton’s claims as irrelevant. “I cannot say whether it is a threat or not.”

			

			
				“Please, Your Majesty.” Cynthia knew she should not have spoken without being asked, but she could not stay mute with Mouse’s life in the balance. “Mouse is harmless. He’s not a familiar. Seasprites are just drawn to sea magic. He’s been with my family for generations.”

				“We will trust Master Upton’s assessment on this for now,” the emperor said. His voice was bereft of emotion; not cold, exactly, but utterly calm, relaxed. Cynthia hoped that was a good sign. “Lower your sword, Lady von Camwynn, but remain where you are. Your…services will be necessary in a moment. If the sprite makes a threatening move or takes flight, kill it.”

				“Yes, Sire.” The woman lowered her sword, but did not step back or change her stance.

				Cynthia wondered what services the woman might provide other than cutting, slashing or impaling. She looked down at Mouse and whispered, “You hear that, Mouse? No nonsense!”

				Mouse nodded and made a face, but tucked in close to her neck, eyeing the sword contemptuously. Though the sprite was normally more than a match for any swordsman, this particular swordswoman, and this particular sword, seemed different. They frightened her.

				“As I was saying, Your Majesty,” Upton continued as he glanced toward the emperor’s bodyguard in seeming amusement, “may I present Cynthia Flaxal Brelak, Seamage of the Shattered Isles, and her husband, Feldrin Brelak, captain of the merchant schooner Orin’s Pride.” He bowed to the emperor and backed away.

				The emperor looked at Cynthia and Feldrin for a long moment. Beside him, the young man—the crown prince, Cynthia realized—fidgeted minutely, though he remained attentive. Finally, the emperor broke the silence.

				“We have received many missives, both from you and on your behalf, Mistress Flaxal Brelak. Frankly, We find much of it difficult to believe.” He paused, and his eyes bored into hers. “We are greatly troubled by the loss of our flagship and the Fire Drake, and as you have seen, so is the populace of this city. Whether intentionally treasonous or not, the actions of you or those in your charge resulted in the loss of those ships and the deaths of all aboard. The populace of Tsing demands retribution for those deaths, and We agree. Speak now, and defend yourself if you can.”

			

			
				Cynthia tried to speak, but found her mouth too dry to form words. She cleared her throat, looked down, then back up into the emperor’s eyes; they were as blank as his tone. “I don’t deny my failure to predict the actions of the young man, Edan, Your Majesty. Perhaps I shouldn’t have agreed to help him become a pyromage in the first place. Elemental mages usually ascend to their powers as children and receive careful training. Edan was older, and, I assumed, more mature. I was wrong, and he panicked.” She swallowed, took a deep breath and continued. “I also failed to predict the actions of the merfolk. I tried to stop their attack, and was knocked unconscious. I now know that the entire thing was a ploy by a few rogue mer to steal my baby. It was all a plot from the beginning, and I didn’t see it. I failed, and people died, more than just those on the Clairissa and Fire Drake. But, Your Majesty, I have never acted to subvert or oppose the Tsing Empire.”

				“So We have read in your letters, but We have been unable to determine the truth of your claims. Until now.” The emperor of Tsing shifted in his seat and narrowed his eyes, then stared into the eyes of each person present. “What is about to transpire in this room will not be spoken of anywhere to anyone, not even amongst yourselves, under penalty of death. That applies to everyone.” He cast a quick glance to the prince, and the young man bowed stiffly, averting his eyes from his father’s. The emperor turned back to his bodyguard. “Lady von Camwynn, please proceed.”

				“Yes, Sire.” The bodyguard fixed Cynthia with her eyes and said, “Hold perfectly still.”

				The dark blade rose slowly toward Cynthia’s face, and she flinched, despite the warning. But the edge of the blade was turned away, and only the smooth metal touched her neck. She froze with the shock of it. Expecting cold metal, the warm caress was startling enough, but the true alarm came from the sudden presence she felt, as if someone called her name inside her head. The call echoed, reverberating until her very thoughts buzzed with it.

				“Cynthia Flaxal Brelak. Do you swear that all you have said today, and that all you have sent to the emperor in account of your actions, is the truth?”

				For a moment Cynthia was unsure who had spoken. The voice was feminine, but she realized that von Camwynn’s lips had not moved. The sword had spoken in her mind.

			

			
				“I…swear,” she said, barely loud enough for her own ears to hear. The echo intensified to a crashing crescendo that, while not painful, nearly overwhelmed her. Just before Cynthia felt that she might faint, the echo burst like a soap bubble, and silence fell upon her mind. The sword had been pulled away.

				“She speaks the truth, Sire,” von Camwynn said, taking a step back from Cynthia and lowering the weapon.

				“Very well.” The emperor sounded almost disappointed. “It might have been simpler if you had been a traitor, you know. A public execution would have satisfied the populace, whereas a prison sentence and forfeiture of property probably will not.”

				“Prison! But Majesty, I—”

				“Silence.”

				 The sovereign’s voice was calm, but carried such power that Cynthia rocked back on her heels. He rose from his seat and stepped slowly around the desk. His son followed, his face more readable, less a mask of propriety than that of the father. Cynthia did not like what she saw there. The emperor stopped before her, and for the first time since they had entered the room, his temper surfaced in his eyes.

				“You may not be a traitor, Cynthia Flaxal Brelak, but by your own admission you are indirectly responsible for a great many deaths. You have professed your innocence, but you are guilty of one thing that We cannot forgive. With power comes responsibility and the need of good judgment. Your judgment has been poor, and your power ill-directed.”

				He stared at her as if waiting for an answer, but she dared not provoke his anger. She wanted to say a thousand things, to justify her actions or tout her accomplishments, but she knew that nothing would help. All her attempts to bring peace had failed; it was time to pay for that failure. She dropped her eyes and prayed silently to Odea.

				“Cynthia Flaxal Brelak, We sentence you to ten years in the imperial prison. Your ships, and any lands or wealth you claim, are forfeit, to be impounded by the Empire of Tsing or sold at auction. The proceeds of such sale will go to the families of those who died aboard Clairissa and Fire Drake. Your son…”

				He paused, and Cynthia’s head shot up. Surely he would not take her son away! She fought to breathe as tears spilled down her cheeks, a voiceless plea.

			

			
				“Your son will become a ward of the Empire of Tsing until the time of your release. Then, if he so wishes, he will be returned to your custody.”

				Cynthia choked out a sob and bowed her head. He could take her possessions, her home, even her ships, but she couldn’t live if he took her son. She blinked tears away and looked down into Kloe’s eyes. Ten years…Would he even remember her?

				“Watch over Kloe, Mouse,” she whispered so softly that only sprite ears could have heard. She felt a reassuring pat on her neck and a tug on her ear. Mouse would stay with Kloe until he claimed her as his mother…or not.

				“Feldrin Brelak.”

				The emperor’s voice startled Cynthia. She had forgotten that Feldrin might also be sentenced for his part in this.

				“Yer Majesty,” Feldrin replied. Cynthia turned to see him standing tall and straight, a pillar of strength; her strength. His voice was steady and his face calm, without a hint of the temper she knew he must be suppressing.

				“You are aware, no doubt, that a sea captain is responsible for the actions of all persons under his command, are you not?”

				“I am, Yer Majesty.”

				“Very well. The ship Orin’s Pride, with you as her commander, fired upon an imperial ship. This is, regardless of intent, an act of treason.”

				Cynthia gasped, her heart faltering in her chest. Surely not…

				“Though the shot itself did no harm, and the person who fired the shot was a stowaway and not under your command, the pyromage was under your command, and the results of his actions were catastrophic.” The emperor paused, and Cynthia’s heart pounded loud in her throat. “Feldrin Brelak, your ship will be hunted down and impounded. All monies and property you have will be confiscated by the Empire of Tsing. And one month hence you will be taken to a place of execution, and your life will be ended.”

				“Yer Majesty,” Feldrin said in that deep, stoic voice Cynthia had fallen in love with.

				I did this, she realized, her heart shattering into a million bleeding pieces. Feldrin had wanted to sail away on Orin’s Pride and live in exile, intent only on keeping their family together. But she had convinced him to come with her to Tsing. She had killed him, the only man she had ever loved. He was going to die, and it would be on her hands.

			

			
				“Don’t worry, lass,” he said, looking at her with those lustrous dark eyes and that lopsided grin. “It’s not yer fault.”

				But it was her fault, and that surety felt like a spear thrust through her chest. A guttural cry escaped her throat as her world collapsed and the room went gray. Cynthia felt herself falling. She tried to turn, to protect Kloe, but the polished marble floor kissed her temple right where the stone had struck earlier. Pain exploded in her head, but it paled against the agony in her heart. Her ears rang with Kloe’s cries as darkness enveloped her. Cynthia didn’t even feel it when they took Kloe away from her.


				


			

				Chapter 22

				Consequences

				Orin’s Pride cut a slow, careful line to windward, her headway just enough to keep steerage as she maneuvered along the approach to the tiny, rock-shrouded harbor of Ghelfan’s home port. Dura’s gravelly contralto called out directions, while Chula paced and bit his nails. It was only practical; this had been Dura’s home, and she knew the channel like her tongue knew her teeth.

				Chula had gnawed every fingernail he had down to the quick, but not because he didn’t trust Dura. Even the nerve-wracking sail from Vulture Isle should not have bothered him—he knew every cut and reef in the archipelago—but beating to windward and cutting back to avoid interception by imperial warships had left him a sleepless wreck. The loss of Peggy’s Dream had badly undermined his confidence, and despite Paska’s assurance that the crew had not blamed him, he remained doubtful of his own judgment.

				 “Take a tack ta port, Chula!” Dura barked, pointing up at the windward cliffs that made the fluky breeze even more fluky. “The wind funnelin’ through that gap there’ll usually let ya bear up and sail through close-hauled.”

				“T’ank’e Dura,” Chula said, trying to keep his voice calm. “Horace, tack de ship, and have a care not ta be puttin’ her in irons, or we’re buggered but good!” He glanced to leeward and gritted his teeth. He knew a wreath of rocks lined the channel behind them, but he couldn’t see a thing with the dark water and darker rocks beneath. He was used to the crystal-clear waters farther south, where each coral head was plainly visible, and a man in the forechains could count starfish on the sandy bottom at forty feet.

				“Aye, Captain!” Horace said with an easy grin.

				The first mate’s off-hand manner soothed Chula’s nerves. He listened as Horace barked orders to Paska, who relayed them to the crew with her own embellishments. The helmsman turned the ship, and the headsails backfilled, drawing the Pride’s bow downwind. The ship tacked smoothly, and just as the last sheet was adjusted, a gust from the gap in the cliffs filled her sails. Without a command, the crew responded, and the schooner sailed smartly between the looming cliffs into the inner harbor. Chula released the breath he had been holding.

			

			
				“If ya bring her upwind,” Dura said, “Rella’ll have tenders out in two shakes ta take us inta the dock.”

				Dura, too, had been brooding since their departure from Vulture Isle, and Chula knew why: the news of Ghelfan’s death would not be easy to deliver. Despite the horrific news, he hoped they would agree to repair Orin’s Pride. They had been pumping the schooner’s bilge three times a day, and Chula feared that her seams were in dire straits. Captain Brelak had left plenty of money in the strongbox for repairs, so cost was not an issue.

				“Bring her up when we be nearin’ de pier, Horace,” he ordered. “No point in makin’ ‘em work too hard.”

				“Aye, Captain.”

				Tenders were already headed toward them, so Dura waved and gestured, and they nosed alongside. The Pride’s crew threw out lines, and rigged bumpers along the port side as the small boats pushed the ship expertly to the pier. They tossed lines over to the dock crew, and the bumpers squeaked as they were snubbed tight against the hard stone.

				Chula’s smile of satisfaction at the neat landing flagged as he considered Dura. She stood before the gangplank, glaring at it. “Dura, you want me dere while you have a word wit’ de yard masta’?”

				“Nah,” the dwarf said. Her trepidation was clear in her voice, and he could see the muscles bunching at her jaw. “Let me break the news to ‘em alone.”

				Dura crossed the gangplank and raised a hand in greeting as she strode toward a tall, blonde woman who approached with a smile. Chula watched as Dura spoke, her normally loud voice hushed. The color drained from the woman’s face, and her smile disintegrated. Chula felt a hand grasp his own and turned to see Paska also watching, her face dire. They had all faced similar news lately; it was never easy. Even little Koybur sat silent on her hip, sucking on his fingers.

				After a minute of quiet conversation, Dura waved, and Chula strode onto the pier. Paska released his hand, but followed close; since his return from Akrotia, they had rarely left each other’s sides.

				 “This is Rella, the yard mistress here.” Dura said by way of introduction. “Rella, this is Chula, captain o’ Orin’s Pride while Captain Brelak and Mistress Flaxal go up ta Tsing ta kiss the emperor’s royal arse. We’d a been here sooner, but we had to do a bit of fancy dodgin’ to avoid the warships around Plume Isle.”

			

			
				“I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Captain,” Rella gave a short nod to Chula, then turned back to Dura, “but, I don’t understand. The captain of the Lady Belle didn’t mention any warships being at Plume Isle.”

				“Never seen no ship called the Lady Belle at Plume,” Dura said with a furrowed brow.

				“The captain said he stopped there and spoke with Lady Camilla.”

				“If they stopped by before the pirate attack, I’d a seen ‘em. And nobody’s talked with Camilla after, either. She’s been…indisposed.”

				“Pirate attack?” Rella’s eyes widened.

				Dura gave a brief and painful account of the attack and aftermath on Plume Isle, and Rella’s eyes grew even wider.

				 “The Lady Belle stopped by here for a refit,” Rella said, her face pinched in confusion. “Her captain, a fellow named Johns Torek, said that Lady Camilla had recommended he come here.”

				“Torek!” Paska shoved up to the yard mistress. “Dis Lady Belle a two-masted, t’ree-yard square rig wit’ a clubfoot fore-staysail an’ a high-aspect flyin’ jib, painted wit’ faded gold on her rail?”

				“Yes, that’s the ship, though she looks different now.” Rella looked more suspicious than confused now. “How do you know it?”

				“Dat’s de Cutthroat!” Paska was shaking. Chula could not remember when he had seen her so angry. “De man’s name is Parek, and he’s a bloody pirate! But what’s he doin’ here?”

				Rella’s face blanched.

				“And I’ll wager he was chockablock with all manner of finery, not ta mention a chest o’ treasure that’d choke a sea drake!” Rella nodded at Paska’s description. “Dat was da booty he stripped from Plume Isle!”

				“I should have trusted my instincts,” Rella said in a self-admonishing tone. “He paid in gold, and even gave us a handsome bonus.”

				Chula gritted his teeth, remembering Paska’s stories of what Parek had done. He stepped forward and gripped Rella’s arm to get her attention. “An’ dis Capt’n Torek wanted a refit ta make de ship look different, right?” He continued when Rella nodded. “So what’s dis Lady Belle look like now, and where’s he takin’ her?”

				“Tsing,” Rella said, her own features hardening. “At least that’s what he said. I’ll show you the work list and sketch her new lines for you. She won’t be hard to find.”

			

			
				“Oh, it won’t be hard to find de ship, Mistress Rella,” Chula agreed, though he shook his head. “But dat pirate…I be bettin’ me last copper dat he be long gone.”

				≈

				Iron clattered on iron, stirring Cynthia from a fitful sleep.

				Marta must be rearranging the pots in the kitchen again, she thought sleepily.


				The sound came again, closer this time, accompanied by voices with strange accents. She opened her eyes to behold the bars of a prison cell, and the anguish of the past days washed over her so hard that her chest ached. She squeezed her eyes shut and bit back a sob, then forced them back open and sat up in her narrow bunk.

				The sun shone through the single window of her airy cell, certainly better than the warship’s brig and not at all what she had expected of the imperial prison. The linens were even clean. But that didn’t change the fact that Feldrin was to die, and she would be imprisoned throughout Kloe’s childhood. Her gut clenched.

				She stood and stretched, trying to ignore the aches and pains. Her head was still sore where she’d been hit, and her muscles were tight after her sedentary incarceration on Resolute. Her breasts, heavy with milk that she would never feed to her son, ached constantly. But these pains she could ignore; they were physical. The emotional pains—separation from her family, guilt over Feldrin’s death sentence—wracked her heart and soul every waking moment. And she now had ten years to ponder her failures and their consequences.

				“By the time I get out of here, I’ll be stark raving mad,” she muttered.

				She straightened her simple linen shift, then moved her chamber pot to the door of the cell. It was only her second day in prison, but already she was learning the routine: breakfast, lunch, and dinner at assigned times, and one hour of exercise per day. Exercise meant walking in circles around the courtyard, but at least it gave her the opportunity to see the sky.

				She stood and waited, feigning patience as the jailor and his team of trustees—identifiable by the red sashes over their blue shifts—worked their way down the long row of cells. When Cynthia’s turn came, she stepped aside while they opened her door, removed the chamber pot, and handed over a tray of food; stew, bread and water, the same as yesterday’s lunch and dinner. Behind them walked the chief jailor, his hands tucked in his wide belt. Cynthia took her tray and placed it on her bed, then turned back to catch the jailor’s eye.

			

			
				“Sir! Sir, about my request?” she asked, daring not to hope. One glance at his face and she knew the answer.

				“The commandant’s denied it.”

				He started to move on, but she implored him. “Please. Please could you ask again? I’ve got to see my husband before…before they kill him. I’ve got to.”

				He turned back to her without a hint of rancor, and perhaps a note of pity. “Give it a week, then ask again. It won’t help to pester the commandant, and you’ve got nearly a month before the date.”

				Less than a month, she thought in despair, though, “Yes, sir,” was what she said. She wondered if he was giving her honest advice or just putting her off. “Thank you, sir.”

				He nodded and turned to follow the trustees down the line of cells.

				Cynthia sat on her bed and ate mechanically, not really tasting the food. She was surprised when the bowl was empty and the bread gone. She drank her water and put the tray by the cell door, then returned to the bed and lay back down. She tried not to dwell on matters, but it was useless. The tears started slowly, but they were inexorable. Eventually she rolled onto her side away from the door, so that when the trustees returned to retrieve her tray, they would not see her sobbing herself to sleep.

				≈

				Camilla wedged herself into the corner of her bunk, feeling the rush of water through the thick wood. She remembered hating it, cursing the salty wetness, forcing it to her will; but that was gone. She clenched her eyes closed and pounded her head against the wood, praying that the pain would draw her thoughts away from the power…the blood. She could smell it, taste it, feel its warm, welcoming gush down her throat. She whimpered as a surge of nausea rushed up. Blood. The thought of it revolted her. But the power it had given her...

				Power.

				Yes, that was really it: the power. All her life Camilla had lived at the mercy of others with power: Bloodwind, Cynthia Flaxal, Parek. But for a short time, she had wielded the power, unafraid of anyone or anything. Terrified eyes. Gurgling screams. Camilla tried to focus her thoughts away from the horrific things that she—Hydra—had done. And the cannibals had deserved it for what they had done, what they had become.

			

			
				If only they had left me there…


				“Camilla?”

				She blinked and clutched the sheet protectively around her. Slowly the red haze cleared from her vision and she remembered. Emil stood before her, a hesitant but hopeful smile on his face. She hadn’t heard him over the memories of the power she’d lost. The power he had taken from her…

				“You didn’t touch your food,” he said softly as sat on the edge of the bed. “You’ve got to eat, Camilla, and regain your strength.”

				She looked at the laden tray and swallowed back another bout of nausea. Everything she put in her mouth tasted like blood. When she didn’t reply, he sighed and placed a twine-wrapped bundled on the bunk between them.

				“I brought you something. It’s from Captain Donnely. He had bought it for a…certain lady,” Emil quirked a smile, “but he thought you might like it.” He stared at her for a moment, expectant. “Would you like to open it, or do you want me to?”

				Camilla looked down at the bundle and tried to make herself care what was inside. She failed. But there was so much love in Emil’s voice, shining in his face, that the resentment she felt for his part in her loss faded. She made herself respond. “Yes,” she whispered. “Please. Open it.”

				“All right.” Emil untied the bow of string and folded back the layers of brown waxed paper delicately, as if it was fine wrapping. He drew back the last layer, and it was as if the sun had exploded into the room. Camilla gasped. He lifted the folded gown and stood, allowing the vast expanse of honey-yellow silk to cascade down. The fabric flowed as if liquid, the hems and plunging neckline cunningly embroidered in myriad shades of gold.

				“Do you like it?” he asked, his smile beaming nearly as brightly as the fabric. “It might need a stitch or two, but it’s a close fit, I think.”

				“It’s…beautiful,” she admitted, looking up at him in wonder. “The captain sent this? Why?”

				“Everyone is concerned for you,” Emil insisted. “You’ve been through hell, and—” His voice caught. “We thought we’d lost you.” He spread the beautiful gown on the bunk. “Would you like to try it on?”

			

			
				“I… Maybe…” she whispered, extending her hand to touch the gown. It felt smooth and cool to her fingertips. Yellow was not her best color, but she liked the feeling it gave her, and it provoked no memories. Emil had had her red dress cleaned and repaired, but Camilla couldn’t even look at the thing, much less wear it. The color brought the memory of warm blood coursing down the bodice. She squeezed her eyes against the recollection and pushed away the sheets, then drew the golden folds up to her breast, clutching the smooth cloth like a protective shield. It felt as if she held the sun of a new day in her arms.

				“Yes,” she whispered, blinking away tears of gratitude and loss as she gazed up at Emil’s adoring face. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

				≈

				Watching over a baby, Mouse had discovered, was hard work. Especially when the people who were supposed to be watching over the baby were more interested in keeping him from watching over the baby than watching over the baby themselves. Aside from Mouse—and the baby, of course—there were a guard, a maid and a wet nurse in the room, and only the wet nurse was paying any attention at all to little Kloe. Mouse was hiding behind a potted plant. He was trying to do as Cynthia had asked, but the guard kept trying to poke him with a sword, which was distracting him from his duty, aside from being bothersome and downright rude.

				The guard had no real hope of actually hitting Mouse with the sword, which Mouse had hoped to make abundantly clear by landing on the flat of the blade right after one of the impotent thrusts, and thumbing his nose at the guard, but that had not worked quite like he’d planned. The guard was more determined than ever, and now he held a crossbow, which, if Mouse did not pay attention, might just be a serious problem. Not as serious a problem, however, as that lady in black clothes and the magic sword had been right after Cynthia fainted. That had been a very close call indeed, and one of his wings had a nick in it as proof.

				The emperor had not been happy when Mouse tried to stay with Kloe. With two of the guards hauling Cynthia’s limp body away and two more escorting Feldrin out—not to mention the discomfort of just being in the same room with that black sword, so stuffed full of magic that it made Mouse’s skin crawl—it had been a tense moment. When they took Kloe, the guards had just shooed Mouse away, but he had promised Cynthia, so he had flitted up to one guard’s shoulder, thinking he would be out of the way and simply ride along to wherever they were taking the baby. The flitting part, he remembered later, was what got him in trouble. He’d felt the magic of the sword even before he heard the whistle of it cutting through the air. He’d dodged the cut, only barely, and received a nick in his wing as a warning. The woman, or the sword, or both, were faster than anything he’d ever seen, and he’d almost gotten high enough to be out of reach when another slash nearly cut him in half. He had tried to look harmless, hovering as high as he could and staying as far away from everyone as possible, but there had been a lot of commotion and a lot of shouting. Finally the emperor and his son had been ushered out of the room by the bodyguard and several others, and they had taken Kloe through another door.

			

			
				Mouse had made a decision, and followed the baby.

				Now, two days later, he was beginning to think they were calming down a bit. It was obvious that Mouse was not trying to do any harm, unless you counted that candle he’d knocked over when the stupid guard poked a sword at him, and they’d put the fire out quick enough. He hoped the maid’s eyebrows would grow back soon; she looked silly without them.

				But the crossbow could be a problem.

				He peeked out from behind the pot to see if the wet nurse was done feeding little Kloe, and found out just how big a problem it could be. The bolt hit the lip of the pot only an inch from Mouse’s face, sending shards of broken pottery, dirt, mulch, bits of bark, plant matter, and a plug of old chewing tobacco that someone had spat into the pot some weeks ago, flying in all directions. Mouse dodged most of it, but the chewing tobacco left a nasty stain on his shirt, which finally set his usually unflappable temper flapping like a flag in a gale.

				He glared at the guard as the stupid man reached for another bolt, and darted into action.

				By the time the guard had the bolt free of the quiver and the crossbow braced against his formidable stomach to pull back the string, Mouse had liberated the man’s dagger from his belt. The crossbow clattered to the floor with its string cut, and the man pitched forward in shock. Mouse cut the leather belt holding the man’s trousers up, returned the dagger to its sheath, then tied the man’s bootlaces together for good measure before darting behind another potted plant.

			

			
				The crash and subsequent cursing that followed were most satisfying.

				The stupid guard railed and raged, and Kloe hiccupped and burst into a scream that nearly shattered the sprite’s sensitive eardrums. The wet nurse let out a stream of curses that seemed quite inappropriate to utter in the presence of an infant, and the maid seemed to agree. The two women railed at the guard until he managed to regain his feet, untie his boots (Mouse had used a particularly tricky knot, a blood knot with a double lock, of which he was very proud) and pull his trousers up. He railed back at them a bit, which did nothing to quiet the baby, picked up the fallen crossbow and left the room.

				An instant of silence fell upon the room—the two women had quit railing and Kloe had paused to draw a breath—so Mouse took time to assess the situation.

				Kloe was unhurt, but angry at the noise and interruption of his dinner. The two women seemed unperturbed at Mouse’s presence and more concerned with quieting the baby, which was a refreshing change. Mouse knew Kloe pretty well, or at least as well as anyone could know a baby after a few weeks, which, he thought, was probably a lot better than either of these women knew him after only a day, so he flitted to Kloe’s side and cuddled close, running his hand through the babe’s downy hair and whispering sprite nonsense in his ear.

				Kloe’s crying ceased.

				The maid and the wet nurse both gasped.

				“Well, would you look at that!” the maid said, staring down at Mouse and the babe as he soothed the tears away and coaxed a little smile.

				“Blimey! Do you think he’s talkin’ to the babe?” the wet nurse asked, tucking up her bodice and continuing to stare at the two.

				“Don’t know, but he calmed the tyke down, right enough.” The maid put a hand on the wet nurse’s arm. “Don’t see any harm in it, and he don’t look dangerous.”

				Mouse would have agreed, but he was busy. Kloe had hiccupped again, which usually meant he needed to burp. If he didn’t, the results were catastrophic and quite messy. He tried to prop the baby up and pat his back, but even a newborn is heavy for a sprite.

				“Here! What’s the little thing doin’ now?” asked the maid.

			

			
				“Dunno,” replied the wet nurse. “Looks like he’s tryin’ to lift him up. You don’t suppose he’s tryin’ to steal him away, do you?”

				“Steal him away? Are you daft? He can’t even lift him up!”

				“Well, I didn’t think he could, but he looks like he’s tryin’, don’t he?”

				“Well, he might be tryin’, but he can’t. Anyone can see that!”

				Mouse had to admit that they were right about that; he couldn’t lift Kloe up, and if someone didn’t burp him soon, he would barf all over everything. Also, the two women were now paying more attention to each other than to the baby. Well, it seemed to Mouse that people employed by an emperor should pay a little closer attention to their work than that, so he stopped trying to lift Kloe up and flitted up to tweak each of them on the nose, hard, before returning to Kloe’s side.

				“Blimey!” the wet nurse exclaimed, fingering her tweaked nose, her eyes wide as hens’ eggs.

				“Bloody little monster! Maybe he is dangerous.”

				Mouse glared up at them both, resolving that he would show them exactly how dangerous he could be if they didn’t start paying closer attention to Kloe. He stomped his little foot on the blanket and pointed down at the now furiously hiccupping baby, fluttering his wings madly.

				“Hey, look here. He’s pointin’ at the babe!”

				“He is! Looks like the tyke’s got a bad case of the hiccups, too!”

				“Oh, well, I better solve that, hadn’t I? He’ll spit up if I don’t.”

				Mouse flitted up and away as the wet nurse reached for Kloe, relieved that the woman had finally figured out his message and decided to tend to her job. The woman lifted the babe expertly, tapped his back and jostled him just right. The result was immediate and resounding, with very little actual barfing, which satisfied Mouse almost as much as it did Kloe.

				“Well now, that’s better, isn’t it little one.” The wet nurse wiped the little bit of barf from Kloe’s chin and tucked him easily into her arm, rocking him gently and pacing the floor, all the while murmuring all the nonsense that babies love to hear.

				Mouse fluttered down and lit gently on the woman’s shoulder to pat her neck in thanks. The woman gave a little start, then just smiled and continued her pacing.

				“No,” the maid said, gathering up the dirty swaddling clothes and diapers and heading for the door. “I don’t think that little sprite’s dangerous at all, and I’m going to tell the chaimberlain that very thing. He can argue it with the emperor himself if he wants, but as far as I’m concerned, we don’t need a ham-handed guard in this room anymore.”

			

			
				“Gotta agree with that,” the wet nurse said, continuing her pacing.

				Mouse heaved a little sprite sigh and settled down on the woman’s shoulder, thinking that they might not be too stupid after all.


				


			

				Chapter 23

				Fire Fight

				Rockport.

				The name whispered into Edan’s mind at the first sight of the huge haystack-shaped stone standing off the rocky shore. It was familiar, and not. The river that wound inland just south of the towering landmark was on the map in his mind, but no city. He remembered the city, remembered visiting this place, but…he had never traveled beyond Southaven. Ah, he realized, one of her memories. Sometimes the distinction was clear, other times not. His. Hers. Theirs…

				He felt no trace of the seamage’s magic, but knew that the town itself was almost half a mile upriver. He needed to get closer to be certain. With a thought, he shifted the winds and headed ponderously toward shore.

				≈

				*Akrotia has turned, Trident Holder,* the scout reported, his gills pumping hard. *It approaches the harbor with the great rock at its mouth*

				*This may be our chance!* Broadtail signed, flaring his fins in challenge. *Tell the teams to move into position and ready the augers! If Akrotia moves into the shallows, we will bind it to the bottom as before. Go!*

				Broadtail watched the scout shoot off into the blue. Finally, they might have their chance. The school had trailed in Akrotia’s wake for the past eight tides, making preparations. They had retrieved more augers and many more warriors from their home, and spliced more ironweed onto the burnt ends that dangled from the city’s underside. The lines were now hundreds of feet long, their ends weighted to keep them vertical and provide drag. Now mer swam ahead of the city to set the big iron augers in its path. When Akrotia passed overhead, they would once again bind it to the seafloor.

				Our plan will work this time, Broadtail thought. There is no fire mountain here to burn the lines.

				*Come!* he signed to his school, thrusting his trident at the surface. *It is time to signal our new allies that we are attacking!* And hope, he thought as he struggled to keep his colors vibrant and confident, that the foolish landwalker leader does not disregard our help this time.

			

			
				≈

				“Your pardon, Admiral!” Captain Betts barged into the great cabin with a hasty salute. “Akrotia has changed course. It’s angling in toward Rockport Harbor.”

				“Battle stations, Captain Betts! I’ll be damned to all Nine Hells if I’ll let that thing burn a city!” Joslan hefted himself out of his chair, grabbed his cutlass and clipped it on his belt. “Signal the armada. War Hammer and Bright Star will beat to windward and take position in the river mouth. The tide is flooding, so that should work in our favor. Joyous is to stand well off. If things go poorly, they are to report our efforts to the emperor. Stalwart will form up with us on an attack course.”

				“Aye, aye, Admiral!”

				He followed the captain out of the cabin and up to the quarterdeck, the nervous tension of the past few days melting away before the heat of the oncoming battle. The waiting was over; it was time for action.

				Signal flags fluttered from halyards, and he watched the armada start to disperse. Joslan and his captains had spent many hours devising an attack strategy, launches skittering back and forth between ships during their slow, tedious sail. Indomitable’s main deck was alive with activity as the sailors prepared according to plan. They furled and struck the great square sails to the deck, braced the yards tightly fore and aft, and stripped away every bit of unnecessary canvas, cordage and rigging. Only the jibs and staysails remained up to aid the sweeps. The deck was remarkably barren by usual standards; they had dismantled and stowed the smaller war engines days ago. Now the weapon crews worked with blocks and lines to bring up great granite spheres from the hold, ammunition for the siege catapult. The marines and ballista crews were put on the sweeps or armed with buckets and assigned to fire control.

				Preparations would be complete in a matter of minutes, but it would take at least an hour for all the ships to maneuver into position. Joslan paced the quarterdeck, steeling his nerves for the long wait.

				“School of mer off the port bow!”

				“Not again!” Joslan exclaimed, raising his glass to look. Not a single mer sighting for days, and now, just as they readied to attack Akrotia, the beasts showed up. It was disconcerting enough to think that they had been pacing the armada unseen all the way from Plume Isle; the timing of their reappearance could not be coincidence. As before, the mer stopped, raised their weapons toward Akrotia, then charged off. “What in the blazing Nine Hells are you doing?” he muttered.

			

			
				≈

				Edan edged near to the shore and tried to sense the seamage’s magic, but felt nothing. A little closer…but not too far; he didn’t want to run aground. His inability to see under the surface was maddening. The thought of those cold, impenetrable depths sent shudders of fear through his mind, but the constant anger helped keep the fear at bay. Strange…Sometimes it bothered him, sometimes it didn’t—his thoughts, her thoughts…their thoughts.

				Two of the warships that had paced him up the coast now raced past him and anchored at the river mouth. He would have laughed; did they think they could block his way? Of course, the inlet wasn’t wide or deep enough for him anyway, so their blockade seemed a parody of courage. Two larger ships approached from seaward, but he wasn’t overly concerned; he would burn them if they ventured too close. But the mer…

				He had spied the foul creatures on the surface just after he turned toward shore. Now they were below the waves where he could not see. They were planning something, he just knew it! The same trick they had played at Plume Isle, perhaps?

				Edan felt a twinge of fear, immediately followed by a surge of rage. His whole life he had been afraid: of drowning, of failing, of being alone and unloved, of some deep fault inside that made him powerless, weak and worthless. He cast out his senses, looking for the seamage, trying to rid himself of the bothersome thoughts. Then he felt it—a hard pull from below that halted his progress. He called the winds to scream through his upper reaches, straining against the resistance, but he remained stuck.

				The mer had done it again, had dared to bind him! And this time it looked as if the warships were poised to take advantage of his immobility. Wild anger burned away his trepidation. He let it wash over him, stoked his fires and threw caution to the winds. He would not be afraid any longer. He would not be a coward and a fool. If the mer and the warships sought to trap him, let them come! He would lure them in and burn them all.

			

			
				≈

				“The city’s stopped!” the lookout cried.

				“What?” Joslan ceased his pacing and reached for his spyglass, but it was hardly necessary; Akrotia was barely a half mile away. “Something that large does not simply stop! What the hells is going on?”

				Captain Betts squinted at the city and said, “I don’t know, Admiral, but the lookout’s right. And it’s slued over to starboard like it’s caught on a shoal, but the water’s near five hundred feet deep there.”

				Joslan cursed. “Could the city be deeper than—” Suddenly hundreds of mer surfaced between the Akrotia and Indomitable. He focused his glass until he could see them clearly. They lifted their weapons and thrust them toward Akrotia. He ground his teeth in frustration. Never before had he wished he could communicate with these creatures, but it would certainly be helpful now. He looked back to Akrotia; it almost looked like it was broaching. A memory of Captain Veralyn’s report of Fire Drake’s demise prompted a sudden realization.

				“The mer! They’ve hooked a kedge into its hull!” He pounded his fist onto the railing in triumph. “Bring us into catapult range, Captain, and position the ship for firing. Signal Stalwart to do likewise. If Akrotia can’t move, we can stand off and pound it to bits!”

				“Aye, sir!”

				 The orders were relayed and signal flags fluttered in the fluky breeze. Under sweeps and minimal sail, the two battleships steered straight at the behemoth, a pair of mice attacking an elephant. But these mice had teeth: each had a siege-caliber catapult mounted amidships just forward of the foremast, able to throw a three-hundred-pound granite sphere two hundred fifty yards. Built for assaulting land-based fortresses, the weapons were rarely used for ship-to-ship combat; they were so unwieldy to aim and load that it was virtually impossible to hit a moving target. But Akrotia wasn’t moving, and it resembled a fortress more than a ship of any kind. Joslan had studied Akrotia for days now. He knew he could damage it. The question was, could he sink it before his ship burst into flames?

				“Aim for the waterline, Captain. And keep the bucket crews working. I want every bit of this ship doused!”

				“Aye, sir!

				Crews worked frantically, heaving around the great catapult, blocks creaking dangerously as the projectiles were lowered into the launcher. Chains of men spread throughout the rigging to haul up buckets of seawater, and the topmen poured it onto every sail and spar. Water flew as if they were sailing through a squall, and all the while the men heaved on the triple banks of oars to the pounding of the time-keeping drum.

			

			
				“In range, Admiral!” the captain shouted. Akrotia loomed like a mountain before them.

				“Right! Position for starboard-side firing, and have the sweeps keep us on station.” Joslan looked over his shoulder to see Stalwart just reaching firing range as well. “Fire when ready, Captain!”

				“Catapult crew, ready…” The captain paused, and every eye on the ship stared at their target. Here was a chance to avenge their fellow seamen, to sink this monstrosity of stone and magic and end the menace for good. Indomitable turned slowly, her headway easing as the sweeps churned backward. Admiral Joslan found himself holding his breath in expectation. Then came the word they’d all been waiting for.

				“FIRE!” the captain roared, and the catapult crew pulled the trip line.

				The crack of the catapult’s discharge shook the ship from beak to poop, rattling their ears like a clap of thunder. All eyes watched the great stone arc gracefully toward its target. It hit like a battering ram, shattering one of Akrotia’s lower balconies, showering the sea with shards of stone. The crew cheered and thrust their fists into the air, and the captain shouted to reload the weapon.

				Wind sprang up from astern, and the captain ordered sail reduced to keep them in position. The sweeps backstroked against the pressure, and sailors scrambled to shorten sail.

				Joslan lifted his spyglass to assess the result, and strangled back a curse. The damage was superficial, too high to violate the integrity of Akrotia’s hull. Another resounding crack, and he turned to watch Stalwart’s shot also strike well above the waterline. “Depress the angle of fire,” he ordered, “and signal Stalwart to follow suit! We need to punch a hole at the waterline, not just damage her brightwork!”

				While the catapult crew struggled to adjust the weapon, the bucket crews continued to douse the ship with tepid seawater. Every man aboard was soaked to the skin, including the admiral, but Joslan ignored the torrent. He concentrated on their foe, the position of the ships, the rate of fire and the angle of their strikes. He strode the quarterdeck, glared at Akrotia, and prayed to all the Gods of Light that he was just imagining that the deck was getting warm beneath his boots.

			

			
				≈

				A silent scream of agony tore through Edan as stonework splintered under the impact of the catapult’s shot. Helplessly, he watched as the second ship fired. The pain ignited his anger, and not just at his enemies, but at himself. He had allowed himself be trapped, had let rage override caution, and now he was paying for it. Unlike the scratches dealt by the smaller warship, these weapons actually hurt him.

				Life is pain.

				The thought flickered in his mind…their mind. Someone is always trying to hurt you, and if you don’t fight back, you die. It galvanized him. If he didn’t stop the attacks and break free, they would bash him to pieces.

				The ships before him were made of wood and canvas, tar and hemp. Edan searched for an open flame to coax, but found none. It was of no consequence; if it was flammable, he could burn it. He concentrated and brought his fire to bear. It was difficult; the ships were barely within range of his influence, and dripped with water. He pleaded with the fire and, finally, a sail ignited. He called the breeze to feed the flames, but men cut the sail away, and the cinders fluttered into the sea.

				Closer, he thought. I need to draw them closer. The winds answered his call, but the sailors struck the rest of their sails and rowed against the wind, keeping their distance.

				Small colored flags fluttered, and both ships fired their catapults again. Stone shattered with lancing pain, this time the impacts close to his waterline. Akrotia was built strong enough to withstand hurricane waves, but it would not hold up under the battering of stone against stone. Again and again the ships fired, and the granite spheres smashed upon him. Then, like the crack of a bone, he felt a hairline fracture in his hull.

				Crazed by pain and frustration, Edan raged at the wind, determined to draw the ships to him and immolate them. Gale-force gusts howled around him, pushing on his walls and towers. He turned, and the wounded portion of his hull slid away from the ships. Their next attacks fell on undamaged stone. The pain was muted, and allowed him to think clearly for a moment. He angled the winds and shifted some more. Whatever was mooring him to the seafloor was imperfectly spaced around his hull, tight in some places, and slack in others. Edan shifted the winds again, pulling them in a cyclonic motion, and slowly he spun. He felt the tension on the moorings build as the lines crossed and twisted, and a plan formed in his mind.

			

			
				Higher and higher he urged the winds. He rotated faster. The warships fired again, but their shots fell on another uninjured section. Each rotation increased the tension on his moorings, pulling him down. He felt water lapping at the edges of his harbors. With a surge of panic, he slammed all of his doors to prevent flooding if the sea spilled over his seawalls. The wind screamed, Edan turned, and the pressure increased.

				Soon, he knew, something would break.

				≈

				“Captain!” Joslan yelled over the howling wind. “We’ve got to concentrate our fire! Hold position and wait for the damaged section to come around, then fire as your target bears. Signal Stalwart to do the same.”

				“Aye, sir!”

				The admiral scowled as he glanced at the bare spars overhead. They had cut away the burning jib and furled all of the rest of the sails, and still they struggled to hold their position against the wind that now roared down on their starboard stern quarter. They had done some damage, but they would have to do a lot more to sink this thing.

				“Admiral!” called the captain. “Might I suggest we wear ship against this blow? We’re taking the brunt of the chop on our transom, and the oarsmen are having all Nine Hells of a time keeping us on station!”

				“Only if we start to lose our position, Captain!” Joslan commanded. “If something goes wrong, I want to be able to throw a headsail up and bear away. If we put our bow into the wind, she’ll be in irons and we’ll be relying wholly on our sweeps. Understood?”

				“Understood, sir.” The captain looked at the wind chop breaking against the transom, then beyond. “Stalwart is starting to lose ground. They’re taking more wind than we are, and I think— There, sir! They’re coming around to put their bow into the wind!”

				“Damn it, Quincy,” the admiral muttered as if the captain of the other ship could hear him. “Don’t get yourself in—”

				“Target’s coming into view, Captain!” the lookout called.

				“Fire as the target bears!” Betts ordered.

				Joslan gripped the rail and watched, rapt, as the granite ball flew. The catapult crew knew their weapon, but the wind fouled their aim. The shot arced downwind and crashed into the sea feet from Akrotia’s hull.

			

			
				“By the Nine Hells!” Joslan swore as he swung round toward the catapult, but checked his invective before voicing it. He couldn’t blame the artillery crew; a precise hit in these conditions was near impossible. They had to re-tension the ropes with each shot as steam wafted from the water-soaked hemp. He turned back toward Akrotia. The floating city was glowing now, fiery runes visible even in the daylight. He clenched his fists, then gasped in surprise at the pain in his hands. He looked down at his palms, and saw that the skin was blistered.

				He touched the rail he had been grasping so tightly, and pulled back. It was as hot as a newly poured pot of blackbrew. Joslan glanced around the quarterdeck and saw that the wood was smoldering.

				≈

				*Akrotia is spinning like a maelstrom, Trident Holder!* The school leader fluttered his fins nervously, pointing at the whirling shadows in the distance.

				Broadtail’s fins twitched as he watched the spires of the city’s lower reaches sweep past. The great iron hooks were holding, but the taut ironweed cables were being twisted into a single spiral strand. Ironweed was strong, but nothing was unbreakable. If Akrotia kept this up, either the cables would snap, or the augers would pull out of the sea bed. The high-pitched crack of another barrage from the two landwalker warships reverberated through the water, and the mer around him flinched as a rain of stone shards cascaded down through the water. The plan was working, but for how much longer?

				*The landwalkers are damaging Akrotia,* Broadtail signed, furrowing his brow in determination. *We’ve got to give them more time before the city breaks free.*

				*How?* the school leader asked, eyes wide.

				*We have more ironweed, do we not?*

				*Yes, Trident Holder. Plenty, but—*

				*Get your longest cable. We will catch one of the spires and slow the city’s rotation.* Broadtail grinned a challenge at the school leaders. *It will be like riding a sea drake!*

				Broadtail recalled the excitement of his reckless youth, hanging on as a bolt from the drake killer pierced a sea drake’s scaly hide, the strain in his arms as he struggled to maintain his grip on the cable, and the headlong plunge as the beast tried to escape. The trick was to pull hard enough to keep the drake swimming forward against the pressure, to tire it before it turned to attack. This would be easier, for Akrotia could not turn and swallow half the school. He saw his team leaders gaping at him, their fins fluttering and colors shifting nervously. They, obviously, had never taken a drake ride.

			

			
				*Is this not the same school that swarmed the sides of the warship at the seamage’s island?* Broadtail signed, hoping to shame them into action. *The landwalkers attack Akrotia from above! Do you have less courage then they do? Are you warriors or finlings?*

				He saw in their shifting colors that his taunt had scored. Their fins flared and the stubborn pride that he knew every mer possessed showed on their faces.

				*We are with you, Trident Holder!* the foremost of them signed, flexing his webbed hands. *Command us!*

				*We must slow Akrotia down, delay the moment when it breaks free. Get the longest cable we have, and split the school to grasp both ends. We will catch one of the city’s outer spires as it passes, and pull against the spin. Go!*

				The school leaders signed orders to their teams, who flipped their tails and vanished into the depths where they had stowed their weapons and supplies. Broadtail took the moment to surface and assess the attack. The wind whipped up the waves and blew spray through the air, but he could see the ships. Oars splashed into the water at their sides as they tried to hold position. Their sails were down, which seemed strange. Then he noticed the landwalkers pouring seawater over the ships, and realized their concerns; Akrotia would burn the sails. With these winds, it would not be easy for them to flee using only the oars. When Akrotia broke free, the warships would need help. The mer returned from the depths carrying a long loop of ironweed, and the school split into two groups, each grasping an end.

				When all were ready Broadtail signed, *Good! Now follow me!* and flipped his tail.

				The trident holder eyed the whirling mass of stone carefully as they approached. The water was warmer here, but only uncomfortable, not dangerous. A spire of dark stone loomed out of the blue haze, sweeping around in an arc toward the school. Broadtail grasped the slack ironweed cable at its midpoint and swam up into the path of the spire. He struggled to maintain his position in the eddies created by the rotating city. The spire rushed right at him. When he felt the wake it pushed along in its van, he released the cable and dodged out of the way. The cable caught on the rough surface and snapped taut.

			

			
				Trident Holder Broadtail clamped his webbed hands onto the ironweed cable along with the rest of his school. He shivered in triumph as hundreds of mer flipped their tails and swam against the pull of Akrotia’s rotation. In a flash, he recognized the irony of the situation: here they were, landwalkers and mer, working and fighting together to destroy the very thing that had been created to unify their races.

				≈

				“Get some water on the quarterdeck!” Joslan shouted. A sailor raced up the stairs and doused the deck, and steam rose and whipped away on the wind. The railing was still smoldering.

				“Ware on the quarterdeck!” cried the first mate as two of the tar-coated mizzen shrouds caught fire. The sailors immediately them cut away to keep the entire rig from catching. Joslan glared up as the wind whipped the burnt ends of the shrouds about like black tendrils of hair. If they had to cut away many more lines, the over-stressed rig would be in danger of toppling.

				“Fire!” came a yell from forward.

				Joslan jerked around, expecting to see flames licking at the deck, but felt the great catapult crack off its shot instead. The stone struck among the debris of their previous impacts. Pieces fell away from the waterline, and he caught a glimpse of interior space. Akrotia’s hull had been breached! Water splashed through the gap, hissing and sputtering against the hot stone. As he opened his mouth to cry out their success, the backstay parted with a deafening crack.

				“Widow maker!” a crewman cried out.

				“Damn!” cursed Joslan. The mizzen mast swayed and groaned against the planks of the deck. With no supporting aft stay, the mast was under incredible strain in this wind, and could snap at any moment. If it fell forward, it would likely take the main and foremasts with it like a row of tipped dominoes. Their moment of triumph had devolved to potential disaster.

				“Hard to port!” Captain Betts cried, but before the helmsman could respond, Joslan stepped forward.

			

			
				“Belay that!” He strode to the wheel and grabbed the helmsman’s arm. “We’ll bear to starboard and cut the mizzen away!”

				“But Admiral, with all due respect, that’ll put us even closer to that bloody thing!”

				“For a moment, yes, but we can’t fire the catapult aft of the beam, and we might miss a crucial shot before we can get back into position. Do, it, Captain, or I’ll damned well have you relieved!”

				Betts clenched his jaw and glared at his commanding officer, then nodded. “Very well, Admiral. Steer to starboard and hold her broadside to the wind. Damage crew to the afterdeck! Get running backstays rigged on the mainmast!”

				Indomitable swept to starboard, aided in her turn by the immense pressure of the wind on the higher stern castle. Under perfect conditions, cutting away a mast was a dangerous operation; with a full gale blowing, the entire ship was in peril. If the mast split up its length, it could fall right on the ship instead of over the side. If it split down to its step, it would rip a hole in the deck. The damage crew wrapped a length of wrist-thick hawser around the mast’s base to keep it from splitting. Then the axe-men took up position to both sides and swung. The mast was a solid pole of hard spruce two feet thick, but the axes were broad and shaving-sharp. On the fifth stroke, Joslan heard a crack. On the sixth, there was a series of cracks and pops, and the huge spar trembled.

				“Come on…” he muttered, gauging their angle, relative motion, and the proximity of the floating city. Heat beat on his face as if from the open door of a furnace. The sweep crews had resumed their cadence, struggling to maintain Indomitable’s position. But the ship was broadside to the wind and seas, and her weakened starboard-side shrouds were stretched to their limits. They could end up losing more than one mast if this was not concluded quickly.

				The axes fell again, and the mast gave way, toppling to smash into the port-side rail in a shower of lines, blocks and splinters.

				“Cut it away!” the captain ordered, rushing forward with a boarding axe in hand. “And keep it from fouling the rudder!” The damage crew severed the trailing lines with a vengeance, and the spar drifted away on the wind-tossed sea.

				“To port, Captain! Bring her back on station.” Joslan resumed his pacing, avoiding the stump of the mizzen mast in the center of the startlingly clear quarterdeck. He looked once again toward Akrotia.

			

			
				In the short time that all eyes had been on the rigging, something had changed. The city’s rotation had slowed, though the winds seemed as strong as ever. The admiral’s pulse quickened. Could the breach have been enough to increase the drag on the city as it took on water? He heard the catapult crew ready their weapon as the target came round again, but Joslan focused his spyglass on the city’s hull. He heard the weapon fire and watched as it struck, shattering more stone. But though they had increased the size of the hole, water still only splashed into it.

				Akrotia did seem to be slightly lower in the water. He watched it rotate, and with each turn, it sank a tiny bit more. Something was pulling Akrotia down. Again he recalled the report of the Fire Drake.

				Could the mer be doing this? Surely they couldn’t just pull Akrotia beneath the waves!

				The wind gusted even higher, shrieking through the tattered rigging, and Akrotia continued rotating, albeit slower. Joslan snapped his glass closed and turned to Captain Betts, yelling in his ear to be heard over the wind.

				“Ready the jib, and stand by. Something is happening, and I don’t bloody like it!”

				“The sail’s ready, sir, and the crews have kept it doused. Just give the word!”

				But even as the captain spoke, they all felt a great shockwave under the surface of the sea. Indomitable trembled, and all eyes turned to Akrotia. They gaped as the enormous city lurched up like a broaching whale. Whatever the mer had used to hold it in position had given way. Instantly, the wind shifted, drawing the ships straight toward the massive stone structure. And even more horrifying, a white bow wake formed along the city’s forward edge. Joslan cursed all mages to the deepest of the Nine Hells. Akrotia was coming for them.

				“Hoist the jib and bear away! All other hands to the sweeps, and signal Stalwart to disengage!”

				Canvas exploded aloft from the bowsprit as the sailors hoisted the tiny storm jib. Indomitable picked up speed, sailing away from Akrotia’s path at an angle to the wind. A single signal flag flew up the main halyard, but the dry cloth burst into flames before it got aloft.

				“Come on, Quincy!” Joslan muttered as he watched Stalwart. The other ship was also turning away, but with her bow into the wind to start with, she could hoist no sail to take advantage of this new wind angle. As Akrotia surged forward, Stalwart began to lose ground, her transom getting closer to the blinding heat of the city with every passing second.

			

			
				“Bear off and get a headsail up, man!” Joslan urged, glaring at the other ship. Wisps of smoke fluttered from Stalwart’s taffrail. “Hoist a bloody sail, Quincy! Captain, signal Stalwart to make sail!”

				Signal flags, soaked in seawater this time, were hauled aloft. Joslan raised his spyglass. Captain Quincy was clearly visible, firing off orders from his quarterdeck, but no sails were being readied. He was relying on sweeps alone to pull the heavy warship out of trouble, but with this wind dead against him, he was losing. Inch by painful inch, the distance between the ship and Akrotia lessened.

				“He’s doomed if he doesn’t do something,” the captain said, joining Joslan upon the smoldering quarterdeck.

				A jaw-clenching metallic screech sheared through the howling wind like a thousand swords being drawn from rusty scabbards. Joslan’s heart stuttered as he watched one of Akrotia’s towering gates scythe open. The huge bronze plates rotated outward into the stone arch, wreathed in glittering runes of fire. Heat-hazed air made the view through that gaping maw waver, but Joslan could see that the water inside the harbor was bubbling like a pot on the stove.

				“It’s gonna bloody swallow ‘im whole!” a crewman exclaimed, and Joslan couldn’t even make himself rebuke the man. He was right. The battleship Stalwart carried eleven hundred men, and they would all burn to death if her captain didn’t do something very soon.

				“Her transom’s caught fire!” a lookout called out, pointing to the flames licking at the great ship’s stern. Men formed a bucket brigade from the middle deck, and water cascaded over the taffrail, but the flames remained undiminished, whipped to a frenzy by the wind and powered by Akrotia’s magic.

				Then, as if suddenly aided by some less-malevolent magic, Stalwart surged forward. Froth piled at her blunt bow and streamed down her sides. The sailors ran about the deck, pointing over the side and cheering, even as the ship continued to burn. Joslan shook his head in wonder.

				“It’s the mer!” shouted a sailor in Indomitable’s rigging. “They’re pulling her out of danger!”

			

			
				“By the Nine Hells, it’s true!” Captain Betts pointed to Stalwart’s bow, which was now throwing up an impressive wake. “Look!”

				Joslan raised his glass just as a large mer leapt in a graceful arc, thrusting a trident forward, away from Akrotia. Joslan just stared, utterly flabbergasted. Only weeks ago, the mer had attacked and destroyed Fire Drake, now they had just saved Stalwart.

				The two warships edged farther and farther away from Akrotia, beating westward, and the unnatural wind waned and finally died away. The city slowed and turned northward once again, its radiance diminishing. Signal flags flew, and Joslan saw that the fire on Stalwart was finally extinguished, and though her transom was blackened, there seemed to be little structural damage. As the winds abated and shifted to their usual direction and strength, the ships cautiously set what sail their charred rigging would bear. Only then did the mer break off.

				Before they vanished beneath the waves, however, the entire school surfaced and waved their webbed hands. Even Admiral Joslan could find no rebuke for the cheering sailors who lined the rail and enthusiastically returned the gesture.


				


			

				Chapter 24

				New Arrivals

				A thrum of greeting startled Shelly from a half-sleep. She reached out in the gloom of predawn light, blinked to adjust her eyes, and grabbed Farsee’s wrist. *Did you hear that?*

				He stirred and blinked at her. *What?* His hands moved slowly, as if he were still asleep. The little grotto they had discovered outside the harbor was comfortable enough, though the surge of the waves overhead made it difficult for Shelly to sleep well. Evidently, Farsee didn’t have that problem.

				*I heard a mer call,* she signed, tugging his arm. *Come on!*

				He followed her out of the grotto into open water, and winced as she sounded a call of greeting. His countenance brightened, however, when a responding call rattled their ears.

				*That was close by!* She didn’t have to urge him this time, and when she flipped her tail, he was right at her side. She thrummed again, and this time was answered immediately. Two mer materialized from the gloom, and she recognized them right away. *Tailwalker! Chaser!*

				*Shelly! Farsee! Finally, we have found you!* They all grasped hands in greeting. Shelly had always admired Chaser’s lithe frame and sleek tail, and clasped the scout’s hands lingeringly. *Is this where they have taken Seamage Flaxal Brelak?*

				*Yes. The city is huge, and the water in the harbor is foul, so we have been staying outside. She is still here, but they took her some distance from the water. I can barely feel her presence, and it hasn’t changed for many tides. I don’t know what has befallen her.* She noticed the muted colors of Tailwalker and Chaser’s scales; they were worried. In fact, they both looked haggard and drawn, as if they had swam long without food or rest. *What has happened?*

				*Akrotia has come to the islands, Shelly.* Tailwalker’s motions were jerky; there was true fear in him, fear like she had never seen. *It called up fire from the earth and burned the seamage’s home.*

				*Burned it?* Farsee asked, his hue paling. *The whole island?*

				*More than one island,* Chaser put in, his own signing as choppy and agitated as Tailwalker’s. *We tried to trap it with iron hooks and augers, but it called the burning rock right down into the water, and the ironweed cables broke.*

			

			
				*It’s coming north, Shelly,* Tailwalker interjected. *Father and the rest of the school are following it, along with five of the landwalkers’ warships. They will try to fight it if they can.*

				*I don’t understand. Why is it coming north? Why burn the seamage’s island?*

				*Seamage Flaxal Brelak told me that the firemage she helped was taken by Akrotia. That is why the city burns. Perhaps he is angry with her for what happened. We don’t know. But Father sent us to tell her what has happened. How can we contact her?*

				*I don’t know.* She thought about it, and shrugged. *We don’t know where they took her, but there were landwalker soldiers everywhere, and we could not see her.*

				Tailwalker paled at the news. *This is not good. If they have imprisoned her, how will she even know we need to sign to her?*

				*We can make ourselves seen, and hope that they tell her,* Chaser suggested. *At Akrotia, I leapt onto a ship to warn them of the myxine attack. They were frightened at first, but finally understood.*

				*I think they would just shoot you full of arrows.* Farsee flattened his fins in disapproval. *They are not familiar with mer here, and I do not think they like us.*

				*If we jump high and do flips like dolphins, maybe they won’t think we’re dangerous.* Tailwalker grabbed Shelly’s hand and tugged. *We can do it in the middle of the harbor, where their arrows can’t reach us. Come on!*

				Farsee looked at her, his eyes wide with worry, but her brother and Chaser were already flipping their tails, so Shelly just shrugged and followed. Maybe Tailwalker was right, and they could get the landwalkers’ attention without getting killed, but she didn’t trust these city dwellers. There were too many soldiers. She feared they would only draw unwanted attention, or even an attack, by showing themselves in the harbor. But she knew that Tailwalker would try his plan even if she did not go along with it. She would not let him think her a coward. Better that she stay with him, just in case there was trouble.

				≈

				“Very good doing business with you, Master Torek.” The financier stood from behind his expansive desk and extended his hand with a broad smile. Parek smiled back and shook it. The man had come highly recommended, with a reputation for discretion. If you had enough money, he could get whatever you wanted, be it a new identity, a noble title, or items of more illicit nature. “With the sale of your ship and the funds you have already deposited, you have quite a nest egg.”

			

			
				“Thank you, Master Trifold.” Parek squeezed the man’s limp hand, enjoying how the fat banker’s smile faltered. “Yes, my recent endeavors have paid off nicely for both of us. I trust that your continued discretion is assured by your commission.”

				“Most thoroughly assured, Master Torek.” The financier recovered his hand and his smile.

				He bloody well better smile, Parek thought, straightening his new velvet doublet and recovering a long mahogany box from the table beside the door. Inside, Bloodwind’s gold-hilted cutlass rested on a bed of velvet. Other than the two coffers of select gems and baubles that he had put aside for himself and Camilla, it was the only bit of the treasure that he had kept for himself. Not only because it was such a fine weapon, but as a tribute to his mentor. He couldn’t wear it in public in the city yet, but that would change. The rest of his possessions, down to the last stitch of his old clothing, had been sold or destroyed. He was now Master Torek, soon to be Lord Torek, if his petition to purchase the title was approved, then he could wear the sword with pride. All thanks to the rotund Master Trifold...for a mere tenth of the hoard’s worth.

				It was worth it, but only if the financier kept his mouth shut.

				“Excellent.” Parek reached for the door’s brass knob, but then turned back, raising a finger as if a notion had just occurred to him. He had, in fact, planned this conversation very carefully. “There is one other thing that you might be able to help me with. I find myself in the need of a more reputable place to live. The Barony Arms is a fine establishment, but I desire something more permanent. A town house, perhaps. Something on the hill.”

				“Lease or purchase?” Trifold asked, his eyes glinting with the prospect of another commission.

				“Lease, I think. Something elegant and comfortable, but not ostentatious; a place where I would be able to entertain guests.” He smiled at the financier, eying him with intent. “I feel that we have a good working relationship. Can I trust your judgment in this?”

			

			
				“Of course, of course! I have just the broker in mind. There are always places for lease.” He scratched a note on a bit of parchment and nodded. “I’ll make some discreet inquiries and have a list of potential properties sent to you at The Arms this evening.”

				“Excellent!” Parek put his hand on the door’s knob, then turned back to the financier with one last instruction. “Please deliver the list personally, Master Trifold. You may join me for drinks in the hotel’s dining room this evening. We will toast our continued profitable, and discreet, relationship.”

				“I will be there, Master Torek!”

				“Very good!” He turned the knob and left the man’s private office without another glance back, satisfied that he had the financier under perfect control. After all, the man had far too much to lose if he betrayed the trust of such a valued customer.

				≈

				Too soon for Camilla, Cape Storm arrived in Tsing. She clutched Emil’s hand, resisting his pull as he led her out into the late afternoon sun. The deck was crowded, and she cringed as the voices of sailors and marines rose all around her. She felt like they were talking about her—the woman who drank blood—though Emil had assured her that only a handful of people knew what she had been, and none would ever reveal her secret.

				So many people… she thought. So many heartbeats…

				“Lady Camilla.” Captain Donnely stepped into their path, and she forced herself to raise her eyes to his. He was smiling at her. “I’m glad to see you up and about, and may I say, you look wonderful in that gown.”

				She blushed. “Thank you, Captain. I find myself in your debt for this gift…and for my life.” Emil had told her that Huffington and Tim had been passing stories around the ship, praising the captain and his marines for their part in saving her life. The goodwill helped to quash any rumors about what might have been seen during the battle. As a consequence, however, they seemed to have taken a personal stake in her wellbeing, Donnely more so than anyone. “I fear that I can never repay you.”

				“Seeing you hale and happy is payment enough,” he said with a bow. Behind him, a line of officers stood at attention, all beaming at her proudly. “Now I must relieve you of Count Norris’ company so we may attend the emperor.”

			

			
				“You’re leaving me?” Camilla clutched Emil’s arm until her knuckles went white. Emil had been at her side constantly, and she had come to depend on him. She knew that eventually she would have to rely on herself, but right now, she still didn’t trust herself alone in a crowd. What if something happened? “Can’t we stay together, Emil? You said we’d go to your home.”

				“Huffington and Tim will accompany you to the house, my dear,” he assured her, patting her hand. “I must report to the emperor. It’s my duty.”

				Camilla glanced dubiously at the pair behind them. Huffington still wore a bandage on his head, though he had donned a hat to cover it. Tim hung over the rail, gazing wide-eyed at dolphins jumping wildly out in the middle of the harbor.

				“Can’t we all go with you?” she suggested, unwilling to be put off. “If we’re not allowed in the palace, we can stay outside.”

				“Actually, milord,” Huffington interrupted, “I need to deliver a message of my own to the palace. Then Tim and I can look after Lady Camilla while you speak to the emperor.”

				Emil turned to Captain Donnely. “Is there room for five in the carriage?”

				“I can ride on top with the driver!” Tim offered before the captain could even open his mouth.

				“Of course,” Donnely said, bowing to Camilla. “I would be honored by your company, Lady Camilla.” He gestured for them to follow him down the gangplank.

				“Thank you, Captain.” She smiled at him gratefully, then squeezed Emil’s arm in thanks.

				As they walked down the pier, Camilla spied a crowd along the quay wall, shouting and pointing toward them, and her knees trembled. Were they pointing at her? Did they know? They would take her, and she was powerless to stop them! She balked, dragging on Emil’s arm, clutching him so hard that her nails threatened to pierce the sleeve of his jacket.

				“Camilla? Are you all right?” His voice was soft and concerned as he touched her hand, though she knew she must be hurting him.

				“I can’t…” She looked at him, but her vision blurred with tears as fears, old and new, closed in around her.

			

			
				“I remember this, Father!” Tim interrupted, his face split in a wide grin. “The waterfront! I remember it! We used to come here and look at the ships! And the market, the big one with all the little tents, is just over there!”

				“You remember?” Emil asked excitedly, his attention shifting from her. “All of it?”

				“Not everything, but I remember the house, and the palace, and the bazaar, and the little place where we used to go for breakfast that had eggs cooked in little cups of pastry.” He pointed and laughed, grasping her free hand. “And that’s the shipyard! Oh, Miss Cammy, you’re going to love it here!”

				Tim’s effervescent mood broke the chains of her fear. She had forgotten that he had been born here, and how wonderful it must be for him to be coming home. I have no home, she thought. She had been born in Southaven, but had lived most of her life on Plume Isle. Although Cynthia had made her welcome, Camilla had never felt quite comfortable there; the memories were too painful.

				“I can’t wait to show you everything!” Tim said, squeezing her hand, fairly bursting with enthusiasm.

				“I’m sure I’ll love it, Tim,” she said, and even as the words left her mouth, she realized that this was her home now. Not the city in particular, but wherever Emil and Tim were. They were her family, and home was with them. She squeezed his hand back and smiled. “Thank you.”

				Swallowing her fear, she walked with them to the carriage. She realized that the crowd wasn’t interested in her, but were here to welcome back the sailors and marines.

				The ride to the palace was unpleasant: noisy, smelly, and hot, even with the light evening breeze. Camilla sat close to Emil, glancing out the window, amazed that so many people could live in such close proximity. She kept a firm hold on his hand, and tried not to think of the teeming masses of people.

				Her apprehension renewed when the carriage clattered through an immense gate. The palace courtyard would have accommodated the entire shipyard of Plume Isle. A uniformed attendant opened the carriage door and proffered a satin-gloved hand. She was reluctant to release Emil’s, but at his urging, she accepted the help and stepped down. The grandeur of the palace was overwhelming; never had she seen such splendor.

			

			
				“I remember this, too!” Tim said, hopping down from the driver’s seat. “I’ve been here!”

				“Many times, Tim,” Emil said, taking Camilla’s hand once again, though his attention was on his son. “You’ve even met the emperor once or twice, and his sons many times.”

				“Corryn and Arlyn,” Tim said, eyes widening. “The princes’ names are Corryn and Arlyn!”

				“Correct. You used to come here and play in the gardens with them on special occasions. I believe you were last here for Corryn’s tenth birthday celebration.”

				“There was a white horse. A gift from the emperor. We all rode it!” Tim’s voice had taken on a whimsical note. “It didn’t like me.”

				“As I remember, it was a pony, and the vile little beast didn’t like anyone.” Emil laughed as they were ushered up the carpeted steps into the palace. He was obviously at ease here, but Camilla’s fear remained a shadow in her mind.

				Tim pointed and commented as they were led by the satin-gloved attendant through the halls of the palace. It was a surprisingly busy place, with courtiers and nobles walking about in astonishingly beautiful dress. They passed a room where courtiers sat at tables, chatting, drinking and playing various games. A couple exited the room, and stopped to greet Count Norris. Camilla stared at them, so beautiful and graceful. She curtsied as Emil introduced her, and managed a faint smile. Despite the beautiful dress she wore, after so long without a proper bath and nothing to fix her hair with, she knew she must look dreadful. The fear and vulnerability began to surface again, and she fought it down. Surely she was safe here.

				Finally, their escort showed them into an elegantly decorated sitting room, with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking a wide lawn. An attendant placed a salver of treats on the low table. Another brought a tray with a cut-crystal carafe full of honey-hued wine, and matching goblets.

				“His Majesty will see you shortly, Count Norris. Captain Donnely, if you please would follow me.”

				“Right.” Donnely turned to Camilla. “My lady.” He astonished her by taking her hand and bowing over it, his lips brushing her knuckles. He smiled warmly as he stood back. “I hope we will meet again. If you ever need my services, don’t hesitate to ask.”

			

			
				“Thank you,” she said, embarrassed by the display. He turned and left behind the attendant, and Camilla shook her head. “He seems so…different from when I met him on Plume Isle. Then he was all bluster and commands.”

				“The captain has seen a lot since then,” Emil said, accepting a glass of wine from the attendant and handing it to her. He offered one to Tim, who sipped it and barely hid his grimace of distaste, and another to Huffington, who declined. “Watching Akrotia destroy Vulture and Plume Isles humbled him, I think. His bravado has taken a few dents.”

				“I can’t say as I envy him right now,” Huffington said, availing himself of the tray of delicate treats. “Bearer of bad tidings and all.”

				Camilla sipped her wine and stared out the glass doors at a fountain splashing into a pool of water lilies, the sun low over the garden walls. The men’s voices faded as she let her mind wander from one thought to the next: water, oceans, ships, Cynthia, Edan, Akrotia, Plume Isle…Hydra…blood.

				“His Majesty will see you now.”

				The voice startled Camilla from thoughts that had gone as dark as the garden outside. Though her wineglass was still nearly full, the crystal facets now twinkled only with the light from the chandelier overhead. She could no longer see the garden through the glass doors, just her own reflection. She turned away.

				Emil approached. “I should not be long, my dear.”

				“Pardon, Milord Count,” the attendant said, “but His Majesty desires you all to attend him.”

				“Very well,” Emil said with a raised eyebrow. “Shall we?” He drained his wineglass and held his arm out to her.

				A tendril of fear crept up her spine, and her mouth went dry. Why would the emperor want to see her? She took a parting sip of wine, put the glass down and placed her hand on Emil’s arm. He must have felt a tremor in her grasp, for he put his other hand over hers and squeezed.

				“Not to worry, my dear,” he whispered in her ear. “He’s just an emperor. We’ve faced worse.”

				They were ushered to a guarded double door where the men were required to relinquish their weapons. Emil, as a noble, had been allowed to wear his sword into the city, and he laid it on the highly polished table. Tim surprised her by retrieving a dagger from his boot and relinquishing it, and she gaped as Huffington pulled various implements, one after the other, from his clothing and piled them onto a silver tray. He caught her staring, and quirked a small smile. She remembered how she had distrusted him after their first meeting; it seemed a lifetime ago.

			

			
				The doors opened and Emil swept her inside. To Camilla’s first brief glance, the room imparted an impression of opulence. Amidst the green and gold marble and glittering lamps, her eyes were drawn to the one dark feature. A tall woman dressed all in black glowered at her, her hand resting on the hilt of a sheathed sword. Camilla shivered as she imagined the blade slashing into her, splashing black blood and revealing her dark secrets, but the woman’s gaze passed over her without recognition. Directly in front of them a man sat behind an ornate table directly in front of them. He wore a green silk doublet embroidered with gold, and a golden circlet upon his brow.

				“Your Majesty,” Emil said, bending to one knee.

				Camilla curtsied as gracefully as her quaking knees allowed, noting the grinning young man wearing a silver circlet, who stood to the emperor’s right.

				“Corryn!” Tim exclaimed.

				“Tim!” Emil hissed, grasping his son’s arm firmly. Camilla glanced sidelong to see Tim kneel awkwardly, blushing in embarrassment at his outburst.

				The prince grinned, and waved surreptitiously to his boyhood friend.

				“You may rise,” the emperor said, his voice edged with stress and…something else. Fear? Yes, that was it. Camilla was well acquainted with fear. “Count Norris, We are pleased to see you and yours alive and well. Congratulations on the recovery of your son. We know how sorely his disappearance affected you.”

				“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Emil said with a short bow. “I believe you know my secretary, Mister Huffington, and my son, Timothy. This is Lady Camilla, of whom you have read in my missives concerning the seamage. She is…in my care.”

				“Your letters did not do the lady credit, Count Norris. Her beauty graces Our presence.”

				“Your Majesty is too kind,” Camilla replied, curtsying again as heat flushed her cheeks.

				“We will hear a detailed account of your activities in the Shattered Isles at a later time, Count Norris, and We expect you to attend a council in the morning to address the threat of Akrotia.”

			

			
				“Of course, Your Majesty,” Emil agreed.

				“There is first, however, a matter that requires both your attention, and that of Lady Camilla. We hope you don’t think Us presumptuous, but according to Captain Donnely’s report, you two are…very close, and the lady will be staying at your residence.”

				Camilla blushed, while Emil replied, “That is true, Your Majesty.”

				“Very well.” The emperor gestured to a guard who stood beside a small door to one side of the room. The guard opened the door, and a woman entered. She was dressed in a gray uniform with a white apron, and held a blanket-wrapped bundle in her arms. Camilla didn’t understand; she had never seen this woman before. She glanced at Emil, and from his blank expression, she could tell that he, too, didn’t recognize her. Then the bundle gurgled, and a little head popped out from under the woman’s hair to peer anxiously down into the blankets.

				“Mouse!” Tim yelped, starting forward, only to be pulled back by Emil’s grip on his arm.

				“Eep?” Mouse chirped, perking up from his position on the nursemaid’s shoulder. He did not, however, launch into the air to meet them as Camilla suspected he might. Instead, he looked warily at the tall woman in black who now stood before the emperor, her sword drawn and a scowl on her face as she watched the little sprite.

				“You’re afraid of Mouse?” Tim asked with a snort of laughter that was cut short by Emil.

				Without realizing that she had moved, Camilla found herself walking toward the nursemaid. She reached a hand out to the bundle of blankets, then hesitated. Misreading her intentions, the nursemaid deposited the bundle in Camilla’s arms, then folded back the blanket.

				A baby peered up at her, green eyes wide and trusting, pink lips pursed as they blew a bubble. Mouse hopped off the nursemaid’s shoulder to Camilla’s arm, then cuddled down next to the baby, patting its face and planting kisses on its soft brow.

				“Cynthia’s baby?” she whispered.

				“His name is Kloe, after Master Ghelfan,” Tim said as he moved to her side.

				“I don’t understand, Your Majesty,” she heard Emil say. “The seamage’s child?”

			

			
				“The child is currently a ward of the empire. As Lady Camilla was companion and confidant to the seamage, We feel it is appropriate that she, and you, be appointed as the child’s guardians.”

				“If it pleases Your Majesty,” Emil said, “where are the seamage and her husband?”

				“For actions that led to the loss of Our ships Clairissa and Fire Drake,” the emperor declared, “Cynthia Flaxal Brelak was sentenced to ten years in the imperial prison. Feldrin Brelak will be executed for treason in twenty-five days.”

				“Executed!” Tim gasped.

				“Tim! Quiet!” Emil rebuked his son sharply.

				The rest of their short time in the emperor’s presence was lost to Camilla. She heard various apologies and orders, then felt Emil gently wrap his arm around her shoulders and guide her from the room. In the back of her mind, Camilla grieved over Cynthia and Feldrin’s plights, but those troubles seemed far away. The warm little bundle in her arms was real. She frowned as she ran her fingers over Kloe’s soft cheek and down his neck, finally resting them on his chest. Her fingertips pulsed in time to his heartbeat. He was so small, so fragile.

				The emperor trusted them to keep Kloe safe, but did she trust herself?


				


			

				Chapter 25

				Choices

				“It’s not fair!” Tim shouted, his voice echoing off the walls of the townhouse’s atrium. “They’re going to kill him for something Sam did! It wasn’t his fault!”

				“I’m not arguing with you, Tim; it’s not fair. But there’s nothing we can do about it.” Emil grasped his son firmly by the shoulders, imploring him to understand. “Some very powerful families lost loved ones when those ships were destroyed. The emperor’s decision is as much based on politics as it is on justice, Tim.”

				“Politics? They’re going to kill him, Father. It’s not right!”

				“I know it’s not right, but there’s no reprieve for the condemned when it’s the emperor’s final judgment. That’s the law.”

				“Well the law’s stupid! Sam was the one who fired that catapult. Feldrin didn’t even know she was aboard!”

				“I’m afraid the law backs the emperor’s decision on that, too, Tim.” Emil released his son and took a deep, calming breath. It had been a trying day, and what should have been a joyous homecoming had turned into an all-out argument. “A captain is responsible for the actions of all aboard his ship. Not knowing Sam was aboard is no excuse. Technically, Feldrin was responsible.”

				“Technically?” Tim’s voice broke on the word. “How can you say that? It was Sam’s fault!”

				“I know, Tim, but—”

				“Milord,” Huffington interrupted, placing a hand on the count’s arm and nodding toward the settee.

				The sight of Camilla with a very fussy Kloe in her arms, tears streaming down her cheeks, froze his heart. Both Camilla and Mouse were trying to calm the babe, while he and Tim railed at each other.

				“Oh, Camilla, I’m sorry!” Emil said as he came and knelt at her side.

				“The baby…” whispered Camilla.

				“The baby will be fine,” he assured her. “My housekeeper is setting up a nursery, and Mrs. Klouch will stay with us and nurse Kloe until he’s weaned. Everything will be all right.”

				“No!” protested Camilla. “Everything won’t be all right! Don’t you see? The baby, Emil! Cynthia’s baby!”

			

			
				“Yes, I see. We’ll take good care of him until Cynthia—”

				“Kloe will be ten years old before she’s released, Emil. How can we raise him the way he should be raised? Teach him what he needs to be taught? He’ll end up like Cynthia; too old to gain the magic. Too old to become a seamage.”

				Emil sat back on his heels. He hadn’t even considered those ramifications of Cynthia’s imprisonment. Had the emperor? He certainly had advisors who could have told him that elemental mages ascend to their powers at a young age. Did he mean to prevent Kloe’s ascendancy by keeping him from his mother until it was too late? Was he that afraid of a line of seamages?

				“How short sighted…” he murmured, considering how valuable an amicable relationship with a seamage would be for the emperor right now. Emil scrambled to his feet as inspiration struck. He took Camilla’s face in his hands and kissed her, much to the protestations of both Mouse and Kloe. “You’re brilliant!”

				“What?” Camilla blushed, Mouse emitted a questioning “Eep?” and Kloe finally reached a point where fussy devolved into a full-fledged tantrum, his wracking cry making everyone cringe.

				“My dear,” Emil said, “you may well have just saved Feldrin’s life. Huffington! Get Mrs. Klouch down here to take care of the baby. Tim, tell the cook we need dinner and blackbrew. Lots of blackbrew! We have some planning to do!”

				≈

				“All secure, Captain!” Quid reported, squinting into the morning sun with a grin. “Been a while since I seen this place, sir.”

				“Not so long fer me; that crazy bitch Sam was with us that last trip. She’d hatched this plan to spread rumors about the seamage so the emperor would go after her.” Farin laughed shortly as he considered the result of their efforts. “Guess it worked, ay?”

				“Worked too good, I think,” Quid agreed. “You goin’ ashore, sir?”

				“Aye, and I’ll be takin’ two solid sailors with me. Keep an eye on things while we’re gone, Quid. Nobody goes ashore until we find some buyers for this stuff. Once it’s all sold off, we divvy up the proceeds and make our choices: who stays with the ship, and who stays in Tsing.”

				“Aye, Captain. We’ll keep an eye on her.”

				Farin nodded and ordered the launch to be splashed. It shouldn’t take long to find buyers for their goods. Then, with a ship and gold to buy cargo, he’d be an honest merchant captain. It was a far cry from being a pirate, but there were advantages to being his own lord and master.

			

			
				He stood on the galleon’s quarterdeck and surveyed the busy harbor. The number and variety of ships that pulled into Tsing always amazed him. There were a couple of warships he recognized from Plume Isle, and he wondered how many had been left behind with the garrison. One was too many as far as Farin was concerned. No, the Shattered Isles were a lost cause, not fit for an honest pirate to ply his trade in any way, shape or form.

				“Bloody shame,” he muttered, flicking his eyes from ship to ship, reading the names, analyzing the rigs and gauging the King Gull’s own capacity and capability as a merchant. She was not, by far, the sleekest or most seaworthy ship in the harbor, but she was no scow either.

				His eye settled on one particularly svelte merchantman; something about the ship was familiar. Her transom swung toward them, and he read the name: Lady Belle. He’d never heard of her, but her lines were sleek and her brightwork gleamed; she was as pretty as a doxy all dolled up for a night on the town.

				“Launch is ready, sir,” the boatswain said with a lopsided grin. The whole crew was in high spirits, and Farin knew the reason: money, new lives, and a vast city in which to spend both.

				“Let’s go then!” he said as he descended the boarding ladder, all thoughts of the Lady Belle fading from his mind. He had money to make and a new life to begin.

				≈

				Emil surreptitiously wiped his hands on his coat as he entered the council chamber. He had negotiated scores of treaties and truces during his career, and had never been so nervous. He glanced around as he sat, feeling no small sense of irony. This was the very same chamber where he had argued for swift and decisive action against the upstart seamage, Cynthia Flaxal. He shook his head when he remembered how certain he had been of his judgment then. Time and events had taught him humility.

				Every seat was taken, and assistants lined the walls. The mood in the chamber was one of somber foreboding; everyone knew why they were here. Finally, the double doors behind the emperor’s chair opened, and the guards came to attention. The herald and the emperor’s personal secretary entered first, followed by the intimidating form of Lady von Camwynn, the royal protector.

			

			
				“His Royal Majesty, Emperor Tynean Tsing the Third,” the herald announced, and chairs scraped the polished stone floor as everyone stood.

				The emperor entered and took his seat, followed by the crown prince. The doors closed, and the guards crossed their halberds before them; the council was officially in session, and by the emperor’s standing edict, the formalities usually in place in the royal presence were suspended. Anyone could speak without first being addressed by the emperor, and attendees were encouraged to be forthright without repercussions. As they took their seats, Emil hoped that the policy would prove true to its intent.

				“By now you should all have read the reports of Captain Donnely and Lieutenant Jundis,” the emperor said as he looked around the table. “We had considered the mage threat to be contained, with the seamage imprisoned and the pyromage apparently dead or…contained, but it seems that the fates are toying with Us.”

				A nervous chuckle from down the table was cut short by the emperor’s sharp gaze.

				“However fantastic it may sound, the city of Akrotia is a menace to Our empire. It destroyed Iron Drake in the Fathomless Reaches nearly a fortnight ago, and has destroyed two of the Shattered Isles by causing their volcanos to erupt. When Captain Donnely last saw it, the city was heading north, Admiral Joslan’s convoy in attendance.”

				Lord Rinn, the emperor’s foreign advisor and Norris’ superior, was the first to speak. “Captain Donnely, where do you believe that this…city is heading?”

				Donnely shrugged. “I have no idea, milord. Other than the stops we observed at Vulture and Plume Isles, it’s been moving steadily north. We did speculate that it drew power from the volcanoes; it brightened noticeably after each eruption.”

				“The entire coastal mountain range is volcanic in origin,” Lord Rinn said nervously.

				“But they’re old,” countered Master Upton, “whereas the Shattered Isles are active, at least sporadically.”

				“So perhaps it will remain in the Shattered Isles,” ventured Rinn.

			

			
				“We do not know where Akrotia is heading, or even its location right now,” the emperor said, “but We must assume is that it will continue north. That means that Our southern coastal towns may in danger, as well as…this city.”

				Murmurs flitted among the attendees. Emil remained silent, watching the emperor watch his council. After a moment, the emperor raised his hand; silence was immediate.

				“We will assume that Akrotia is heading north, and make preparations accordingly. The city of Tsing has been the seat of this empire for sixty generations. We do not intend to see it burn.” The emperor placed his hands flat upon the table, and raked his gaze around the faces. “We need a strategy to combat Akrotia, and We need it quickly.”

				“It’s constructed of stone, like any fortress,” said Admiral Lewell, commander of the Tsing naval installation. “Naval bombardment with siege weapons should be sufficient to sink it.” He looked toward General Plank, who commanded the imperial army.

				“I agree, Your Majesty,” Plank said with a firm nod.

				“Master Tomlyn, your assessment of this strategy?”

				The emperor’s naval architect fidgeted in his seat and frowned. “Akrotia isn’t a ship,” he insisted. “And it’s enchanted. We don’t know if it can be sunk.”

				“Captain Donnely,” said Lewell, turning from Tomlyn in exasperation, “your assessment?”

				“Lieutenant Jundis said that Captain Pendergast fired at it, though from his range, he could see no obvious damage. The difficulty with a ship-based bombardment is that any ship within firing range may also be in range of the city’s magic.”

				“Captain Donnely!” chided Admiral Lewell. “With your reputation, I would have thought that you’d be first in line to take up this fight.”

				Donnely fixed his eyes on the admiral’s. “With all due respect, sir, you haven’t seen this thing. It’s the size of an island, it controls the wind, and it burns like a furnace. Akrotia is not going to sit still while we all gather round and attack it. The city apparently set upon Iron Drake concealed by mist and darkness, then drew the ship in with winds so strong that they couldn’t escape under sweeps.”

				“You speak as if it’s plotting against us!” said Rinn with a derisive smile.

				“Let us all remember,” the emperor interrupted, “that there is a mage’s mind within this city. We cannot underestimate it. Captain Donnely, do you believe that a naval attack is futile?”

			

			
				“No, Your Majesty,” the captain answered promptly. “I just think that we have to consider our strategy carefully. It may be that the Iron Drake was taken unawares. Also, they carried only minimal armament. A more formidable ship may have better luck.”

				“To damage the city without succumbing to the same fate, you mean,” the emperor stipulated, but Donnely shook his head.

				“No, Your Majesty. I mean before falling to the same fate as Iron Drake.”

				“Your Majesty, if I may,” Commodore Henkle interjected, cutting off mutters from the admiral and general. “Captain Donnely and I discussed this issue extensively last night, and agreed that we need to test Akrotia’s capabilities. We should send our fastest ship to rendezvous with Admiral Joslan and determine where Akrotia is, what has ensued since Captain Donnely left the convoy, and what, if anything, the admiral may have learned about the city’s capabilities or vulnerabilities. We have fifteen warships at our immediate disposal, and if we send another fast ship, we might summon perhaps twenty-five more from the Northern Fleet.”

				“Additional ships should be sent to warn the southern coastal towns,” Upton added. “The overland road is far too circuitous for riders to arrive quickly.”

				“In defense of Tsing, Your Majesty,” said General Plank, “we can mount large shore batteries on the headlands, and my men can certainly assemble sturdier siege-caliber catapults to replace the smaller machines aboard the ships.” He cocked an eyebrow at Lewell, who nodded.

				The emperor nodded, then fixed his eyes on the far end of the table. “Chief Constable Voya,” he said to the woman who had sat quietly throughout the discussion. “What is the feasibility of evacuating the city should these efforts fail?”

				“It would be costly, Your Majesty, in both lives and money,” she replied. “There will be riots, especially in the Dregger’s and Downwind quarters. There are also logistical considerations. If we evacuate the nobles first, there will be looting, and if we evacuate the poor first, the nobles will scream bloody murder and confound our efforts. But whatever we do, we need to start soon. The longer we wait, the more panic and deaths there will be.”

			

			
				 Tynean Tsing sat quietly and stared at the lustrous surface of the table as if he sought support or answers from his reflection. Finally the emperor looked up again.

				“Any other recommendations?”

				“Your Majesty,” Emil said firmly. He had intentionally waited until the worst case scenarios had been presented. “I recommend that we consult the seamage.”

				Several people shifted uneasily in their seats.

				“The seamage,” the emperor said, narrowing his eyes at the count. “What do you propose?”

				Emil felt the weight of every eye in the room on him. He swallowed, straightened, and presented his case. “I propose that we do whatever is necessary to prevent Akrotia from reaching this city, Your Majesty. We should negotiate with Cynthia Flaxal Brelak for her help in stopping this menace.”

				The emperor’s stern gaze remained on Emil, and he raised his hand to silence the murmurs that had erupted around the table.

				“The seamage is the ultimate cause of all this, Count Norris. You sat in this very room and recommended swift confrontation with military force. Now you recommend that We ask her for help?”

				Emil looked the emperor in the eye. His next words might mean the end of his career…or worse. “My initial assessment of the seamage was wrong, Your Majesty. I allowed my personal feelings to interfere. As a result, I made the mistake of recommending a show of force in dealing with her. My decisions and actions, as much as anyone else’s, resulted in the deaths of over fifteen hundred sailors, and the loss of the Fire Drake and Clairissa. I have reiterated this in numerous letters and reports, yet I sit here, a free man, while Cynthia Flaxal Brelak is imprisoned, and her husband awaits the guillotine. I understand the motivations behind these sentences, but are we willing to risk the lives of thousands of imperial citizens in order to appease a few? We are facing a two-mile wide, fire-enchanted floating city able to control the winds. It has already destroyed one ship and immolated two islands. It is on the loose, and possibly heading here. The city of Tsing is the heart of the empire. Will we allow our heart to be destroyed so we can keep one scapegoat imprisoned? Humility, Your Majesty, seems a small price to pay.”

				Emil sat back and lowered his eyes in deference to the emperor’s glare. Deadly silence reigned for several long breaths, and the count reckoned that he had never been closer to a guillotine in his life.

			

			
				“Your recommendation is noted, Count Norris.” The sovereign’s glare shifted to the naval officers. “Commodore Henkle, ready all warships currently in port for action. Send one of Our fastest ships to summon the Northern Fleet, another to Admiral Joslan to learn of his experiences with Akrotia, and a third to warn the southern coastal towns. Admiral Lewell, commandeer any vessels in the harbor that may aid in battle, and work with the general to arm them. General Plank, prepare the shore batteries as you suggested, and transfer one third of your troops to Chief Constable Voya’s command. Chief Constable, please begin preparations for an orderly evacuation, but make no public announcement yet. Master Upton, disperse your informants to seek out and report on any organized efforts to take advantage of an evacuation. And Ambassador Rinn, inform all foreign dignitaries of the pending threat and organize the necessary precautions to secure their safety. Do you all understand these orders?”

				“Yes, Your Majesty,” they answered in unison.

				 “Good. Are there any questions?”

				“Your Majesty,” Emil replied uncertainly. “What would you command of me?”

				“You, Count Norris, will accompany Us to the Imperial Prison, where we will meet with the seamage and dine on a fine dish of crow.” The emperor glared at him again. “Is that understood, Count?”

				“Yes, Your Majesty,” Emil responded with a respectful nod. He ignored the scathing looks from some who passed him on their way out. He was not out of trouble, but the emperor had accepted his recommendation. That was what mattered.

				≈

				Chula watched silently as workers swarmed over Orin’s Pride like ants on a fallen mango, responding to Dura’s orders and encouragement as she supervised. The ship was ashore, propped up on chocks. A full third of her hull planks and the damaged mast had been removed. The job was progressing at a remarkable pace. He closed his eyes and the sounds and smells brought him back to the shipyard on Plume Isle. He sorrowed to think that he’d never see the place as he remembered it. The shipyard was destroyed, and the island overrun with imperials.

				 “Is there a problem, Captain?” asked a gentle voice.

			

			
				“No, Mistress Rella,” Chula said. He had been surprised to find that she was Ghelfan’s granddaughter. The shipwright’s legacy, it seemed, was secure. “Dey be knowin’ deir work, sure enough. I’ll give ‘em dat.”

				“That they do, Captain,” Rella replied proudly.

				 “How many more days you t’ink it be takin’?” he asked.

				 “Four,” she replied without hesitation. “Planking and caulking her seams will take another two days, and painting the hull two more. Have you decided yet where you’ll go?”

				Chula had been thinking of nothing else. Captain Brelak had intended that they avoid the imperials, but he had not known about the pirate, Parek. Chula had no doubt that Orin’s Pride would be confiscated as soon as they sailed into Tsing Harbor, but the captain would understand. Parek would pay for the deaths of their people, and for what he had done to Miss Camilla. He licked his lips nervously before answering Rella’s question.

				“We be sailin’ fer Tsing, but I be havin’ a favor ta ask of you.” He glanced over to where his tall wife was overseeing the shaping of the new mast. “You mind puttin’ up wit’ Paska and Tipos fer a spell?”

				“They are welcome to stay as long as necessary,” Rella said with a look of curiosity.

				Chula heaved a sigh, partly with relief at her acceptance, and partly with anxiety at his upcoming task. “T’ank’e fer dat, Miss Rella. I’ll be lettin’ dem know dey be stayin’ behind tonight, so if ya hear screamin’ and hollerin’, you jus’ neva mind it.”


				


			

				Chapter 26

				Crow

				“Where are you taking me?” Cynthia asked, her nerves jangling like the jailor’s key ring as he led her down the cell block. Her question was met with cold, stony silence. That worried her. The jailor had seemed a decent man, but now he walked stiffly in front of her, not even deigning to turn and look at her, much less answer her question. Two armed guards flanked her as they walked down the long corridor. They left the detention wing and entered an older section of the prison complex. This building showed every year of its age. The corridor was poorly lit, with no windows and too-few oil lamps casting sickly yellow pools of light. The air was dank and smelled faintly of mold. Simple wooden doors interrupted the featureless walls at wide intervals.

				Memories of dark cells deep underground haunted her mind. She fingered the scar of her missing finger and remembered the scuttling sounds of rats in the utter blackness. They stopped before a door indistinguishable from any of the others. The jailor selected a large key from his ring, unlocked the door and pushed it open to reveal a short hall crowded with four guards in royal livery.

				“She’s all yours,” said the jailor as he urged her forward.

				“Wait!” she said, panicked by visions of a quick, clandestine execution.

				The imperial guards surrounded Cynthia, two grasping her arms as the door banged shut behind. They ushered her through the only other door. The room beyond was large, bright and airy, a vast contrast from the lamp-lit halls. She squinted and blinked.

				“Mrs. Flaxal Brelak,” said a familiar voice. Count Norris approached with a nervous smile. The guards released her arms. “I hope you are well,” the count said, and she nodded. He touched her arm and turned her as the guards stepped back.

				“Your Majesty!” she blurted in surprise. The emperor sat behind a burnished table, Lady von Camwynn stationed at his elbow. The sight of the black sword at the bodyguard’s hip sent a shiver up Cynthia’s spine. Resisting the impulse to be defiant, she curtsied. “To what do I owe the pleasure of a royal visit?”

			

			
				“We have come at Count Norris’ suggestion…to request your help.”

				“My help?” she asked, unable to resist a note of irony. “Whatever could you need my help for?”

				The emperor steepled his fingers and stared at her for a moment. “The legacy of your expedition to rescue your child has followed you north, Mrs. Flaxal Brelak.”

				 “The legacy of my…” Her mind stumbled. What could have followed her? “If you’re concerned about the mer, Your Majesty, you needn’t worry about them. Once they realize that I’m not going anywhere, they’ll tire of waiting and return to their home.”

				The emperor smiled wryly, but his eyes remained grave. “We wish it were so simple a matter. No, this is significantly more important than a few merfolk.” He turned to Norris and raised a hand. “Count Norris?”

				“Yes, Your Majesty,” the count replied with a short bow before turning to Cynthia. “Akrotia has come north. It has already destroyed one warship and erupted at least two volcanoes in the Shattered Isles.”

				“Volcanoes?” A cold hand clenched Cynthia’s heart. “Which islands?”

				“Vulture and Plume Isles were destroyed. We believe that it drew power from the fire of the volcanoes. It was last sighted a week ago, heading north from Plume Isle. We fear it will eventually reach us here.”

				“Destroyed? The islands were destroyed?” Her chest tightened with horror. “What happened to the people living there?”

				“Some were evacuated from Vulture Isle aboard an imperial frigate. The rest fled in their small boats. Plume Isle was evacuated before Akrotia arrived.”

				Relief melted the chill fingers of dread, but even as her heart steadied and she drew a deep breath, the significance of his words pierced her mind.

				“Edan,” she murmured, questions whirling through her mind. Why would he come north? And why would he destroy her home? Perhaps, she considered, he’s just questing for fire. Fire was his life as much as the sea was hers.

				“What about Fire Isle?” she asked. “Did he erupt that volcano, too?”

				“There was no sign of that,” Emil replied.

				“Then why Plume?” she wondered aloud. “Edan told me once that Plume was a dormant volcano. It would take a lot of power to cause it to erupt, much more than it would for Fire Isle.”

				“Perhaps to settle a grudge?” suggested the emperor.

			

			
				Cynthia considered that, then shook her head. “Despite our differences, our last moments together were the best we’d had. He helped us save Kloe, and he was happy to be getting out of Akrotia to someplace dry.” She half-smiled when she remembered his wide grin and blush as they praised his skills. Then…Samantha had arrived. Now there was someone with a grudge. She glanced to Count Norris, wondering how much the emperor knew about his daughter’s role in this. She could see the pain in his face. There was no need for her to add to it.

				Cynthia shrugged. “Your Majesty, I’m afraid I can’t tell you anything about Akrotia other than what I’ve already reported.”

				She waited, expecting him to order the guards to take her back to her cell. He didn’t. Instead, he sat and watched her. His regard wore on her as nearly a minute passed in silence. Then she realized what this was all about.

				“You want me to destroy Akrotia!”

				“We want Akrotia stopped. Whether that is accomplished through its destruction or by some other means, We do not particularly care.” The emperor pursed his lips. “We are willing to…negotiate for your aid.”

				“Release Feldrin,” she said, her heart fluttering like the wings of a captive bird. She had no idea if she could destroy Akrotia, but that didn’t matter. For once, she had the upper hand. The emperor needed her help.

				“We will commute his death sentence,” the emperor countered, “but he will remain in prison.”

				“For how long?”

				“For his entire life. He is guilty of treason against the empire.”

				“No deal.” She crossed her arms. “If I’m killed fighting Akrotia, I want my son to at least have a father.”

				The emperor glowered at her. “If you die in Our service, we will release your husband in ten years. Until then, your son will remain in the capable hands of Count Norris and the lady Camilla.”

				“Wait a minute!” Cynthia’s mind spun. She turned to the count. “Camilla’s alive? She’s here in Tsing? She’s…all right?”

				“Yes, she’s fine,” he said with a significant glance. “We managed to get her away from the cannibals before any lasting harm was done.”

				Cynthia heaved a sigh. She’d felt sick at having left Camilla to her fate with the cannibals. She hardened her resolve as she turned back to the emperor.

			

			
				“Feldrin is out in five years if I die fighting Akrotia, regardless of whether I succeed or not. And I want that in a contract, ratified by a magistrate.” Cynthia ignored the daggers that leapt from Lady von Camwynn’s eyes as she bartered with the emperor. She knew she was breaking every rule of royal etiquette in the book, but so far he had not called her on it, and frankly, she didn’t care. She would not be intimidated.

				“If you do not succeed, the deal is void and Feldrin Brelak dies on the guillotine.”

				A hot knife of anger slashed through her thin patience at the emperor’s proclamation. “That’s blackmail!” she claimed, unable to pull her punches any longer. “Forget it.” She turned on her heel, fully aware of the mortal insult of her action. The guards blocked her way with crossed halberds but she refused to turn back.

				“Cynthia, please!” Count Norris pleaded. She tensed as she heard his steps close behind her. “Don’t do this! You’re being offered a chance to save Feldrin’s life.”

				“No, I’m not,” she said, biting her words short as she turned to face him. “I’m being coerced,” she glared out of the corner of her eye at the emperor. “If the emperor wants my help, then I need some assurance that if I fight this thing and die, Feldrin will survive to be a father to Kloe. If I don’t get that assurance, there’s no deal.”

				“Let me speak with him and see what I can do, but please, don’t anger him.” His voice lowered. “He will not offer you this opportunity again.”

				“Fine.” She turned back to the emperor, whose face was tight with cold anger, but did not step forward.

				Count Norris approached the table, bowing low. He spoke quietly, and she could neither see nor hear the emperor’s reply. Their hushed voices continued for what seemed hours, but was actually only a minute or so. When Norris turned back to her and stepped aside, the emperor’s face was once again calm and unreadable.

				“His Majesty has agreed to commute Feldrin’s sentence from death to imprisonment if you agree to help fight Akrotia, regardless of your survival or success in the attempt. If you succeed in stopping Akrotia, then Feldrin’s sentence will be reduced to five years. If you fail, he will serve twenty years.”

			

			
				“Twenty years…” She imagined a much older Feldrin limping out of prison to meet his adult son. Unfortunately, this would probably be the best deal she could wring from the emperor. It certainly was incentive for her to succeed. Then, one more notion occurred to her. “And my sentence?”

				Count Norris turned to the emperor, who shook his head minutely. They obviously had discussed this issue. “I’m sorry, Cynthia, but that’s not negotiable.”

				Cynthia took a deep breath; at least she had saved Feldrin’s life.

				“Very well. Draw up a contract and I’ll sign it,” she said to Norris, then turned and curtsied to the emperor. “Your Majesty.”

				“The high magistrate will draft a contract for your service to the Empire of Tsing, Mrs. Flaxal Brelak. That service begins as of this moment, and will end with either victory against Akrotia, or your death.”

				“Fine.” She heaved a sigh, satisfied, if not elated, with the outcome. “What next?”

				“We will convene a council to hear what you consider to be the strengths and weaknesses of Akrotia, and your thoughts on a strategy to fight it.” The emperor placed his hands against the table and rose.

				“Let me save some time, Your Majesty,” Cynthia offered. “I don’t know much about Akrotia other than what I saw from inside before it was…animated. That’s all in my report to Admiral Joslan. My advice is to consult the elves. They might not want to admit it, but they built the thing, elves and mer together. I’d suggest consulting the mer, too, but they’re too far to summon in time.”

				“Actually, several mer have been making themselves a nuisance in the harbor for two days,” the emperor said, frowning.

				“They have?” This surprised her. She had assumed that the mer following the ship to Tsing had already departed, their curiosity satisfied. If indeed these were the same mer, then Broadtail must want something. The mer only did what benefited the mer. “If I can speak with them, they may be able to help.”

				“You trust them?” the emperor asked, cocking an eyebrow. “We find that difficult to believe after what Count Norris told Us of their betrayal.”

				“Your Majesty, those who betrayed me also betrayed their own school, and they are dead. Even so, I don’t trust the mer implicitly, but if they’re here, they’re here for me. And they probably know more about Akrotia than I do.”

			

			
				“Very well, We will summon the elvish ambassador, and you will…speak to the merfolk. How long do you require?”

				“Not long, Your Majesty.”

				“We will arrange council for this afternoon, then.” The emperor turned, Lady von Camwynn at his elbow and two of the guards behind. He turned back to add, “Count Norris, please see that the seamage is supplied with clothing more appropriate to her upcoming duties.” He departed without another word. Cynthia drew another deep, cleansing breath and turned to Count Norris.

				“I’d like to see my son.”

				“I’ve already arranged it,” he said, smiling tightly. “Kloe is with Camilla and Tim at my townhouse, and I have a clothier meeting us there for lunch.”

				“You were pretty sure I’d agree,” she said.

				“I was pretty sure that he would agree,” he replied in a low voice.

				The two remaining guards flanked Cynthia as Norris turned toward the door, but she grasped his arm before he could take a step. He turned back, a question in his eyes.

				“Thank you,” she said in a voice husky with tears. The enormity of what she had just accomplished hit her hard, and she fought to keep her tumultuous emotions in check. Feldrin would live, and she would soon see Kloe. That was enough for now.

				≈

				Keys rattled, and Feldrin turned his head lazily toward the cell door, the blanket rough against his cheek. The physical sensations penetrated the haze that clouded his mind, a self-imposed shield against thought…against despair. Not for himself; he had known the law, knew he was responsible for whatever occurred aboard his ship. No, he despaired for Cynthia, trapped in a prison cell for ten years, and for Kloe, parentless until his mother was released.

				He sat up and watched as the jailor entered, followed by three guards carrying heavy billy clubs and eying him with measured expertise.

				This is it.

				He stood, then shook his head as he realized, It’s too soon. A month had not yet passed. He was not yet due for his one-way trek to the guillotine. What’s changed?

			

			
				“Come along,” the jailor ordered as he motioned toward the open cell door.

				“Where?” Feldrin asked suspiciously. This could be good, or it could be very bad.

				“New cell,” the jailor said with a wry smile. “Seems you’ve been given a reprieve, old son. You’re not gonna die. Not on the guillotine, anyways.”

				“A reprieve?” he said, trying to wrap his mind around the news. What could have caused the emperor to commute his sentence? “Cynthia!”

				“Aye, that’s right enough, old son. Seems the sea witch has made a bargain with His Majesty to get yer neck out from under the blade.” The man chuckled as Feldrin stepped forward. “That’s what I call a good marriage, ay lads? I don’t think my old lady’d walk across the street to save my arse. Yer wife must be some kinda woman.”

				“You have no idea,” Feldrin agreed. He stood tall and squared his shoulders, not even glancing back as he stepped out of the cell that was supposed to have been his last refuge before meeting the gods. His heart hammered in his chest, but it felt good. He was alive, thanks to Cynthia. “You have no idea at all.”

				≈

				Heart aglow with the recent embrace of her son, Cynthia stepped out of the carriage onto the quay. She closed her eyes and saw Kloe’s sweet face, smelled his precious baby smell, her arms already aching with longing to hold him again. Seeing Camilla alive and well had been nearly as overwhelming as her reunion with Kloe. Her friend’s ordeal had changed her—she had lost weight, and there was a haunted look in her eyes—but she seemed well enough. Time and love would heal Camilla, and with Tim and Emil, she had that in abundance.

				 Cynthia opened her eyes and took in Tsing Harbor. There were no stone-throwing crowds this time, which was good. The fewer eyes that saw what she was about to do, the better. Her new dress rustled as she kicked off her shoes, stepped to the edge of the pier and looked down into the murky water.

				“No nonsense, now,” warned one of her guards. The two had stuck to her like barnacles to a rock. It had taken Norris several minutes to convince them to give her privacy even to change clothes. She knew they were only doing their jobs, but still…

			

			
				She turned to the guard and smiled. “What’s your name?”

				“Corporal Terwillaby, ma’am,” he answered stiffly.

				“And yours?” she asked the other, her smile intact.

				“Private Perceval, ma’am.” The younger guard refused to even meet her eyes.

				“Thank you. Please call me Cynthia. We’re apparently going to be spending a lot of time together, so I see no reason to be formal.” She let her smile slip a trifle. “Just so we understand one another, let me explain a few things to you. You heard the emperor ask for my aid to fight Akrotia, and you saw me sign that contract at Count Norris’ home. My husband is in the imperial prison, and will likely be put to death if I violate that contract, which prevents me from any nonsense.”

				“We understand that, ma’am,” the corporal said.

				“If the emperor trusts me not to violate the contract, then you should, too. But if you get nervous and stick that sword through me, there’ll be no one to stop Akrotia from coming here and burning Tsing to the ground, which might just upset the emperor more than a little bit. So relax!”

				“Yes, ma’am,” the corporal said, glancing at his companion and purposefully removing his hand from his weapon. Private Perceval followed suit.

				“Thank you, Corporal Terwillaby.” Keeping her eye on them, she called up a tendril of the sea. The guards’ eyes widened and they took a step back, but neither reached for their swords. “See, nothing to worry about.” She smiled at them and turned her attention to her work.

				The sea caressed her bare feet, and she felt renewed, realizing how she had missed that sensation. She sent out a gentle pulse of sound, and waited. The water in the center of the harbor roiled, and wavelets spread out from four parallel wakes as the mer shot toward the quay. When it seemed like they might hit the stone structure, they broke the surface, expressions of glee stretching their faces wide.

				*Tailwalker! Chaser!* Cynthia signed, astonished that Broadtail would send his son on such a long journey, especially after what had happened at Akrotia. *What are you doing here?*

				While the other mer flicked nervous glances between the soldiers and the nearby warships, Tailwalker flipped his tail vigorously, bringing his torso out of the water to sign clearly.

			

			
				*Greetings, Seamage Flaxal Brelak! It is good to see you are alive, but I do not see your heir. Is your finling well?*

				*Forgive my rudeness, my friend,* she signed in chagrin. *I greet you gladly. I am well, and my baby is fine, Tailwalker, but there is trouble. My husband and I are being held by the emperor of the landwalkers to atone for the destruction of his ships and the deaths of his sailors. It will be many seasons before we are free.*

				*Seasons? That is not good, Seamage Flaxal Brelak. It is not fair that you are blamed for something the mer did.* He bobbed in the water as he lashed his tail in agitation. *Tell the emperor of the landwalkers that it was Eelback’s plot that caused the school to declare war, and that he paid for his betrayal with his life.*

				Cynthia shrugged, a gesture shared by both mer and landwalker. *The families of those who were killed will not accept that, Tailwalker. They want someone to blame, and I am here.*

				*Then you must not remain here, Seamage Flaxal Brelak. Step into the sea with us and flee!*

				*I cannot, Tailwalker. The emperor holds my husband.* She made another sign of helplessness. *Why has Broadtail sent you here?*

				*We have come to tell you that Akrotia has come to the Shattered Isles. It burned your home with the fire of the mountain.*

				*I know, Tailwalker,* she signed, her heart breaking anew at the thought of her home reduced to ashes. *This is the reason the emperor of the landwalkers has set me free…for a while. He wants me to fight Akrotia.*

				*The mer will help you, Seamage Flaxal Brelak! We have already tried once to trap the floating city, but it broke away by burning our ironweed cables. Broadtail and the school are following it, and will try again. Hopefully the warships that follow will take advantage and attack. They did not seem to understand what we did.* Tailwalker’s tail flipped even faster with excitement. *Tell the emperor of the landwalkers that we will help them if they release you and your husband!*

				Hope flickered briefly in Cynthia’s heart, but she shook her head. *I will tell him, Tailwalker, but he will not believe me. I accept your offer for aid fighting Akrotia, but I do not know how to do it. Tell me everything you know of Akrotia. We must find a weakness and plan our attack.*

			

			
				≈

				Grim faces greeted Cynthia in the council chamber. She flicked a glance over them, then settled on the friendlier mien of Count Norris. The count stood and pulled out a chair for her beside his. She curtsied quickly to the emperor, and sat.

				“This is the seamage Cynthia Flaxal Brelak,” the count said before returning to his seat. He introduced the others seated at the table, and Cynthia nodded politely. Only the elvish ambassador, Master Troielstian, smiled at her. His features kindled memories of Ghelfan, and her heart ached.

				“What did you learn from your merfolk friends, Mrs. Flaxal Brelak?” the emperor asked.

				“Other than the deplorable state of the water in the harbor, Your Majesty, I learned that the mer have already attempted to immobilize Akrotia once. When it approached Plume Isle, they hooked lines onto its hull and moored it to the seabed. Unfortunately, Edan brought a lava flow down to burn the mooring lines and escaped. They were disappointed that the imperial warships did not take advantage of their help, but they understand that most landwa—um, humans, may not recognize their intentions. But they continue to follow Akrotia north, and have vowed to help however they can.”

				“To help you, or our warships?” asked the port admiral, his tone bitter.

				“To help us, Admiral,” she stressed, fighting to keep her temper in check. “We’re on the same side, after all.”

				“A fact that everyone here must keep in mind,” the emperor reiterated, leveling a glare at the admiral that would have hulled a warship. “Mrs. Flaxal Brelak has agreed to help Us against this menace. We will not tolerate dissension within Our ranks.”

				“Yes, Your Majesty.” Lewell accepted the rebuke with a respectful nod.

				“So, the merfolk know nothing more of Akrotia’s weaknesses. That is unfortunate.”

				“They did learn something that may be helpful. Apparently, Edan keeps the submerged portion of the city relatively free of his fire magic. Though the surrounding waters are warm, the mer can tolerate it, and they did manage to hook lines into it without being boiled alive. So they can approach the city at will.”

			

			
				“Well, that is something, We suppose.” The emperor frowned and scanned the faces around the table. “Ambassador Troielstian, can you shed any light on this situation? Mrs. Flaxal Brelak informed us that Akrotia was built by elves and mer together.”

				“That is correct, Your Majesty,” the ambassador replied. “I have consulted with several individuals intimately familiar not only with the structure of Akrotia, but with its magic.” He shot a piercing look at Cynthia. “They were intrigued to hear that a pyromage has been accepted as the city’s new heart. It was designed only to accept a seamage.”

				“Edan is…special,” Cynthia said, “as far as elemental mages go. He received gifts from both Phekkar and Odea during his ascension. That’s why he can control wind as well as fire.”

				“Ah. That is interesting, indeed.” The ambassador smiled at her, then turned to the emperor. “If you wish it, Majesty, I can ask aid from those who helped design Akrotia. This situation is intriguing enough that I believe they will agree.”

				“Excuse me, Ambassador Troielstian,” Cynthia interrupted, “but it’s my understanding that Akrotia is more than a thousand years old. The designers are still alive?”

				“Akrotia first floated free one thousand, one hundred thirty-four years ago, Mrs. Flaxal Brelak,” the ambassador admitted with another piercing gaze. “And her designers are still alive and hale, and will be, barring some mayhem or accident, for far more years than you, your children or your children’s children will see. Years, and even centuries, do not lie heavily upon the shoulders of true elves. Even I, who carry some human heritage in my bloodline, will last yet a few centuries more.”

				The emperor silenced the murmurs of the council members by raising one hand. “While We are grateful for the offer, Ambassador Troielstian, We doubt that Akrotia’s designers could arrive soon enough to be of aid. Based on the last sighting of Akrotia and estimates of its speed, it could potentially arrive here in as few as ten days. The roads are…”

				The emperor’s voice trailed off as Ambassador Troielstian shook his head, his smile now rather embarrassed.

				“Elves are not constrained by conventional means of travel, Your Majesty. Akrotia’s designers may arrive as soon as two days hence, if they are willing.”

			

			
				“Magic!” spat General Plank.

				“Not magic as you would recognize it, General,” Troielstian said, “but not mundane, either. Elves have inhabited this land far longer than humans, and we know many things that you will never discover. Suffice it to say that we walk paths where neither sunlight nor shadow fall.”

				The general frowned prodigiously.

				“Knowledge of this ability is not generally shared,” the ambassador warned. “We find that it makes humans rather…suspicious of us.”

				“We will take it upon your word that this is possible, Ambassador Troielstian,” the emperor said before the discussion could digress further. “Please send Our most humble regards to your queen, and ask that she give permission for her people to aid us in this endeavor. Be assured; word of your people’s abilities will not spread beyond this room.” He swept those present with a warning glare, and heads dipped in acquiescence.

				 “Very well,” he continued. “We will reconvene this council after the arrival of Akrotia’s designers. You will all receive notice as to the date and time.”

				The emperor stood, and everyone else followed suit. The sovereign departed first, his entourage in tow. Murmurs broke out among the rest when the door closed behind him, and Norris turned to Cynthia.

				“Well, that gives us some time; two days at least.”

				“You’ve already done so much for me, I feel inconsiderate asking you for another favor, but I’d like to see Feldrin, if you can arrange it.” She tried to smile to convey her gratitude, but she found that her face would not make the effort. The stress of the day’s events had fatigued her, and she longed for some quiet rest.

				“I expected you would, and I’ve put in a request.” Norris offered her his arm as they left the room amid the bustling of the other council members. “All we can do now is wait, and hope the emperor grants it.”


				


			

				Chapter 27

				Strategies

				 “Can’t say much fer the decor,” Feldrin said as he ducked through the door the jailor had just opened. The room was small, poorly lit and had only a single oak table and two chairs for furnishings.

				“Just take a seat,” the jailor ordered, indicating the nearer of the two chairs. The two guards who had accompanied Feldrin from his cell took station on either side of the door, their thick arms folded across barrel chests, billy clubs hanging from their belts.

				Feldrin did as he was told. The manacles they’d put on his wrists jangled as he sat, and the chair creaked under his weight. He stared at the door opposite the one he’d entered, wondering where it led. He’d learned early that asking questions earned him nothing but silence or a rebuke, so he stayed silent. They had brought him here for a reason, and only patience would eventually satisfy his curiosity.

				The other door finally opened, and a vision from his dreams stood there.

				“Cyn!” Feldrin surged up from his seat.

				“Sit down, son,” the jailor warned. The guards clapped their hands on his shoulders, and Feldrin sank back onto the chair.

				Feldrin’s heart leapt into his throat as his wife stepped into the room, a vision in a sea-green gown. To make the dream complete, Kloe cooed and fussed in Cynthia’s arms, looking happy and healthy, his pudgy fists clenching her bodice as his legs kicked inside the swaddling blanket. She had two guards of her own, but they wore imperial livery, not prison guard uniforms. They led her to the other chair, then stood back.

				“Hello lass,” he said, his voice choked with emotion.

				“Hello,” she said, and he saw the tears glittering in her eyes. Pulling down the blanket, she propped Kloe up to face him. The baby squealed in protest before his eyes focused across the table. He thrust a tiny hand out toward his father. Cynthia hiccupped a little laugh. “He misses you.”

				“And I miss the both of you.” Feldrin reached his manacled hands across the table. Her slim fingers clutched one, and Kloe’s tiny hand latched upon one finger of his other. Kloe smiled and squealed again. Feldrin blinked back tears of sheer joy, then sobered and looked into Cynthia’s eyes. “Unless they let the women prisoners dress much better than the men, yer out.”

			

			
				“For the moment,” she said hesitantly, nodding to the two guards framing the door behind her. “He hasn’t commuted my sentence, but I’ve made a deal with him, and I’m out of prison until our…business is concluded.”

				“Business?” He didn’t like the sound of that. “What kinda business?”

				“Akrotia…Edan, followed us, Feldrin. He destroyed Plume Isle by erupting the volcano. Vulture Isle, too. And he burned an imperial ship.”

				“And it’s comin’ here?” He shook his head, remembering their last view of the burning city, thankful to be well away from its blinding heat.

				“Heading north, anyway,” she said, her tone resigned. “Captain Donnely brought a report; apparently Joslan’s got a small fleet keeping an eye on it. The emperor sent a ship to intercept them and find out what’s going on. He’s also sent for the elves, to see if they can shed any light on the situation. There’s a council meeting this afternoon to determine a strategy.”

				Suddenly he understood; his reprieve, her release, this visit. “The emperor wants you to fight it. That’s the deal you made; my life fer yers.”

				“Not my life, Feldrin, just my help.” She leaned forward and her fingers tightened on his, a conspiratorial smile tugging at her mouth. “Edan can’t burn me if I’m underwater, Feldrin. But yes; I bargained my help for your life, and a shorter sentence. You’ll only serve five years if I stop Akrotia. Twenty if I fail.”

				“And your sentence?”

				Cynthia shook her head. “He wouldn’t negotiate my sentence, Feldrin, but at least you’re not going to face the guillotine, and you’ll get to watch Kloe grow up. Norris and Cammy are taking care of him, and he’ll be waiting for you when you get out.”

				“Cammy? She’s…all right?”

				“She seems to be. She’s here, and she’s…well, she’s Cammy, though she’s…changed.” Cynthia glanced at the guards. “She had a rough time of it. I think she’ll be okay, though she needs to regain some weight.”

				Feldrin stared at her. “So, you negotiated for my life and a reduced sentence, yer facin a battle with a floatin’ city possessed by a crazed pyromage, and yer worryin’ that Cammy’s too skinny?” He shook his head and laughed out loud. “Odea’s green garters, lass, ya might have at least negotiated fer a room with a view.”

			

			
				“What was I thinking?” she said, her smile brightening for a moment, then fading again. “Don’t worry, Feldrin. We’ll be a proper family again, I promise.”

				Cynthia started to pull away, but he clutched her hand and brought it to his lips. He let his kiss linger on her soft skin for a moment, then reluctantly let her go when one of the guards cleared his throat. Kloe squealed one last time as Cynthia wrapped him in his blanket, then she rose from the table and turned away. The imperial guards ushered her out, and she glanced back once before the door closed. She left him with a smile that was as brilliant as it was fleeting.

				Feldrin hoped it wasn’t the last one he ever saw from her.

				≈

				Chula stood silent on the deck of Orin’s Pride while Horace called out commands to the crew. He wasn’t silent just because Horace knew his job and needed no coaching, but because he didn’t trust his voice to remain steady if he spoke. He raised his hand in farewell to the people on the pier. Tipos and Rella waved back, but he barely noticed. His gaze was fixed on Paska holding little Koybur in her arms. She just stared at him, her mouth drawn in a hard line.

				She was not happy with him.

				Their argument had been legendary. She’d railed and yelled and shouted at him until he actually thought she might hit him. “You promised that we would never part again!” she’d cried. That had torn his heart like nothing else, because he had promised. But he had to go to Tsing, and for all he knew, Paska and Tipos faced the guillotine for the deaths of the two marines on Plume Isle. They would be safe here, and he had promised to return, one way or another.

				The tenders loosed their tow lines, and Orin’s Pride came around like a graceful swan spreading her wings to fly. With her mainsail and jib set to opposite sides to catch the wind directly astern, she glided out the cut and beyond the sheltering headland. Chula finally let his arm fall as the pier passed out of sight.

				“Bring her up and be settin’ de fore-s’l and fore-stays’l, Horace.”

				“Aye, sir!”

			

			
				Orders rang out and the schooner jibed to starboard, her jib cracking as it swept across and filled. They came up into the wind sweetly, the sailors tending their sheets carefully to bring her to a near stop. More orders, and the fore-sail gaff was hoisted, canvas flapping noisily until it was set and sheeted tight. As they bore off the wind, a call came from the lookout.

				 “Sails! Looks like five, no six of ‘em! To the south, just off that—Holy cripes, Captain, there’s an island!”

				“Island?” Horace said, raising a spyglass. “What the hells?”

				“What’s a bloody-be-damned island doin’ dere?” Chula reached for his own glass, but his first mate preempted his action.

				“That’s not an island, Captain.” Not many things scared the stolid first mate, but Chula heard true dread in Horace’s voice.

				“Akrotia!” Chula said, his blood turning cold.

				“Bloody hells, it followed us!”

				Chula raised his glass. Akrotia loomed about eight miles away, and to its west he spied the flock of six white sails that had caught the lookout’s eye. The ships were hull down, one much smaller than the others. “Dat’s gotta be a fleet of warships sailin’ a picket.” He slapped his glass shut. He’d lost one ship already to Akrotia; he’d be damned to all Nine Hells if he’d lose another. “Hoist de tops’ls, Horace! Set a course of zero one zero, right fer Tsing! I want ever’ stitch she’ll fly aloft and trimmed smartly!”

				“Aye, Captain!”

				Orin’s Pride turned north and her crew scrambled to pile on canvas. The wind was steady and, with sails full, the ship heeled and surged forward. The newly cleaned hull glided through the water, and their speed increased to a steady twelve knots. Akrotia faded in the distance, but Chula couldn’t keep from looking over his shoulder.

				≈

				*Seamage Flaxal Brelak lives, Trident Holder,* Chaser reported, fluttering his gills as he struggled to breathe, sign and swim all at once. Shelly swam beside him, having elected to come with him to deliver Tailwalker’s message. She had kept pace with him the whole way, which was impressive for any mer. *She met with us. She knows of Akrotia. The emperor of the landwalkers has imprisoned her and her mate for the loss of his ships, but she has bargained with him. She will fight Akrotia, and he will reduce their imprisonment.*

			

			
				*Reduce?* Broadtail’s colors flushed dark with anger. *I would think he would offer to free them for her aid.*

				*She signed that he would not.* Chaser flipped his tail and turned himself sideways to sign more clearly. *But she also signed that we should prepare. She will need our help. She is going to meet with the landwalkers who built Akrotia, and hopes that they will tell her how to destroy it.*

				*The landwalkers who built Akrotia still live?* the trident holder signed, flushing pale. *I had no idea landwalkers lived so long.*

				*She said that some do. Evidently, there is more than one type of landwalker.*

				*Well, the land is a strange place if there are creatures who live more generations than I have seasons. It is good that she is going to sign with these venerable landwalkers. They must have much wisdom after living so long.*

				*That is what Tailwalker signed to her. She only signed that she hoped so, for all our sakes.*

				*Yes, let us all hope so.* Broadtail swam for a few hundred tail flips without another sign, then rolled back to Chaser and told him, *Go back and sign to her that the mer will fight with her. We will follow her direction. Tell her the landwalker warships have attacked Akrotia. They even managed to damage it with their rock throwers, but it broke free of our cables and very nearly burned their ships to cinders. We helped them escape. Tell her we will aid them if they wish to attack again.*

				*Is that all, Trident Holder?* Chaser asked, not looking forward to the long swim back north, but willing to start right away.

				*No, Chaser. Tell her also that we will help her any way we can. If she wants us to convince the landwalker emperor to release her and her husband, we can do it. He depends on the sea, and we control it.*

				*I will, Trident Holder.* He signaled his approval and turned to Shelly. *Will you swim back with me, or is your tail too tired?*

				*My tail is ready if yours is, Chaser,* she signed, grinning a challenge at him and flipping ahead just to prove her claim.

				*Let us swim then!* he signed, flipping past her with a flutter of his gills. She flipped her own tail and was beside him in moments, holding his pace without the slightest strain. It was nice having her there, he decided, rolling over to watch her swim. She looked over and saw him watching, and her colors brightened. She rolled in a spiral, showing off her muscular tail, and he thought again that it was very nice indeed having her swimming beside him.

			

			
				≈

				Cynthia took a seat at the council table with a knot of apprehension forming in her stomach. There were several empty seats, and as yet no emperor and no elves. The two days since her release had flown by. Nights she spent snuggled with Kloe in a comfortable bed at Count Norris’ home, her guards standing in shifts outside her door. Aside from her visit with Feldrin this morning, her waking hours had been spent signing with Tailwalker, discussing what she knew of the upper levels of Akrotia, and what he knew of the lower. Still, there was too little information to formulate an attack strategy. She had been relying on the elves to shed more light on the issue, but they weren’t here.

				“Well, Admiral Lewell, how are the port defenses shaping up?” she asked, more as an effort to quell her nervousness than any real interest.

				Lewell scowled at her. “I report to the emperor, Mrs. Flaxal Brelak. You shall hear what I have to say when I tell his majesty.”

				“Okay,” she said, but the snub stung. Cynthia didn’t care if they didn’t like her, but it would be nice if they’d show a little gratitude for her contribution to this fight. Without her, they’d have to combat Akrotia with ships alone. That would be costly; ships would burn, and men would die. With her aid, the mer and the grace of Odea, they might just have a chance. A little common courtesy didn’t seem too much to ask.

				Cynthia was still trying to control her anger when the door behind her opened. Even before she could turn, it seemed that the room suddenly brightened, as if the sun had broken through to shine through golden-hued windows. A light breeze wafted through the room, bringing with it the scent of trees and flowers. The elves had arrived.

				Ambassador Troielstian entered first and took a seat. Slowly, as if reluctant, the two elves came in. They wore long robes of gray-green material gathered loosely at their waists. The hoods of the cloaks were thrown back, revealing features framed by hair like spun gold, and so pale and delicately chiseled that they might have been carved of marble. Luminous, almond shaped eyes shifted in color as they swept the room. Ghelfan and Ambassador Troielstian were both strikingly attractive, but now she could see the true elvish blood their features only hinted at.

			

			
				The elves remained impassive as they inspected the assembly. Only when their gazes reached Cynthia did they linger, as if they recognized something in her that the others lacked. She found herself unable to turn away from their scrutiny. Finally their attention drifted past, and she shifted uncomfortably.

				The elves ignored the empty seats next to their ambassador, but stood calmly, facing the entire room. This put them behind Cynthia, and she found it difficult to turn away and sit properly. She felt as if they were staring at her, their extraordinary eyes burning holes in her back. At least she was not the only one who felt uncomfortable; everyone shot furtive glances toward the new arrivals.

				She gave a start when the other door opened and the emperor’s entourage entered. Everyone stood as the herald made his announcement. The emperor took his seat, acknowledging the elves with a solemn nod, while his bodyguard stared at them with suspicion. Only the crown prince seemed worse than Cynthia at concealing his awe, staring openly at the elves.

				“If it pleases Your Majesty,” said Ambassador Troielstian as he indicated his kinsmen, “may I introduce Xoihe and Tierl, from the elvish lands. I have briefed them on the situation. They are two of the many designers of Akrotia, and have deigned to travel here to provide whatever information might be requested.”

				“We are honored by the presence of two of the Elder Race,” said the emperor, “and avidly seek their counsel in facing this unprecedented menace to Our empire. We have only days before Akrotia’s arrival.”

				“Your pardon, Emperor Tynean.” The elf’s voice sang with hidden music. Cynthia felt giddy with it. She turned to face Xoihe, and held her breath in anticipation of his next words. “The menace you face is not Akrotia.”

				Confusion reigned on faces around the table, and Cynthia caught her breath. Eyes drifted toward her, some glowering in accusation; she was the one who had told them about Akrotia.

				“Akrotia was the name of the seamage who was the first heart of the city,” Tierl explained, her voice no less enchanting than her companion’s. “He and the city became one, but now the city has a new heart, does it not?”

				“It does,” Cynthia said, her own voice sounding harsh to her ears. “His name is Edan.”

			

			
				“So the city is now Edan.” Tierl nodded, her face unreadable.

				“We’re here to discuss how to fight this thing, not what to call it,” Admiral Lewell scoffed, and Cynthia stiffened.

				“But how can one formulate a plan of action when one does not know what one is taking action against?” Xoihe asked, apparently unperturbed by the admiral’s rudeness. “Akrotia had vastly different capabilities than does Edan. You must configure your strategy to accommodate the city that is, not the city that was. No?”

				“Yes,” Cynthia said, meeting the elf’s remarkable eyes and nearly losing her train of thought. She fought to focus her mind on the issue at hand. “Edan was gifted with mastery of both fire and wind, but he doesn’t have any connection to the sea. In fact, it terrifies him.”

				“You see?” said the elf with a thin smile, his enigmatic gaze sweeping the room. “This is not Akrotia. Edan was ill-suited for union with the city, and thus, should be vulnerable.”

				“But vulnerable how?” Commodore Henkle asked. “Whatever you want to call it, this thing has erupted volcanoes to destroy two entire islands. If it does that here, Tsing will be immolated.”

				“Is this area volcanically active, Emperor Tynean?” Tierl asked.

				“Not to Our knowledge,” the sovereign answered.

				“Then I do not think you need to fear a volcano. Fire, of course, is a threat, and if Edan comes close enough, the city is at risk. You should endeavor to stop Edan before he arrives here.”

				“We didn’t need you to tell us that,” Admiral Lewell muttered.

				Though the elves ignored his comment, the emperor did not. “Admiral! You will keep your disrespectful comments to yourself, or you will leave this room!”

				“Yes, Your Majesty,” Lewell replied, his face flushing crimson.

				“Stopping the city is indeed Our intent,” the emperor said. “You said that Akro—Edan would be vulnerable. Vulnerable to what?”

				“Vulnerable to his fears, of course. To that over which he has no control.”

				“The sea,” Cynthia said.

				“Precisely.” Xoihe withdrew a long roll of parchment from his robe and extended it to her. “These are simplified renderings of the city’s structure.”

				There were four pages, and as Cynthia unrolled them she could see that each represented a different perspective: two in profile, one from above and one from below. She spread out the beautiful renderings for all to see.

			

			
				“We designed the city to interact optimally with a seamage, taking advantage of those skills inherent to sea magic. Without the sea’s aid, Edan’s mobility will be severely impeded. Similarly, since he cannot wield fire underwater, the lower structures are accessible…to a point. He can, as you tell it, heat the stone of his structure, and radiant heat may cause the surrounding water to become dangerously hot.”

				Cynthia analyzed the drawings, comparing them with her memories of the city. “I didn’t see the city from below. These structures were built to house the mer?”

				“Yes, among other things,” Tierl stepped forward and indicated the deep central aperture surrounded by several smaller structures on the underside. “Water circulated through these channels at the will of the seamage, to both cleanse the city and to propel it in any direction.”

				“It looks top heavy,” Master Tomlyn said, pointing to the towering structures of the upper city.

				“The city is stable,” Tierl said. “The upper structures are less robust than those below. The hull and lower structures are considerably thicker and heavier, to withstand the greater pressures inherent in water relative to air. However, if sufficient weight was removed from the deepest structures, the city’s stability would be compromised. Additional instability might be induced by poorly distributed water encroachment.”

				“Flooding,” muttered Tomlyn.

				“When I saw the city,” Cynthia said, “it had a significant growth of coral, and the mer reported other growth on the underside. When we arrived, the mer had flooded many of the lower chambers, raising the waterline another three feet or so. But Edan didn’t like even stepping in water, so he’s probably boiled it all away by now. His magic lit the runes that were inscribed throughout the city, and they radiated heat like an oven.”

				“This is confirmed by the survivors from Iron Drake,” Commodore Henkle agreed. “They said that the heat was blistering, even at a distance. Iron Drake burst into flames when it got too close.”

				The two elves looked at one another, but offered no explanation.

				“How fragile are these lower structures?” Cynthia asked, urging the discussion back to the matter of the city’s stability.

			

			
				“They are not so delicate as they appear. The stonework is designed to withstand the violence of a storm at sea. But they are more fragile than the hull itself.”

				“What about the magic that Ghelfan said was used in the city’s construction?”

				“The magics,” Xoihe said, “act to ward off the ravages of time. They do not strengthen the stone beyond its normal limits.”

				“So if I could break off several towers, and remove the coral growth from one side only, what effect would it have on the overall stability?”

				“It would shift the center of mass and decrease stability. But even removal of all the undersea structures would not capsize the city,” Tierl said. “Further inducement would be necessary.”

				“By further inducement, you mean…what?” Henkle asked.

				“Water,” Cynthia said, nodding to herself as she formed a picture in her mind. “We need to breach the hull, and remove the underwater structures from the opposite side. That will cause the city to list and take on water. Edan’s afraid of water, and he’ll close off that section, preventing the water from settling to the lower levels. That will increase the list.” She looked back to the elves. “How much list before it rolls over?”

				“We cannot say exactly. There are too many unknown variables in the equation.”

				“But it will roll over,” Tomlyn put in, standing to peer at the drawings, which seemed to fascinate him as much as Cynthia. “As a wild guess, I’d say forty-five degrees.” He looked at Cynthia, then the elves.

				“Perhaps.” The two elves looked at one another, then back to Cynthia. They shrugged in unison, their faces unchanged.

				“And if it does capsize?” the emperor asked.

				“It may float for some time, but the failsafe devices do not function when inverted. If the hull is has been breached, it will sink quickly. If the water is sufficiently deep, Edan will be destroyed.”

				“The city or the man?” Cynthia whispered to herself.

				“Both.” Tierl reached out and placed one slim hand on Cynthia’s arm. The elf’s touch was cool, and the fragrance of earth and growing things suffused the air between them. “They are indivisible.”

				Cynthia met the elf’s gaze, and the sorrow she saw there threatened to break her heart. She saw the truth in their eyes; she had to kill Edan in order to save Tsing…and her family.

			

			
				“Can you do it?” the emperor asked, breaking Cynthia’s reverie.

				“I…believe so, Your Majesty. With the help of the mer and your fleet, we should be able to develop a workable strategy. I recommend that we start as soon as possible, while Edan is in deep water. If he realizes what we’re trying to do and grounds himself in shallow water, the city won’t sink. “

				“But it would be immobilized,” General Plank said.

				“Until a spring tide or a hurricane lifts him off.” She shook her head. “Better to do it in deep water. Then it’s done for good.”

				“We agree.” The emperor stood and all followed suit. He nodded to the elves. “Thank you for your counsel. We are in your debt.”

				“There is no debt, Emperor Tynean,” Xoihe said regretfully. “The city is our creation. We were seduced by a dream of unifying the races of sea and land, and when this failed, we should have taken steps to ensure that the city was destroyed. We did not think that another would take Akrotia’s place. We were wrong.”

				“Very well.” The emperor turned to the rest of the attendees. “Commodore Henkle, continue to ready the fleet, and formulate a strategy with Mrs. Flaxal Brelak. Coordinate with the merfolk through her.”

				“Yes, Your Majesty.” The commodore bowed.

				“This council is adjourned.”

				As the emperor departed, a buzz of conversation arose among the council attendants as they began to discuss how best to make use of this new information. Cynthia turned to the elves. “Pardon me, but I have another question.”

				“Of course, Seamage Flaxal Brelak,” said Tierl.

				Cynthia was taken aback; only the mer addressed her as Seamage. “What might happen if two people were in the crystal chamber when the city was activated?”

				The two elves looked at one another, their normally tranquil expressions now puzzled, then back to her.

				“We do not know, Seamage Flaxal Brelak. The enchantment was not designed to accommodate more than one. But then, it also was not designed to accommodate a pyromage.” Tierl gestured with her hands, a mer sign meaning, *How strange.* “If both were incorporated into the lattice, their minds would be joined. We know that Edan was incorporated, because his magic infuses the structure. Who was the other?”

			

			
				“A girl. A very angry, confused girl.” Cynthia shook her head, wondering if this explained Edan’s actions, or simply confused the issue. “She was the one who killed Kloetesh Ghelfan, your distant kin.”

				“This is grave news, Seamage Flaxal Brelak,” Tierl said, exchanging another glance with her companion; this time, her expression was definitely worried.

				“Yes,” Cynthia agreed as a shiver ran up her spine. If Samantha’s presence in the city worried the elves, it terrified her.


				


			

				Chapter 28

				Orin’s Pride

				“Looks like they’ve already got the news about Akrotia,” Horace said as Orin’s Pride sailed between two of the seven galleons moored in a close line across the mouth of Tsing Harbor. The ships had all been dismasted, and swarms of workers were fitting each with a massive catapult that occupied the entire foredeck. Supply barges moved swiftly back and forth between the ships and the naval dock. On each headland, even greater siege engines had been erected, huge counterweight-driven machines that could throw immense boulders long distances.

				“Aye, and it looks like we be causin’ a bit of a stir, as well,” Chula agreed as a small fleet of launches left the naval pier and started toward them. “Be makin’ sure nobody touches anyt’in’ dat look like a weapon, Horace. Dey’ll be on us like stink on a sea monkey if we do somet’in’ stupid.”

				“Not much more’n a riggin’ knife aboard anyway, Capt’n,” Horace said. He had not been happy about Chula’s orders to leave all their weapons at the shipyard, but had seen the wisdom in it.

				“Good. No need ta be antagonizin’ ‘em.” He nodded to the approaching launches, each with half a dozen archers at the ready, arrows nocked.

				“Should we shorten sail, Capt’n?” Horace glanced aloft, but they were only flying a reefed mainsail, fore-staysail and a single jib.

				“Not ‘til dey order it, Horace.” Chula stepped to the port-side rail where the first of the launches was coming about to pace them. He waved amiably and opened his mouth to greet the officer standing in her bow, but the man cut him off.

				“Shorten sail and prepare to be boarded! This ship is hereby impounded by order of the emperor!”

				“Impounded?” Chula glanced to Horace and nodded. The fore-staysail was furled and the main sheet slacked until the schooner began to lose headway. “Yer pardon, sir, but why?”

				“Because her master has been convicted as a traitor to the empire, and all his possessions are forfeit! Now prepare to be boarded!”

			

			
				Chula stiffened. How could they call Captain Brelak a traitor? There were some mutters among the crew, but Chula silenced them with one dark glare.

				“Come on aboard as you please, sir. We be puttin’ down de port-side ladder for ya.”

				“If they scratch our new paint, I’ll have their hides for sailcloth,” Horace muttered, his huge hands flexing at his belt.

				“I’m thinkin’ dat dis ain’t our ship no more, Horace, and if we be lucky dey won’t be throwin’ us in prison. You hear what dat fella said? Treason.”

				“Aye, I heard it.” Horace scowled as the launch neared. “That don’t mean I have to like it.”

				“Like it or no, dey be comin’ aboard.” Chula shot a glare to Horace. “Not one bit of foolishness, now, not from anyone. Us gettin’ in trouble won’t help Capt’n Brelak none.”

				“Aye, Capt’n.”

				The imperials boarded with military precision, marines first, then the officer. The launch bore off and another disgorged a second marine contingent. Only when there were a dozen armed marines on the deck did the officer step forward.

				“Who is acting captain of this vessel?”

				“I be de captain of Orin’s Pride, and I ain’t just actin’ at it neither.” Chula stepped forward, unsure of how to address the nervous officer. “We not be armed, sir, and de ship be yours if ya be wantin’ it, but I’d like to be askin’ about dis treason t’ing. De owner, Capt’n Brelak, he told us dere be some trouble he needed to come up here to see about, but he di’n’t mention no treason. And on top o’ dat, we seen dis big floatin’ islan’ sout’of here, and a bunch of warships, too. Dat was t’ree days down da coast, an’ we been runnin’ ‘bout twelve knots. We want ta report it ta whoever’s in charge. You know anyt’in’ ‘bout dat?”

				The officer ignored Chula’s questions. “Your name, Captain?”

				“My name be Chula, and dis be my first mate, Horace.” He squinted down at the man and wrinkled his brow. “You want all our names?”

				“No, Captain…Chula. Yours is sufficient.” The officer squared his shoulders and continued. “This ship is hereby impounded on order of His Majesty, the emperor. You and your crew will be allowed to debark at the navy pier, and released on your own recognizance. Any attempt to resist will be dealt with by force. Is that understood?”

			

			
				“Oh, aye, sir, though I’m not too sure what dat word ‘recognizance’ means. But as long as we be free to walk about, we okay wit’ dat.” He squinted over the officer’s shoulder at the pier and asked. “You want us to bring her into de dock, sir, or would you prefer, dis bein’ an impounded ship and all, to do it yourselves?”

				“Uh…” The officer glance around the deck at the schooner’s unfamiliar rig and said, “Your assistance would be appreciated, Captain. Please pull her alongside the warship at the head of the pier.”

				“All right. Horace, sheet de main and bring her two points to starboard if you be pleased. We’ll bring her up and let her backfill to draw us in, so be ready on de windward sheets. Smartly, now!”

				“Aye, sir!”

				Horace barked orders, and the crew responded like the veterans they were. Orin’s Pride fell off the wind and built up speed. Then, under Horace’s direction, the helmsman brought her up into the wind parallel to the pier. The mainsail and jib were cross-sheeted, and the ship came to an easy stop, then drifted to starboard just as the crew put out fenders. Orin’s Pride nudged the fenders so gently that one might have thought Odea’s own hand had guided her in. The sails were furled in moments, and the crew all gathered on deck. The sailors on the warship leaned over their rails, staring at the exotic rig and calling out compliments on the precision of their landing. Even the naval contingent aboard Orin’s Pride looked on appraisingly. Chula actually had to call for the officer’s attention as the last of the securing lines was cinched tight.

				“You want to be takin’ her for your impoundin’ now, sir, or do you mind if me crew be gettin’ deir belongin’s before we do dat debarkin’ t’ing you said to do?”

				“Uh…you may take your personal effects, Captain, but no cargo.”

				“Oh, we not be haulin’ any cargo, sir. Just our stuff is all.” He nodded to Horace, who gave the order, then turned back to the navy man. “By de way, sir, would you be knowin’ if Count Emil Norris be in de city? We saw him down in de Shattered Isles, but dat was some weeks ago.”

				“Actually, the count arrived some days ago aboard Cape Storm. His lady was the talk of the navy!”

				“Miss Camilla?” Chula tried to hide his astonishment, and failed. “Uh, and could you maybe gimme directions to his house? I got a message for him.”

			

			
				“Of course. The officer at the gate can direct you.”

				“Bloody fine! Oh, and if yer captain wants to know Akrotia’s position, just have him look me up at de count’s house, ay?”

				“Um…yes. Yes, I’ll inform the commodore.”

				“All righty, den!” Chula accepted his sea bag from Horace and slung it over his shoulder. “De ship be yours, sir. Oh, and mind her brightwork, if you be pleased. She just had a refit and she’s spit and polish. I’d not be de one ta tell Captain Brelak dat his ship got all scratched up while she was bein’ impounded.”

				“Yes, of course. Thank you, Captain, for your cooperation.”

				Chula and the crew of Orin’s Pride debarked onto the much larger warship, crossed her deck and proceeded onto the pier. There Horace clapped his captain on the shoulder and said, “By the Nine Hells, Chula, that landing was a thing of beauty. I thought for sure we’d mess it up, there being such an audience and all. My hat’s off to ya, sir! I just hope we have a chance to sail her again someday.”

				“Never you mind dat, Horace,” Chula replied, lengthening his strides toward the gate. “Dere’s notin’ we can do about de ship right now. But did you hear? Miss Cammy’s here! And did ya see dat Lady Belle on our way across de harbor?”

				“That I did, sir.”

				“Good. Now, we need to be gettin’ word to Count Norris. Mayhap dat son of a fornicatin’ pig of a pirate, Parek, is somewhere in de city still. And de count’s bound ta know what’s up wit’ de mistress and de captain. Bloody treason my arse!”

				≈

				They had taken his ship!

				The bloody imperial navy had commandeered King Gull, dismasted her, and put her captain and crew ashore. And what was more, they didn’t even give him as much as a bent copper for her! Farin cursed under his breath and glared into his empty tankard.

				“Could be worse, Captain,” Quid said, spitting a dark stream of tobacco juice onto the floor of the seedy waterfront tavern, “they could’a kept the cargo as well.”

				“Aye, that’s true enough,” Farin admitted, waylaying a passing barmaid and signaling for another round. They had made a pretty profit on the cargo. And, he grudgingly admitted, the imperials had told him that his ship would be returned, her masts restepped and all damage repaired, as soon as the crisis was over. Of course, they wouldn’t tell him what the crisis was, though the city was abuzz with speculation.

			

			
				“Saw some people packin’ up wagons this mornin’ like they was takin’ everythin’ they had and skippin’ town.” Quid sipped his rum and frowned. “Think we should do the same, maybe?”

				“Figger I’ll stick around, Quid. I was lookin’ forward to bein’ a merchant captain, and I’ll be damned if I let them imperials rob me of it.” He received his refill from the barmaid and took a sip.

				“Well, we been robbin’ them fer as long as I can remember, so I guess they’re just tryin’ to get back at us, ay?” Quid laughed at the joke, but Farin didn’t find it quite as funny. “Some of the men have already set out on their own. Hired on as caravan guards, if you believe it.”

				“Aye, they’re payin’ good wages to anyone who can handle a blade.” He sipped again and looked around the tavern. “They’re scared, Quid. When people get scared, they get dangerous.”

				“That’s a fact, sure as—” Quid suddenly sat up, eyes widening in shock as he focused on something outside the tavern’s murky front window. “By the hells, Captain, I just seen Kori!”

				“What?” Farin turned to scan the bustling waterfront, but didn’t see anyone resembling the Cutthroat’s former boatswain. “You sure?”

				“Aye, I’m sure, Captain. Dressed up like cock of the walk, he was, but it was Kori sure enough.” He downed the rest of his rum and stood. “Mayhap he knows where Parek’s got off to, ay?”

				“Maybe he does at that,” Farin agreed. He downed his drink at one swallow and left a silver crown on the table. “Come on!”

				≈

				“Would ya be lookin’ at dis!” said Chula as he and Horace strode across the neatly cobbled street toward the tall stone townhouse. Three floors of gleaming windows and white trim, with a widow’s walk atop, the house was impressive. 

				“I guess diplomacy pays pretty good,’” muttered Horace, who seemed distinctly uncomfortable in such upscale surroundings. Two constables on the corner were eying them suspiciously, and Chula was glad that they had sent the rest of the crew off to find lodgings. This didn’t look like a neighborhood that hosted many parties of sailors, unless they were the naval kind with gold epaulets and lots of medals.

				“Aye,” agreed Chula, “but dere’s not a tree or a beach ta be seen. And you can prob’ly only see de ocean from de rooftop.”

			

			
				“And cities are such smelly places. No breeze at all,” Horace added. “Yer right. I wouldn’t wanna live here.”

				Grinning at one another, they climbed the steps and rapped on the bronze knocker.

				“Hello, Tim,” Chula said when the front door opened. He grinned at the boy’s wide eyes. “Fancy meetin’ you here. Would yer father de count be about?”

				“Chula! Horace! Uh…yeah! Come in! Come in!” He backed up and held the door wide, ushering them into a large foyer. “Father! Father, come quick!”

				“Please, Tim, there’s no need to yell. Kloe is sleeping upstairs and—” Norris stepped from the adjoining room and stared in shock. “By the Gods of Light! Chula! What are you doing here?”

				“Well, yer Countship, we stopped fer de repairs we needed and found out a few t’ings dat we—”

				“Chula!” Cynthia dashed across the foyer and flung her arms around him.

				“Shambata Daroo! I’m guessin’ dat de emperor believe you, huh? Is Capt’n Brelak about? Some navy feller say somet’in’ ‘bout treason, but I knew dat couldn’t be true.”

				Cynthia stood back and her smile vanished. She looked back over her shoulder, and he saw two imperial guards standing in the doorway, watching the proceedings with wary eyes. “No, Chula, the emperor didn’t believe us. I was sentenced to ten years in prison, and Feldrin was sentenced to death.”

				“What?” Horace gasped, his face blanching white.

				“No! Dey can’t! De bloody rotten…” Chula’s heart hammered in his chest, his fists clenching at his sides. Only when Cynthia raised a calming hand did he relent.

				“Chula, please, listen; I made a deal with the emperor, and Feldrin’s sentence was commuted.”

				“Deal? What kinda…” The pieces all fit together in his mind in a flash of insight. “He want you ta fight Akrotia, don’t he?”

				“Yes, he— Wait! How do you know about Akrotia?” she asked, clutching his arm.

				“We saw it when we come outta Ghelfan’s shipyard. A picket of warships was sailin’ along wit’ it.”

			

			
				“Ah! That’ll give us some kind of estimate of its speed. And did you see any imperial ships headed south?”

				“No, no odda ships.”

				“So they’ve already reached Joslan…” Cynthia bit her lip as she considered the information.

				Chula glanced over as someone else entered the hallway, then stared. “Miss Cammy! We heard you was—”

				“Chula!” Her eyes were filled with tears, and she wrung her hands in white-knuckled fists. “Is…is Paska with you, or Tipos? I’ve got to explain…”

				 “Paska and Tipos are at Ghelfan’s, Miss Cammy.” He looked at Norris, behind him to the unobtrusive secretary, Huffington, and then back to her. “I guess dat whole plan worked, ay?”

				“It worked,” the count said, moving to put an arm around Camilla’s slim waist. “It’s a very long story, but you needn’t have left Paska and Tipos behind.” He looked conspicuously at the two imperial guards, and added. “After rescuing Camilla, the facts became clear to everyone.”

				“Well, dat’s somet’in’! I had a knock-down drag-out argument wit’ Paska to keep her from comin’ here, and it was all for not’in’! Ha!” He clapped the count on the shoulder. “It good to be seein’ ya safe an’ sound, Miss Cammy, but…” He paused for a moment, unsure of how to say it, then just blurted it out. “Dat bloody pirate Parek is here.”

				“Here?” Camilla paled and clutched Norris’ arm. Norris held her steady, his arm around her protectively. “Here in Tsing? How do you know?”

				“Seems he stopped at Ghelfan’s shipyard fer repairs. He fed ‘em some story ‘bout gettin’ a recommendation from…uh…you, Miss Cammy. He had his ship refitted and trimmed up ta look like a merchantman. He renamed her Lady Belle, and we seen dat very ship in de harbor here.”

				“Don’t worry, my dear,” Norris said, and he kissed Camilla’s hair. “He can’t know you’re here. You’re safe.”

				“Aye, and wit’ de whole crew of de Pride here in Tsing, we can make double sure of dat, Miss Cammy.” Chula turned to Cynthia. “An’ dat reminds me o’ what I was lookin’ ta tell Capt’n Feldrin. Dem imperial navy types impounded Orin’s Pride, Mistress. Dere was not a t’ing we could be doin’ about it. I’m sorry.”

				“I knew they would, Chula,” Cynthia replied with a sigh. “If every sailor in the navy wasn’t working on city defenses, the emperor would probably have her hauled and dismantled before the day was out so his naval architect could…” Her voice trailed off, and her eyes slowly widened. Her gaze drifted away from Chula to the two bored imperial guards. She edged forward and gripped Norris’ arm, lowering her voice to a bare whisper. “That’s it!”

			

			
				“What’s what?” Norris asked.

				“That’s everything! Don’t you see?” She glanced again at her imperial escort. “We should sit down and discuss this, Count Norris. There are…implications.”

				“Of course.”

				Norris, Chula saw, was no fool when it came to keeping secrets, yet another advantage to a career in diplomacy, he supposed. The count ushered them to a quiet sitting room, and called for drinks. He had Huffington see to the comfort of the two imperial guards, who remained in the foyer, comfortably seated with a small table between them, sharing a pot of blackbrew and a plate of sweet biscuits.

				When the door finally closed, Cynthia continued in a low voice, “I completely forgot about the confiscation of our property! The empire took everything Feldrin and I own.”

				Chula wondered how that could be a good thing, but Cynthia seemed elated.

				Cynthia turned to Norris. “Are there any magistrates in Tsing who owe you a favor? A big favor? Or who perhaps can be…bought?”

				“There are several who owe me favors,” Norris answered with a wry smile. “Why?”

				“I need to draft some documents, have them ratified for about a month ago, and get them to Southaven immediately.”

				“The magistrate is no problem, but it’s weeks by courier to Southaven, and there will be no ships heading there anytime soon.”

				Cynthia chewed her thumbnail, then brightened. “Could you contact ambassador Troielstian to arrange a meeting here with the elves?”

				“Certainly.”

				“Thank you!”

				Chula had watched the exchange with no comprehension of what they were talking about, but that wasn’t his affair. “Dere’s somethin’ else we need to be doin’, Mistress,” he said as Norris got up to leave the room. “We gotta be findin’ dis pirate, Parek.”

			

			
				“Parek…” Camilla whispered as she cringed into the couch, her arms clutched around her waist.

				Cynthia stared at Chula as if he were crazy. “Why in all the Nine Hells would you want to find him, Chula?”

				“Two reasons, Shambata Daroo: blood and money.” Fury boiled through Chula as he looked at Camilla’s fear-stricken face; the woman was a mere shadow of her former self. “His blood, and your money.”

				His words wrought a peculiar change in Camilla. She slowly sat up, straightening her back and raising her head, muscles clenching at her jaw. Something dark and dangerous glinted in her eyes, and she mouthed a word that only he seemed to see. Blood.

				“We’ll need help to find him,” Horace said. “We don’t know the city so good.”

				“That’s easy,” Tim said with a feral grin, “Father’s got just the man to track him down.”

				≈

				“Wha’de ya think, Capt’n?” Quid asked as they stood at the opposite corner of the block and stared at the tall, white-painted townhouse that Kori had disappeared into.

				“I think it’s a bloody nice place fer a common pirate to afford.” He nudged Quid and they withdrew around the corner. “Looks like they took a fair prize, then skipped out before we got back.”

				“Bloody traitors, cuttin’ out so they wouldn’t have to share it with us.” Quid spat onto the cobbles.

				“Don’t know if that’s the case, yet, Quid,” Farin said, rubbing his jaw in thought. “With all them warships about, they might have been forced to hightail it. But I know one thing; we’re gonna pay the good Master Kori a visit and find out.”

				“Shall I round up the crew?”

				“Aye, as many as are still in town. If Kori’s new digs are any indication of the plunder Parek took, they’ll want to be in on this.” He looked to Quid and grinned. “Like the oath says: loyal as one, or a watery grave.”


				


			

				Chapter 29

				The Hunt

				“Ahoy, Lady Belle,” Horace called as they approached the sleek vessel.

				Huffington sat in the prow of the launch, looking every bit the rich man’s secretary. He ran his gaze appraisingly over Lady Belle and made a nonsensical note in the small book he balanced on his knee.

				“They changed her rake and rig, but I recognize her now,” Tim said in a low voice as he nodded toward the stern. “Father and I climbed up her transom looking for Miss Cammy.”

				“Quiet now, Tim,” Huffington warned, trying to imagine his master climbing up through the transom windows, a dagger in his teeth. He failed, but it brought a thin smile to his lips. “We don’t know who’s aboard her yet. Just give me a nod if you recognize any pirates.”

				Horace called out again, and finally a figure appeared at the gunwale.

				“Ahoy the launch. What’s yer business?”

				“We’d like a word with the captain, if he’s about,” Huffington called out. When the sailor disappeared, Huffington glanced at Tim, but the boy shook his head; not a pirate. At least, not a pirate he knew.

				A moment later, another man appeared and leaned over the rail. He was older and heftier than the first, and had an air of command about him. Huffington feigned a lurch with a roll of the launch, glancing back at Tim. Again, Tim shook his head; not a pirate.

				“I’m the captain. What’s this about? Don’t tell me the commodore’s changed his mind and decided to commandeer us. You don’t look like imperials.”

				“No, sir,” Huffington said. “My master’s in the market to expand his fleet, and this fine ship caught his eye. She isn’t perchance for sale, is she?”

				“Sorry, mate, but I just bought her myself.” The man grinned triumphantly, thumbs in his broad belt. “She is a beauty, ain’t she?”

				“Oh! My master’s not going to be happy with that.” Huffington put on a pained expression, then looked back up with a ray of hope. “Could you maybe give me the name of the chap you bought her from? Perhaps he has additional vessels for sale.”

			

			
				 “It was a fat banker type. Had it on auction. Got it on a writ of foreclosure for debt, he did. Let’s see, the fellow’s name was…Tree-somethin’… Trifold! That’s it.”

				“Thank you, sir! Sorry to have disturbed you,” Huffington called, then nodded to Horace. The six crewmen from Orin’s Pride dipped their oars and pulled toward shore. They were on the scent.

				≈

				“Good evening, Master Trifold. Might I have a word with you, sir?”

				The rotund financier turned from the door of his opulent uptown office, which he had just secured with a large set of brass keys. He didn’t look impressed with Huffington. Trifold’s bodyguard, a burly chap with a heavy cudgel at his hip, was more responsive to Huffington’s approach; his glare would have given a mounted lancer pause.

				“My office is closed for the day. You can make an appointment tomorrow, but until then, I must bid you good night.” He started up the street, his bodyguard at his heels. Huffington smoothly kept pace.

				“Your pardon, sir,” Huffington said, “but we really must speak now. My lord, Count Norris, is conducting an investigation concerning the sale of a certain vessel, the Lady Belle. You do, of course, know the ship.”

				Trifold frowned. “I purchase and sell a great many things, sir. I do not recall a ship by that name. Excuse me.” He quickened his pace, walking now as fast as an overweight, sedentary man could.

				“Come now, sir,” Huffington said with a thin smile, “you must remember. A small galleon with slim lines, newly refitted. Her master’s name was Parek, I believe.”

				A flash of tension before the façade of indignation closed back over the financier’s piggish features confirmed the man’s association with the pirate.

				“I don’t believe I’ve ever met anyone by that name. If Count Norris wishes to investigate my business dealings, he is free to do so, after he has acquired a writ from a magistrate. Now, sir, I must bid you good night!”

				“How very fortunate, then, that I procured such a writ before I came.” Huffington slowly withdrew a folded piece of fine, heavy paper from his inner coat pocket and held it out to the financier. The magistrate who had been busy notarizing the seamage’s documents had not even noticed one more slipped into the pile. “Now, we can either discuss this like civilized men, or I can serve this writ and gather my information from the documents I am legally entitled to confiscate from your office. Your choice, Master Trifold.”

			

			
				The fat man stopped abruptly and stared at the paper. Huffington could almost see his thoughts churning, trying to determine just how damaging an imperial investigation of his business would be. Huffington had seen the type before, and knew that Trifold had more to lose than the proceeds from one client. He would cough Parek up like a bad oyster, given the right inducement.

				“Well then!” the man blustered as he waved back his growling bodyguard. “I suppose I have some time for you, sir. Let us walk back to my office where we can discuss this in comfort.”

				Huffington smiled as he tucked the writ back into his coat pocket. “Very good, sir. Thank you for your cooperation.”

				≈

				“Excuse me, milord, but there’s some…um…people at the door.”

				Emil glanced up from where he sat with Camilla and Cynthia, enjoying an after-dinner glass of port, to see his housekeeper standing in the doorway, her eyes wide and jaw slack.

				“People?” he asked, frowning with worry.

				“Yes, milord.” Her voice reduced to a whisper. “Queer folk, they are, too.”

				“The elves,” Cynthia said with a nervous smile.

				“Excellent!” The count stood and held his arm out for Camilla. She slipped her hand lightly around it. He smiled at her; he’d been afraid that Chula’s information about Parek might cause a setback in her condition, but instead, she actually seemed to be a bit calmer tonight, steadier.

				“Thank you, Mrs. Grembly,” he said as they passed the housekeeper. “That will be all.”

				In the foyer stood the elves, tall and graceful. The two imperial guards, Cynthia’s escort, stared wide-eyed at the pair.

				“How delightful that you could come.” Emil bowed low as Cynthia introduced everyone, then waved the company toward the parlor.

				“We are pleased to attend,” said Xoihe. “Any assistance we can provide Seamage Flaxal Brelak is a worthy request.”

				Emil pulled the doors closed before the imperial guards could follow. His housekeeper was already laying out some more blackbrew and biscuits, and they didn’t even seem to notice they were being excluded again. Norris smiled and latched the door.

			

			
				When he turned, Cynthia was already talking softly with the elves, handing them a thick, leather-bound packet. He knew what the packet contained. They had spent most of the afternoon drafting the documents.

				“If you could get this to Southaven quickly, I’ll be forever in your debt,” Cynthia said.

				“We will do this, Seamage Flaxal Brelak, but we require no obligation from you,” Tierl said as she tucked the packet into her robes and smiled, bowing like a willow swaying in a summer breeze. “The burden of our folly rests on your shoulders. Edan is of our creation, after all. The perils you face stem from our thoughtlessness and pride.”

				“The city is a beautiful creation,” Cynthia insisted. “Asking you to destroy it would be like someone asking me to destroy my ships; impossible.”

				“Regardless, we wish you success.” The elves lifted the hoods of their cloaks. Even with their distinctive features out of sight, they possessed a grace that distinguished them from every human in the room.

				“I will deliver your package to Southaven immediately,” Tierl said to Cynthia, “and Xoihe will remain in the city until your task is finished. If we can provide any other service, you have but to ask.”

				“Thank you!” she said as the elves turned toward the door.

				Emil escorted their guests through the foyer to the front entrance. The elves merely bowed their hooded heads and descended the stairs to the street. He watched them walk away, incongruous in their urban surroundings, but so fluid and calm in their movements. He closed the door and turned back to see Camilla and Cynthia emerging from the parlor arm in arm. For the first time Camilla was not the one being supported, but instead was lending her strength to Cynthia, who looked tired but pleased.

				“I’m off to bed, then,” Cynthia said. “I’ve a long day tomorrow.”

				“I’ll go up, too,” Camilla said. She tilted her head up to Emil. He bent to kiss her and was surprised to feel her ardent response. She was feeling better.

				“I won’t be long,” he promised her as he squeezed her hand, then watched them ascend the stairs, trailed by Cynthia’s ever-present guards. He considered how much his life had changed since his first trip to Plume Isle. Today I helped prepare fraudulent documents, coerced a magistrate into signing them, hosted a conspiracy and lied to imperial guards, he thought. It’s not quite the same thrill as stealing a sword and leaping into the sea from the deck of a ship, but in the halls of politics, it might just be the equivalent.

			

			
				 He turned to the parlor, thinking to tidy up, since he had already dismissed Mrs. Grembly, and perhaps have another glass of port. The rattle of a key in the front door turned him back. Huffington entered, a sly smile on his face.

				“I know where he lives, milord,” he said quietly. “He’s leased a townhouse on the hill. Goes by the name of Torek, now. But several of the residents of his neighborhood have already begun to evacuate. We should act quickly, before he decides to leave as well.”

				“Excellent, Huffington!” He clapped the man on the shoulder, amazed once again at his resourcefulness. “We’ll go to the chief constable first thing in the morning.”

				“Very good, milord,” Huffington responded. “If you don’t mind, sir, it’s been a very long day, and likely to be a bigger one tomorrow. I’d better get some—”

				“You found him.”

				They both turned to see Camilla standing halfway up the stairs, her hands clenched before her. Her face was pale, but set in hard lines, her eyes dark and dangerous.

				“We have, my dear,” Emil said, worried at that expression. “With any luck, they’ll make an arrest tomorrow.”

				“I want to be there, Emil.” There was a cold determination in her voice that he had never heard before, and he knew there would be no arguing with her. “I want to look into his eyes when they drag him off to the guillotine.”

				≈

				“Hello, Kori,” Farin said with a grin as the pirate-turned-gentleman blinked the sleep from his eyes. “Nice place ya got here. Mind if we come in?”

				“Farin! By the Nine Hells!” Kori’s eyes popped so wide at the sight of the grim-faced pirates on his front stoop that Farin thought the orbs might fall out and roll down the steps onto the street. Kori drew his silk robe tight around his waist and grinned. “Good to see you, mates. Come in, come in!”

			

			
				He backed up and held the door open, which was more of an invitation than Farin expected. Farin, Quid, and the sixteen other pirates they were able to round up surged into the narrow entry hall of the townhouse. It was small enough that when Kori finally managed to latch the door, they were so tightly packed that none could have drawn a sword even if they had been wearing one. More than a few hands were resting on dagger hilts, however.

				“Go on upstairs, lads,” Kori directed, pointing to the stairs to the second floor. “Nothin’ down here but the servants’ quarters, kitchen and such. Take that first door on your left to the sittin’ room.”

				“Servants,” one of them muttered as they began climbing. “He’s got servants.”

				“Just two,” Kori protested, following them up. “A maid and a cook. I don’t have a butler or a footman or anything like that.” They all trundled into the long sitting room where Kori joined them. “Somethin’ to drink, lads? The bar’s right over—”

				“What the hells is this?” one of the crew asked, sniffing at a crystal decanter of plum-colored liquid.

				“They call it port. It’s halfway between wine and brandy. Not my favorite, but the blue bloods like to sip it after supper. There’s whiskey, brandy and rum as well, lads. Feel free!”

				“We didn’t come here to drink with you, Kori,” Farin said, though several of the men had already poured themselves glasses and snifters of the high-brow hooch. Soon they ran out of glasses and began drinking straight from the decanters. “We came to find out why you weren’t at Middle Cay, like Parek said you’d be. And here we find you sittin’ in a townhouse, livin’ the high life. We want ta know what the hells happened in the Shattered Isles while we were down the Sand Coast riskin’ our lives for a single hold full of plunder.”

				“We stayed at Middle Cay as long as we could, Farin, but the imperials found us out and we had to go. With Cutthroat laden like she was, we couldn’t hope to outrun a warship, so we cut out of there and headed up to a little spot for a refit.”

				“Laden,” Farin said, squinting at Kori. “Laden with what?”

				“Oh, blimey, you don’t know!” Kori let out a bark of laughter and grinned like the pirate he was, despite the finery and fancy surroundings. “Sam’s plan worked like a charm, Farin. The sea witch sank two of the emperor’s ships, then got nervous and took off for points south. We pounced on Plume Isle before more imperials could show up and took it like a cheap whore. Stripped it bare and burnt the rest!”

			

			
				Mutters broke out, some appreciative, some disbelieving.

				“With a dozen men?” Farin said, scowling at Kori’s claim. “You can’t feed me that, man. She had a fair army of them dark-skinned savages there.”

				“Oh, well, Sam had her own army. She got in tight with a tribe of them flesh eaters and coaxed ‘em into helpin’. Best part was that all they wanted was prisoners. Made a right mess of things, they did, but they didn’t care a bit about the treasure.”

				“Treasure?” A single pin falling to the carpeted floor would have broken the silence.

				“Bloodwind’s treasure!” Kori said. “There was a fair amount of booty to be had, with all the sea witch’s finery, but the real treasure was the chest that was in her quarters. Big enough to choke a sea drake, it was, and full o’ gold and trinkets!”

				“By the hells,” Farin muttered, his own avarice kindled by the claim.

				“Aye, mate. We took every last crown and stuffed Cutthroat so full she’d barely heel in a gale!” Kori paused for a moment and someone handed him one of the decanters. He lifted it and took a healthy swig, then passed it on. “We waited for you. We did! Then some imperial spy found us out and near killed the captain in his sleep, so we hauled anchor and got our arses out of there. There was nothin’ for it, lads. If we’d have stayed, we’d all be swingin’ from yardarms now, and the treasure’d be in the hands of the imperials.”

				“So you came here, divvied it up and are livin’ like kings,” Farin said, his tone not quite accusing. This wasn’t at all what he had expected. Kori actually seemed to be pleased to see them, not frightened, which he’d certainly be if they had run off with the treasure and plans to cheat their absent mates. “What happened to share and share alike, then?”

				“How was we supposed to share when we didn’t even know where you were, or even if you lived, Farin? Ay?” Kori glared at him, offended by the suggestion. “We waited as long as we could, but you never showed up. Not our fault you missed out.”

				“Well, we’re bloody here now, and I’m thinkin’ we deserve at least a portion of the spoils.” He raked the room with his eyes and grinned maliciously. “Don’t we, lads?”

				The dangerous rumble of “Aye” shook the empty decanters on their silver trays.

			

			
				“Well, we’d best talk to the captain about that,” Kori said, eying the crowd of pirates dubiously. “Don’t be thinkin’ you all can split up what I got. Divided so many ways, it wouldn’t do you much good. But Parek’ll know how to get everyone together and divvy up our cuts proper.”

				“Aye, that’s why we come to see you, Kori,” Farin said, letting his grin return. “We’ll stay here with you tonight. Then tomorrow, we’ll all go to see the good captain.”


				


			

				Chapter 30

				Blood and Money

				“I’m sorry, Count Norris, but with all that’s going on, I don’t have the manpower or the time to apprehend a petty criminal on mere hearsay.” Chief Constable Voya rubbed her eyes and sat back in her chair. She looked as if she hadn’t slept since the evacuations began.

				“Not hearsay, Chief Constable,” Emil argued. “We have two eye witnesses to his atrocities, which include murder, kidnapping and theft, which I would hardly call petty. He organized the pillaging of Mrs. Flaxal Brelak’s keep on Plume Isle, which resulted in the deaths of more than fifty local villagers and untold loss of personal property and wealth.”

				“Which the emperor confiscated with her arrest,” Voya argued, rubbing her eyes. “It’s not like she’s going to get her money back.”

				“This is not about her money, Chief Constable,” he countered with a level stare. “It is about bringing a murdering pirate to justice.”

				“I’m sorry, Count Norris, but every resource I’ve got is going into evacuating this city. I’ve got to give that effort priority.”

				“And to the hells with justice,” he growled in accusation.

				“I’m not in charge of dispensing justice, Milord Count,” she growled right back. She placed her palms on the top of her desk and pushed herself to her feet, glaring at him with flint-hard eyes. “Right now, I’ve got to concentrate my resources on saving the living rather than avenging the dead. Once this Akrotia…issue is resolved, if the city’s still standing, I might have the time, energy and manpower to chase after fugitive pirates, but not before.”

				Norris opened his mouth to argue, but Huffington interrupted, saying calmly, “Pardon me, milord, but if it’s a question of manpower, we can supply able hands. The captain and crew of Orin’s Pride would surely volunteer, as well as myself. If the chief constable would allow you to deputize them, it would be quite legal and proper.”

				Norris could have hugged the man.

				“Well, Chief Constable?” he asked.

				“How many men are we talking about here?” she asked warily.

				“About a dozen. They would all be under my supervision and I will personally bear any costs that we may incur.”

			

			
				“And I suppose you want them armed.”

				“It would only be prudent, Chief Constable. The man is a pirate, after all.”

				Voya chewed her lip, her eyes flicking between the two men. “Very well, Count Norris, but you’ll be held responsible for any loss of life or damages. And they’ll only be authorized for today, not a minute longer. I’ll not sign off on your own private army.”

				“That’s understood, Chief Constable.”

				“Fine.” She sat back down. “Give Corporal Penkin the names of your men and we’ll start the ball rolling. Now, please, Milord Count, I must ask you to leave my office. I’ve got a city to evacuate.”

				≈

				“Thank you for seeing me so early, Your Majesty,” Cynthia said with a curtsy. Her escort had ushered her into a sunlit chamber where the emperor and his secretary sat at an ornate table, his ever-present bodyguard hovering at his shoulder. The emperor was eating breakfast, and the secretary was scratching furiously in his ledger.

				“Your request stated that it was urgent, Mrs. Flaxal Brelak. We can only assume that it has to do with Akrotia. Perhaps the elves imparted some news when they met with you last night?”

				Cynthia chilled; he was receiving reports from her omnipresent guards. She forced herself to respond lightly. “Unfortunately, nothing of consequence, Your Majesty. But that is not the reason for my visit. As you undoubtedly know, Orin’s Pride was impounded yesterday. Her crew sighted Akrotia on their way north. We have perhaps four days before it’s sitting outside Tsing Harbor.”

				“You believe the time for our attack is at hand.” He dabbed the corners of his mouth with a silver embroidered napkin and sipped blackbrew. “Why the need to tell Us this in person?”

				“Because, Your Majesty, I would like to get my affairs in order in case…I don’t return from this fight. In addition to my prison sentence, you also confiscated all my assets. We haven’t discussed this yet.”

				“What is there to discuss, Mrs. Flaxal Brelak? All you owned now belongs to the empire. There will be plenty of time to deal with an inventory and formal transfer of ownership once Akrotia has been dealt with. We hate to be crass, but if you do not survive your encounter with Akrotia, then We will take up the matter with your legal representative.”

			

			
				She took a deep breath and plunged on. “Count Norris made it clear on his first visit to Plume Isle that Your Majesty was interested in the ships that I’ve designed. In fact, he happened to acquire a copy of the draft plans for Manta while he was there.” She waited, but the only reaction from the emperor was to arch one eyebrow as he took another bite of toast with marmalade. “So I must conclude that the plans for that and my other ships would be of interest to you?”

				 “Of course those plans were of interest to Us, but Admiral Joslan’s report stated that all of the plans for your ships were destroyed during the pirate attack. Is this not correct?”

				“Yes,” she hastened to say, “that is correct. All the original plans were destroyed.”

				Tynean Tsing narrowed his eyes, and Cynthia felt like a mouse under the gaze of a hawk. Hold together, she thought as her palms began to sweat. I hold all the cards here.

				“By original plans, you mean exactly what, Mrs. Flaxal Brelak?”

				“There are copies of all of my plans in Southaven, kept safely at Keelson Shipyards.”

				“Then they were also forfeit, along with the rest of your possessions, at the time of your arrest.” He took another sip of blackbrew and put the cup down, but his eyes never left hers. “Please get to the point.”

				“The point is, Your Majesty, that Flaxal Shipping and all its assets, including the ship plans, were no longer mine at the time of my arrest.” She took a moment to let that notion sink in, then added, “Before I left for Akrotia, I took the precaution of transferring the business to someone I trusted. It seemed…prudent at the time, considering the potential repercussions of the destruction of the Clairissa and Fire Drake.”

				The room fell silent; even the emperor’s secretary had stopped writing and was staring at her wide-eyed.

				“And when, exactly, did you have the time to do that?” the emperor asked, the merest hint of annoyance in his tone. “There is no magistrate on Plume Isle to verify such a transfer.”

				“No, Your Majesty, there isn’t. Prior to my departure, I drafted the documents and sent them to Tsing with Tipos, who also delivered to Your Majesty the letters from Count Norris and myself explaining the circumstances surrounding the loss of your ships. The transfer documents were verified by a magistrate here, then sent on to Southaven, where they should be arriving any day. Master Fergus, my banker there, will execute the document. So you see, the plans for my other ships no longer belonged to me when I was arrested. You have Orin’s Pride, and you can certainly take her apart to see how she’s built. But you have no other ship plans, and you have no one trained to sail such ships.”

			

			
				“We could question the legality of this transfer easily enough,” he said. “We can have a ship there in a fortnight, and confiscate these plans.”

				“You could attempt to, Your Majesty, but I left instructions that the plans were to be destroyed if anyone tries to take them without a signed letter of consent from me.”

				“We see.” Tynean Tsing glared at her for a moment, then sighed. “What do you want, Mrs. Flaxal Brelak?”

				“I would like, Your Majesty, to negotiate.”

				≈

				Hooves clacked noisily on the cobbles as the two carriages wound through the steep streets of the Hill District. Camilla peered out the window. Between the tall townhouses and lofty estates, she caught glimpses of the harbor far below, the cordon of armed ships across the entrance. Even in this rarified air of privilege, tension blew so thick you could almost smell it. Though the poorer sections of the city were being evacuated first, many of those who had the means were effecting their own departures. Wagons and carriages piled high with possessions or goods crowded the streets, slowing their progress.

				What was I thinking? Camilla wondered silently, her stomach roiling as she strained to keep an impassive expression on her face.

				Last night she had been so certain; she had to be there when they arrested Parek. He had to see her face, let him know that she was the one who would send him to the guillotine. But now she quailed at the thought of seeing him. Visions of his brutality plagued her mind, and she could feel his rough hands pawing her.

				The others in the carriage were also quiet, each lost in their own thoughts. Even Tim sat with a solemn look on his face, fingering the hilt of the cutlass he had brought from the Shattered Isles. The men were all armed, their choice of weapons ranging from the fencing blade on Emil’s hip to the long, obsidian-spiked club across Chula’s lap. Only Huffington’s weapons were not obvious. Though Camilla knew little of the man’s true skills, she was beginning to appreciate how much Emil relied upon him.

			

			
				All too soon, they pulled up in front of an elegant townhouse, and the men debarked from the carriages. Camilla hung back, watching as Horace motioned for four sailors to go around the corner to the back entrance. The rest formed up behind Emil, who looked relieved that she had yet to climb down from the carriage.

				“Huffington, you wait here with Camilla. We’ve plenty of men, so it should take only a few minutes.”

				Camilla’s stomach fluttered. He had given her a perfect excuse to remain here, to close the door and pull the curtain and never look Parek in the face again. But a deeper part of her, a darker part, knew she had to do this. If Parek died, he would never know she had survived. She needed to see him. He needed to pay for what he did to her. He needed to pay…in blood.

				“I’m coming, Emil,” she said, though her head spun with panic. Camilla accepted Huffington’s hand to descend from the carriage. “Let’s go.”

				≈

				“And loyal as one we are, Farin,” Parek said, glaring at his former first mate. “But you gotta understand; I didn’t know if you were dead or alive, and more than half the booty’s already grown legs and walked away. Besides me and Kori, I know of only five others still here in Tsing. The rest legged it already with all this talk of war.”

				“And what you gotta understand, Captain, is that me and the lads don’t particularly care who’s here and who’s legged it.” He glanced at the glowering crowd of pirates around him and grinned. “We just want our share.”

				“And you’ll get it, Farin, but you’ll have to bloody wait. I don’t keep my money tucked under my mattress. We’ll round up as many of the lads as we can, and we’ll figure out a fair split.” He spread his hands in a magnanimous gesture, figuring he had to be magnanimous when faced with a mob of angry pirates. It felt like mutiny, but they weren’t aboard ship. If he didn’t placate Farin, he’d end up face down in his own blood, but he wasn’t about to let that make him a coward. “But share and share alike goes both ways, Farin. Whatever you made on your run to the Sand Coast will go into the pot, too.”

				“Aye, I suppose,” Farin said reluctantly, “but it’s not near as much as you—”

			

			
				“You expectin’ company, Captain Parek?” a man at the window interrupted.

				“No. Why?”

				“‘Cause two carriages full of armed men just stopped outside, and some are goin’ ‘round back.”

				Parek joined him at the window and peered down to the street. By the Nine Hells, if that fat fop of a banker ratted me out… he thought murderously, but these weren’t constables. Then a flash of crimson caught his eye, waves of red hair and golden skirts as a woman descended from the carriage. She glanced up, and the face that had haunted his dreams took his breath away. “Camilla!”

				“Who?” Farin asked, joining him at the window.

				“Never mind, Farin. We’ve been found out, that’s what matters.” An idea flashed through his mind like lightning, and he grinned. He strode to the mantle and lifted the golden hilted cutlass from its pegs. “They’ve got swords, but it looks like there’s barely a dozen. They can’t know you’re here, so we’ve got surprise on our side, lads. If we play this right, we’ll all get out of here, but we’ve got to be smart. And quiet!”

				He motioned them out of the sitting room and onto the second floor landing where a broad marble staircase descended to the entry hall. Balustrades bordered the stairwell and the entry hall, with three doors on each side along the carpeted halls. He pointed to these doors, and three or four men vanished behind each, leaving them cracked to peer out. Another hall ran to his left toward the back bedrooms and the stairs that led up to the third floor and down to the kitchen, a handy escape route. Standing at the head of the stairs, Parek listened while his butler answered the door.

				“I am Count Emil Norris,” came a voice from the front stoop, “and by the power vested in me by the emperor, I demand entry!” The door banged open, and his butler stumbled back.

				“Norris?” Parek muttered, trying to remember where he’d heard that name. Then it came to him; he had been tied to his bunk aboard Cutthroat with a dagger at his neck. Timothy Norris…his sister Samantha.

				“Count Norris? Well I’ll be damned. If it isn’t Count Norris invading my home once again.”

				 Parek grinned down at the men crowding into the entry hall and drew his sword. As they advanced toward the stair, Camilla entered, an innocuous bespectacled fellow at her side. “And you brought me a present. How considerate! I’ve missed dear Camilla very much.”

			

			
				“I’m here to place you under arrest for murder and piracy, Captain Parek.” Norris ascended two steps, flanked by his squad of sailors, and drew his sword. “Put up your weapon and come down.”

				“To lay my neck on a guillotine? I don’t think so.” He laughed and flourished the golden-hilted cutlass. “Tell me, Count, did the lady tell you of our time together? She’s quite a skilled doxy, you know. She taught me things that I daresay she’s never practiced in your bed. Makes one wonder where she learned such tricks, doesn’t it?” He enjoyed the flush of color that rose to Camilla’s cheeks, and the glower of rage on the count’s face. This was almost too easy. “Word is that Captain Bloodwind taught her, and that he loaned her to his captains for taking prizes. I see she’s duped you, too, so I don’t feel so bad now about being had by one so practiced in the art. I’d be careful with her, though. Those waters have been plumbed by more pirates than ever sailed the Shattered Isles.”

				“Shut your filthy mouth!” Norris growled, his knuckles white on his sword.

				“Why don’t you come up here and shut it for me, Count. Or will you send your lady up to do it for you?”

				The count advanced up the steps, his men close behind. Parek grinned, noting their dispersal on the wide stair. The bespectacled fellow stayed behind with Camilla. This would work perfectly.

				The count stopped three steps from the top and raised his sword. “This is your last chance, Parek. Put up your sword and surrender.”

				“My last chance to die like a coward, you mean.” Parek grinned and raised his own weapon. “You should have let your son kill me when you had the chance. Now I think I’ll just kill you, and take Camilla back.”

				“Over my dead body!” yelled the count as he lunged.

				“That’s the plan,” agreed Parek. As he parried, the doors along the halls burst open.

				≈

				Camilla’s blood chilled as Parek announced his intentions. Her knees trembled, and she clutched the side of the door. Emil attacked, and despair welled in her heart. She had seen enough swordplay at Bloodwind’s feasts to know that he was no match for the pirate captain.

			

			
				Then pirates poured out of the doors flanking the stairwell. Leaping over the balustrades, they fell on the intruders with shrill cries and flashing daggers. One took position beside Parek and squared off with Tim, while rest of the sailors defended themselves on the stairs.

				Two pirates jumped from above to land beyond the fray. Startled, she stumbled back against the ornate front door, slamming it shut. Before the pirates could reach her, Huffington stepped forward, daggers in both hands. The pirates attacked.

				Camilla gasped as Huffington flipped one dagger and threw it. The blade sunk hilt deep into one pirate’s stomach, and the man folded over and went down. The second pirate lunged, slashing with two daggers of his own. The count’s secretary managed to parry one, but the other raked a long gash in his arm.

				Glancing up, Camilla watched as Parek beat back Emil’s attacks. She remembered the pirate’s cruel strength, and saw Emil’s slimmer blade shudder with each clash of metal. It was her fault; Emil was going to die, Tim was going to die, they were all going to die. Then she would be in Parek’s hands once again…helpless.

				In front of her, Huffington whirled low, ducking another raking dagger, and flipped his bleeding arm in an arc. His blood splashed her face, and Camilla jerked back in shock. She licked her lip, tasting the salty sweetness. The memories of blood—of power—crashed in on her. She didn’t have to be weak and helpless. She stoked the anger that grew hot in her belly. Never again would she allow her friends and loved ones to die for her.

				≈

				Parek feinted and lunged, then parried Norris’ counterattack. The fop was good, but no match for him. Under normal circumstances he would have finished the man in seconds, but he was distracted. The boy had leapt to the attack. He had been intercepted by Farin, but now it seemed that the pirate was on the defensive, his daggers ill-matched against the longer reach of the boy’s sword. Whenever Farin faltered, the boy swiped at Parek, who was forced to defend. If he didn’t pay attention, the boy might spit him with a quick thrust.

				Then he heard heavy footfalls from behind and to his left; the men who had gone to the back were pounding up the back stairs. They’d arrive from down the hall to Parek’s left in seconds. If he didn’t move quickly, he’d be trapped.

			

			
				He glanced down to the entry hall. The stairs were slick with blood and crowded with battling sailors and pirates; he couldn’t risk that route. Beyond them, he spied Camilla. She stood against the front door, defended only by the bespectacled man, who was already wounded. There, Parek realized, is my way out.

				Farin’s gasp told Parek that he had to move now; the boy had scored a hit, and would soon be on him. The pirate captain feinted and thrust, scoring a cut on the count’s arm. It was hardly a winning stroke, but enough to buy the opportunity to disengage and dash down the corridor above the entry hall. Halfway, he stepped atop the balustrade and leapt for the huge chandelier that overhung the entry hall. Thankful that the beeswax lamps on it were unlit, he caught the chandelier’s heavy rim.

				His momentum sent the wrought iron frame swinging, and he released it at the apex of its arc. He landed heavily in the center of the entry hall, but rolled to his feet with his sword still in his hand. His satisfied grin faded, however, when he saw that the two pirates who had been facing the bespectacled man were lying on the floor, one with a dagger in his stomach, the other bleeding from a slashed throat. Neither was breathing.

				The man stood in front of Camilla, a dagger in one hand; the other hung limp at his side, blood dripping from a gash in his arm. Parek smiled at the injured man and lunged to the attack.

				His opponent raised his dagger to parry, but also lifted his empty hand. Parek caught a glint of steel at the man’s wrist, and twisted away just as he heard the click of a spring. A tiny steel shaft whistled past his ear, missing him by a hair’s breadth. Parek rolled to his feet and lunged again. This thrust was met with a late parry, the man’s dagger skittering up the length of his sword to meet the gilded guard.

				The bespectacled man gaped down at the length of steel that pierced his waistcoat. Instinct saved Parek again as the man slashed at his throat with the dagger that had failed to turn the sword’s thrust. The pirate captain ducked and jerked his blade free.

				“Huffington!” Camilla cried, rushing forward to catch the man as he crumpled to the floor. She knelt over him in a cascade of red hair and golden skirts, but Parek had no time for her sentimentality. She was his ticket out of this mess. He nested his fist in those crimson locks and jerked her to her feet.

			

			
				 “Up you come, little lady,” he quipped, clutching her close and resting the bloody length of his sword against her beautiful neck.

				≈

				Camilla felt the blade against her throat. Instead of cold steel, the metal was warm and wet with Huffington’s blood. She heard Parek’s breath at her ear, felt his heartbeat against her back. A sudden silence had descended.

				All the pirates were either lying in pools of blood or standing empty-handed with swords at their throats. Only two of the sailors lay unmoving. They had met the surprise attack with amazing skill, and the reinforcements from the back stairs had turned the tide, forcing the pirates to surrender or die. Norris hurried down the steps, followed closely by Tim, Horace and Chula. They stopped, glaring at Parek as the pirate tightened his hold on her.

				“You’ve lost, Parek,” Emil growled, flourishing his blade and ignoring the cut on his arm. “Let her go.”

				“You still don’t understand pirates, do you?” Parek pressed the edge of his sword against Camilla’s throat. The scent of him, the feel of him pressed against her, brought back a flood of memories, and Camilla shuddered. Parek laughed softly and tightened his fist in her hair. “You see, I’d rather die on the end of a blade than lying down like a dog with my head on the block. I’ve still got something you want, and if you don’t let me leave here, you’ll be weeping over her corpse.”

				“Killing her won’t gain you anything, Parek,” Emil warned as his men fanned out around him, but Camilla saw the fear for her in his eyes, and knew that Parek did, too. “Let her go, and I give you my word that I’ll do my best to get your sentence commuted to prison.”

				“Yes, bargain for the life of your red-haired harlot, Count Norris. Your little girl, Sam, was a whore, too, you know. She spread her legs for any man who could get her what she wanted, but at least she was a pirate! This,” he jerked Camilla’s hair and she cried out at the pain, “this bitch has no honor. She lay with me for no reason but to save her own skin. She gave me Bloodwind’s treasure and led me to her bed while we slaughtered her friends and looted the sea witch’s keep.”

				Visions of a blood-splattered beach and the scent of charred flesh pounded in Camilla’s mind. You are not helpless! whispered the voice in her mind as a flood of rage rose up from the pit of her stomach. She licked her lips and tasted the blood again.

			

			
				“I let you live when I could have killed you,” Emil seethed, his knuckles white on the hilt of his sword as he shook with rage. “I should have let Tim cut your throat.”

				“But you didn’t, Count Norris. And now I hold the woman you love under my sword, and I will kill her if you take one step closer.” Parek backed up, pulling Camilla with him. The pain eased as he released his grip on her hair, and she heard the click of the front door latch. Parek had only to open the door and pull her through, and he was free. “See where your cowardice has brought you?”

				Emil’s eyes filled with pain at the pirate’s words, and Camilla’s anger surged.

				“It wasn’t cowardice, Parek,” Camilla said as she turned toward him, heedless of the fire across her neck as the cutlass scored her flesh. She looked up into his eyes, and let the rage flow up from her as it had before. “It was honor. Something no pirate will ever understand. But you were right about me; I don’t have any.”

				“You wha—”

				His eyes widened in shock as the dagger Huffington had pressed into her hand pierced Parek’s heart. The golden-hilted cutlass—Bloodwind’s sword—clattered to the floor, and he collapsed to his knees. She watched him as he stared in shock at the dagger protruding from his chest. The hilt twitched once, twice, then stilled, and he looked up into her face.

				Slowly, the life faded from Parek’s eyes, and with it her rage and fear melted away.

				She was not helpless, but she wasn’t a monster, either.


				


			

				Chapter 31

				Seas of Fire

				The sky outside was just starting to lighten, and Mouse was fretting. He perched on the edge of Kloe’s crib, watching the baby just as Cynthia had told him to do. That was the problem; she’d told him to watch over Kloe, no matter what, then she’d sailed off to fight that burning city.

				And left him here.

				Mouse had never disobeyed Cynthia, but he didn’t like being left behind when he could help her. There were enough people here watching over Kloe, and there was only one Mouse to watch over Cynthia. He didn’t know what he could do to help her against Akrotia, but he knew that his place was with her.

				He’d sat all night watching over Kloe and fretting about it. He’d watched as the nurse had come to feed the baby when he woke and cried, and he’d watched the babe fall back to sleep. He’d even watched when she came again to change a particularly smelly diaper.

				The sun continued to rise, and he knew that Cynthia was facing the fight of her life. But she’d told him to stay and watch over Kloe.

				And he had.

				A thought came to the sprite as he remembered her exact words. “You stay and watch over Kloe, Mouse. No matter what.”

				But she hadn’t said how long to watch over Kloe.

				His ears perked up, and his wings shivered. A slow, mischievous smile spread across his little sprite features, and he made a decision. There was a time when a sprite had to do the sprite thing, no matter what!

				He darted down, kissed the sleeping baby on the cheek, inhaled one last breath of that wondrous baby smell, then shot out the open window in a streak of gossamer and crystal dust.

				≈

				The first rays of sunlight touched Edan’s highest spires, and he felt the warmth melt into him, over his towers, across his archways, and down into his streets. He watched it brighten the darkness of the night, of the ocean…of his mind. But this morning something foreboding accompanied the sun’s rise. Like a cloying breeze that foreshadows a storm, an uncomfortable feeling crept through him, eliciting visions of ocean depths, smothering water, drowning, and he knew...

			

			
				The seamage was coming.

				Six ships appeared on the northern horizon, tiny triangles of white that grew as they approached. She was on one of those ships. She had come to destroy him, of that he was sure. Altogether, eleven warships, the seamage and the mer were arrayed against him.

				Let them come, the madness in him raged. I’ll burn them all!


				Edan pushed back the madness, but it was becoming harder to resist. The madness stirred his anger, and anger was better than fear. But if the anger or fear got out of control, he couldn’t think. He had to be more careful this time. Last time, they had hurt him. This time, he would hurt them. He would burn them…

				Yes! Burn them one by one!


				His thoughts came up short as a memory surfaced; Cynthia stepping off the side of a ship into the sea, vanishing below the waves for hours. He couldn’t burn her underwater. How could he lure her up where his fire could reach her?

				Burn the ships, and she’ll come!


				Yes, that might just work. Cynthia wouldn’t just stand by if he brought fire down on the warships. She’d intervene, and to do that, she’d have to come up out of the sea.

				Out of the sea, where his fire could reach her.

				≈

				Akrotia dominated the horizon, the sails of Joslan’s armada like wisps of torn paper littering the sea beside it. Cynthia shuddered. She’d never thought to see it again, much less try to destroy it.

				She rubbed her weary eyes and blinked. She’d expected to rest as Resolute made her way south from Tsing during the night, but sleep had eluded her. She had finally come up on deck and pulled a tendril of seawater up through the scupper. The contact calmed her, but now, in the day’s light, the sight of Akrotia set her stomach fluttering.

				Henkle’s armada continued south, and finally joined Joslan’s force. Signal flags ran up and down as Resolute and Indomitable traded information. Cynthia drew a deep breath, but the proximity of Edan’s magic made it an effort. Slowly, she made her way to the quarterdeck.

				“The admiral signals that all is ready, Mrs. Flaxal Brelak,” Commodore Henkle said, lowering his glass. “The battleships and frigates will engage as planned. The drakes will stand off to relay signals and offer assistance to any disabled ships.”

			

			
				“I can read signal flags, Commodore, and I do remember the plan.” She cast him a tart look, then closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’m sorry. My nerves are wound tight right now. Might I borrow your glass? I’d like to look at Akrotia.”

				“No apology necessary,” he said, handing over the glass. “I often forget that you’re a sailor in your own right.” He glanced sidelong at her. “Why do you continue to refer to the city as Akrotia, when the elves insist it should be called Edan?”

				“To me, Commodore, Edan is a person,” she explained, squinting through the spyglass. “A scared young man who overcame his fear to help me rescue my child. I can’t think of the city as Edan. Not if I’m going to destroy it.”

				“I see,” the commodore replied, though Cynthia doubted that he really did.

				She focused the glass on the city. Its runes glowed with fire magic, wavering like mirages in the heat. She had lost so much to fire: her grandmother, her family estate, Peggy’s Dream, Plume Isle. She swallowed the lump in her throat, and the view in the glass quivered as her hands trembled. All the plans were set, all the ships and crews were ready, but it was up to her. She was the one who had to kill Edan.

				I have to do this, she reminded herself, leaning against a shroud to steady her hand. If I don’t, more people will die, and Feldrin will grow old in prison. She bit her lip and blinked away her suddenly blurred vision.

				“I see the damage that Admiral Joslan reported.” She handed the glass back to Henkle. “That’s your target, Commodore.”

				“Right.” He took the glass and raised it, surveying the damage. “Doesn’t look like much, but I can see a breach just above the waterline.”

				“The bigger you can make that hole, the easier you’ll make it for me.”

				“Yes, I do remember the plan, Mrs. Flaxal Brelak,” he said tartly, giving her a wry smile. “Don’t worry. We’ll do our job.”

				“One thing you need to learn about women, Commodore, is that telling them not to worry is like telling water not to be wet, or fire not to be hot.”

			

			
				“This may astound you, Madam, but I have been married for over twenty years.” He peered at Akrotia and said, “I learned that particular lesson very early on.”

				Cynthia stared into the water, her mind filled with memories of flames, smoke and the face of a young man with fiery red hair. It was time. She absently worked the clasp of her belt and let her skirt drop to the deck.

				“Lieutenant!” the commodore snapped, quickly doffing his jacket. “Your coat, if you please.”

				Cynthia started as he rushed toward her, until she saw the sailors grinning and gawking at her immodesty. “Sorry, Commodore. I’m afraid pettiskirts are far too restricting in the water. I should have warned you.”

				A blushing young lieutenant also took off his jacket, and the two men held them like a makeshift curtain, eyes carefully averted, while she stepped out of her skirt and pettiskirts. Cynthia nearly laughed out loud at the inanity of it all; they were all about to risk their lives battling a great floating, flaming city, and yet the sight of her in only a chemise provoked this ridiculous act of chivalry.

				“Thank you, Commodore. Please signal the admiral to begin the attack.”

				“Good luck, ma’am,” Henkle said, turning to meet her eyes.

				“Just hit the target, Commodore.” She turned and stepped into the sea.

				Immediately, mer swirled around her in a wall of glittering scales, and the water reverberated with their thrums of greetings. The school extended as far as she could see. Tailwalker had told her that every able adult had come; only those caring for finlings had remained at home. She was grateful; they would need every advantage they could get, and nearly a thousand mer was a formidable force.

				Cynthia sent out a gentle pulse of sound, and a tight knot of mer peeled away from the school and snapped to a halt in front of her.

				*Greetings, Seamage Flaxal Brelak,* Broadtail signed, sweeping his trident in a broad arc. *We are ready to do battle with Akrotia! The iron hooks have been moved as you directed, to just below the breach in Akrotia’s hull. Half the school will haul on the cables to impede Akrotia’s movement; Tailwalker is their leader. I will lead the rest in aid of the landwalker warships. Chaser and Shelly will stay with you to relay messages between us.*

			

			
				*Good. Thank you, Trident Holder. Your aid will save many lives. Make sure all the mer know that they must watch out for falling debris.*

				*They have already been informed, Seamage Flaxal Brelak,* he signed.

				*Good.* She reached out with her senses and felt the ships as they maneuvered into attack formation. Further away, the water churning over Akrotia’s hull lessened; the city had slowed. *It is time to begin, Trident Holder. Let us go.*

				The trident holder gestured and the school broke up, half swimming toward Akrotia with Tailwalker at the fore, the others vanishing in the direction of the fleet with Broadtail. Cynthia urged the sea to aid her and surged toward Akrotia, Chaser and Shelly swimming alongside.

				The water here in the deep was startlingly clear, and the city coalesced from the distant blue like a great, dark storm cloud blotting out the sky. She gaped up at graceful spires, grottos, open corridors, and twisting tunnels though which finlings could swim and play. Outcroppings of coral marred the gentle lines, but even so, she understood the elves’ reluctance to destroy such a creation.

				Chaser and Shelly led her past where the mer massed at the long cables. Hundreds of them clutched each cable, ready to swim counter to Akrotia’s movements. Chaser touched her arm and motioned toward an inverted tower that passed by a few yards away. Eddies of warm water swirled around her with its passage.

				Akrotia had begun to rotate.

				*This is what it did when the trident holder tried to trap it near the landwalker city with the big rock,* Chaser explained. *It spun to break the cables, and to thwart the warships’ attack. They cannot strike the same spot if it turns.*

				*That is the problem of the leader of the ships,* Cynthia signed. *It cannot spin fast enough to avoid me.*

				She followed Chaser and Shelly under the structure to a position exactly opposite the hull breach. This was where she would do her damage to unbalance Akrotia.

				At least, that was the plan.

				She urged the sea to push her along with Akrotia’s rotation, maintaining her position relative to the city, then turned to Chaser and signed, *Ready?*

			

			
				*We are ready, Seamage Flaxal Brelak,* he signed, motioning to Shelly. The two mer flipped their tails and retreated to a safe distance.

				Cynthia picked out a spire to be her first target. Edan’s magic was a burning pressure in her mind, and she had to force herself to concentrate. She called to the sea and sent out a crushing pressure wave. The wave hammered against the spire, and Akrotia shook. Shattered coral and shell clouded the water, but as the debris cleared, she saw that the stone was undamaged.

				Damn! This is going to be harder than I thought. She had hoped the stonework would prove more fragile. Again she drew on the sea’s power, pulling it into a spear of pressure, compressing it until she trembled with the strain, then sent it lancing at the spire.

				The spire quivered like a tuning fork with the impact, and another cloud of shattered shell and coral rained down. Her hope began to falter, then the crack of shattering stone reached her ears, and the spire broke away. It plunged down into the depths, vanishing from sight within seconds.

				That’s a start, she thought as she chose a graceful arch as her next target. It looked considerably more fragile than the spire, and breaking it would also weaken the adjoining structures. She focused another spear of pressure; already, she was shaking. She hoped the ships would be able to enlarge the breach quickly. She wouldn’t be able to keep this up for long.

				≈

				Indomitable’s hull reverberated like a great drum, and Admiral Joslan shuddered with a tremor of worry. The seamage was wielding her magic. He muttered an oath, hoping that the emperor’s trust in this woman wasn’t misplaced. If she turned that power against his ships, there was nothing he could do to stop her. The ship shook again.

				“She’s started her attack, Captain.” Joslan said unnecessarily. He glanced up at the sparse rigging; all the yards had been struck down, leaving only jibs and staysails. This would decrease their windage, should the pyromage wield the winds against them, while allowing them to sail closer to the wind. Little speed could be coaxed from so few sails, but for that they were relying on the backs of the men on the sweeps. “Signal the fleet. Attack groups to diverge now. Ready the catapult, and start wetting her down.”

				“Aye, aye, Admiral!” The captain fired off orders and flags fluttered aloft.

			

			
				Joslan watched as Resolute, Cape Storm, Stalwart and Lightning formed a closely spaced line and headed toward the northern side of Akrotia. The remaining four frigates lined up behind Indomitable and headed toward the southern side of the floating city. Joslan had assumed the city would turn its damaged section away from them, and had devised the two-pronged attack to thwart that tactic. Seawater dashed his boots and rained down from above as sailors doused the deck and rigging, but he ignored it. He focused on his target and his ships.

				The wind shifted, blowing them away from their goal, and the ship jibed.

				“Man your sheets! Helmsman, watch your heading!” Captain Betts came up beside him, concern creasing his face. “What do you suppose this means?”

				“It means the bloody thing’s trying to push us away, Captain,” Joslan said with a grin. “It knows we can hurt it, and it’s afraid. Compensate. We have to get within range on this first pass.”

				“Aye, aye, Admiral.”

				The ship trembled with another shockwave, heavier now as they drew nearer, but as yet, Joslan could see no discernible effect of the seamage’s attack.

				“Target coming to bear, Captain!” the lookout called from above.

				“Get us in range, Captain!” Joslan ordered.

				“Twenty degrees port rudder! Increase the cadence on the sweeps!”

				Indomitable swept slowly to port, steepening her approach. Joslan could see the hull breach now, the damaged section getting closer and closer as it rotated toward them. The catapult crew watched the target and adjusted their weapon, oblivious to all else.

				A little closer, Joslan thought as he glared, one hand clenched on the rail. Akrotia loomed over their heads, its tallest spires towering several times the height of their masts. It was like attacking a bloody mountain. Just a little closer…

				“Ready…” The commander of the catapult crew bellowed into the screaming wind. “FIRE!”

				The siege engine cracked, and the huge ball of granite arched high, but the wind hindered its flight and the shot fell short, splashing into the sea fifty feet from the target. Joslan swore and turned back to gauge the progress of the frigates behind them. War Hammer was next in line. Her captain had obviously seen their shot fall short, for they were bearing in at an even steeper angle.

			

			
				Then Joslan felt a sudden cool breeze on the back of his neck, and his blood went cold.

				“It’s a trap!” he snapped even as the opposing wind died, and a gale-force gust hammered them from the starboard stern quarter. With a vicious lurch, the sails backfilled and ship heeled to port. “Akrotia’s pulling us in! Hard to starboard and loose the sheets! Bear off! Signal all ships to bear off!”

				Heat blasted them as the city drew closer, and a sail burst into flames over Joslan’s head. The captain shouted orders, but men were already cutting the burning canvas free. Joslan retreated to the smoldering windward rail as flames flickered to life all around the ship. Men threw buckets of seawater on everything, dousing fires and sending gouts of steam flying on the wind.

				An impact rocked the ship, different from the seamage’s attacks, closer and more solid. Indomitable’s bow lurched to starboard, and the admiral looked over the side. Mer were lined up alongside, their tridents and lances thrust into the hull, tails flipping madly to propel the ship away from Akrotia. Joslan grunted a grudging acknowledgment of the aid, but the crew was more generous, cheering and thrusting fists into the air.

				“War Hammer!” the lookout called. “She’s ablaze!”

				“Gods, no!” Joslan looked aft, and his darkest nightmares came true. The frigate, having steered closer to the city to bring the target into range, had been caught by the same wind shift, but hadn’t been able to bear off as quickly. She was being drawn in like a fly in a spider’s web, her sails aflame and her deck smoking. Her catapult exploded in a chaos of fiery splinters as its tensioning ropes gave way, scattering men like burning leaves. Both mer and men fought to turn the ship away, and it was working, but too slowly.

				“Signal Sea Drake to aid!” Joslan bellowed, but it was too late. War Hammer’s deck ignited. Even against the wind, he heard the horrific screams of burning men. Many leapt into the sea, but the sailors and marines manning the sweeps belowdecks were trapped. The banks of oars lost their cadence, and smoke began to pour from her ports. Joslan choked as he imagined the men fighting through the blinding smoke and flames to make it onto the deck, only to be greeted by more fire.

			

			
				With no hand on the wheel, the burning frigate veered, victim to the vicious winds. Joslan watched helplessly as War Hammer met Akrotia with a crash of shattering timbers and a shower of sparks and ash. The ship was ground to splinters by the unforgiving coral lining the city’s hull. Her masts fell, and the dying ship disgorged a slick of carnage. A few thrashing figures could be seen amongst the wreckage, but there was no way to send anyone to rescue them. Joslan looked away, his teeth clenched so tightly that his head pounded with the hammering beat of his heart.

				Bright Star, Joyous and Lancer were bearing away, too distant to get in a shot, but out of danger. The first wave of their attack had been an utter disaster; one ship and hundreds of men lost, and not a scratch on Akrotia. The city had tricked them, and Commodore Henkle’s force was undoubtedly being lured into the same trap.

				≈

				Edan raged in pain, triumph, and frustration. His ploy had worked, but he had only been able to destroy one ship. And the seamage had not surfaced to aid the burning ship as he’d hoped. He could feel her presence, but he could not reach her underwater.

				New spears of agony shot through him as she pounded him with her sea magic, breaking away his undersea spires. The first fingers of fear began to brush against his mind; fear of the sea, the cold darkness below.

				He let the pain feed his anger, burning away the fear. Every piece of stone she broke away made him lighter, and he floated a bit higher. In fact, with the decreased resistance, he could move more freely using the winds. Whatever her plan was, it was helping, not hindering him. A niggling worry gnawed at him—Something’s not right!—but the rage pushed it aside.

				Let her pound away, he thought as he readied himself to attack the other phalanx of ships. He rotated his damaged hull toward them, and just as he had hoped, they turned to attack. If they were as eager and foolish as the others, he would lure them in and burn them all.

				≈

				*Take them to the ships,* Broadtail ordered, pointing toward the fleeing vessels.

				A few of the landwalkers still struggled, coughing bubbles and flailing their arms and legs. They were unfamiliar with the spell that allowed them to breathe through their skin, but they would settle down soon. For a moment, he watched the priests and priestesses tending the injured. A mer swam by, towing an unconscious sailor who was badly burned, his skin charred. A priest came and laid his hands on the landwalker, and the water glowed blue with the healing power of Odea. This one would survive. Broadtail was proud of his school; they had done what Seamage Flaxal Brelak had asked of them. The landwalkers would see that the mer were not their enemies.

			

			
				He turned away from the carnage, and signed, *The rest of you, follow me! The other ships will attack, and there may be more injured.*

				He flipped his tail and dove, heading for the other side of the city. His sensitive lateral lines tingled with the thundering force of the seamage’s attacks, and he dodged bits of rubble and shell that rained down. The cables came into view, and he led his force past Tailwalker’s contingent, who pulled madly against the rotation of the city.

				Emerging from the shadow of Akrotia into the light, Broadtail thrust his trident toward the surface and leapt high, quickly surveying the positions of the ships. He hit the water in a torrent of bubbles, and was signing even before they all cleared.

				*Be ready! They are coming!*

				The school took position, two main groups to help the ships move away from the city after their attacks, and a smaller one to rescue landwalkers that hit the water. Many landwalkers had died in the previous attack. He had no doubt that many more would die in this one.

				≈

				Commodore Henkle steadied himself against the rail of Resolute’s quarterdeck, his spyglass fixed to his eye. The damaged area of Akrotia’s hull had just come into view. Unfortunately, it looked the same as it had before Joslan’s attack. That worried him. If none of Joslan’s phalanx had hit the target, something was wrong.

				“Signal all ships to proceed with caution,” he ordered his first mate.

				“Aye, sir!”

				Henkle glanced behind at the line of ships following closely in Resolute’s wake, then at Akrotia, to gauge their line of attack. Akrotia seemed to be rotating more slowly than Joslan had reported from the encounter at Rockport. In this wind, his ships were moving at about six knots, while the city was rotating at about half that. They were moving in the same direction as the city’s rotation, which would give them plenty of time to hit the target and get clear.

			

			
				The commodore opened his mouth to order the turn for attack when the wind picked up, blistering hot against his face and dead against them. Akrotia was pushing them away.

				Maybe Joslan’s ships never reached their target at all, he thought, firing off an order to steepen their angle of approach.

				“Sir! Sea Drake’s signaling something, but I can’t make it out,” called the lookout. “She’s too far.”

				“Signal Lightning to relay!” Henkle ordered, casting a glance at the distant ship. “I need to know what they’re sending before we attack.”

				Signal flags fluttered aloft. Long minutes stretched out, and Henkle paced his quarterdeck, gauging their progress relative to Akrotia’s slow rotation. Finally the lookout called down from above.

				“Lightning signals relay: Beware wind shirt!”

				“Wind shirt? What the hells?”

				“Correction, sir,” the mate said, lowering his glass. “I think that ‘r’ was supposed to be an ‘f.’ ‘Beware wind shift,’ sir.”

				“Wind shift!” Henkle stared into the hot wind at the city. The wind had shifted; it was pushing them away. Resolute continued its approach, its course angled toward the city. If he timed it right, they would be perfectly positioned to fire as their target came to bear. Then it struck him. If the wind shifted again, the entire phalanx would be on a very bad heading, unable to turn into the opposing wind and victim to the lee shore of Akrotia. They’d be pulled in and roasted alive or ground to a pulp.

				Options flew though Henkle’s mind. Naval battles were like chess matches, with wind, tide and current all considered well ahead of making each play. Being upwind of one’s opponent was generally a huge advantage, but Akrotia could shift the wind, confounding that principal. How can I compensate? he wondered. How can I position my forces such that a wind shift doesn’t risk the entire phalanx? An answer popped into his mind, and he frowned. He didn’t like it at all. Then again, he didn’t have many options.

				“Signal the others! Continue parallel to the target and widen our dispersal. We’ll break formation and all attack the target from different directions simultaneously. Resolute will tack and come in against the city’s rotation. Lightning is last in line, and will attack at a shallow angle with rotation. Cape Storm and Stalwart will attack at steeper angles. Akrotia may shift the wind, but simultaneous attacks from different angles should allow at least two ships to attack effectively and escape. Maneuvering will be tricky, but it’s our only chance.”

			

			
				“Aye, sir!”

				His first mate relayed the orders, his voice strained. Henkle understood his officer’s trepidation: if they pulled this maneuver off perfectly, all four ships would arrive at the same point from different angles, at virtually the same moment. The tactic should thwart the effectiveness of a wind shift, but if only they managed not to collide with one another in the process.

				≈

				“This puts us right in the middle, sir,” Lieutenant Parks said, his brow wrinkled with worry as Cape Storm’s bow turned into the wind. “And if the wind does shift, we’ll have the hardest time turning away.”

				Donnely looked out across the water, taking in the ships’ positions, the city’s rotation, the wind, and the angles of attack. It had taken them almost half an hour to reach the proper positions for the simultaneous attack, and all four ships had just made their turns toward the target. Henkle was a good tactician—this last-minute plan was a wise strategy—but still too timid, in Donnely’s estimation. And Parks was right; once they got within range of the target, if the wind shifted, Cape Storm’s position would be untenable.

				The captain looked at his men. They kept glancing up at Akrotia, shuffling around and barking out nervous laughs. It didn’t help that the ship shuddered relentlessly as the seamage continued her assault. At least now it looked like it was doing some good; Akrotia had developed a list, though not enough yet to allow water through the breach. And the breach needed to be much wider for there to be even a hope of sinking the city.

				 “Steer an intercept course with the target, Lieutenant.”

				“But sir…”

				“Don’t worry, Lieutenant Parks. I have no intention of dying today.” Donnely grinned and clapped the man on the shoulder. “But we might be forced to abandon ship quickly, so let’s prepare. Trail the boats and open all hatches. Those manning the sweeps should escape through the ballista ports if and when the word is given, but not a moment before. Understood?”

			

			
				“Yes, sir.”

				“Now, flank speed on the sweeps!”

				“Aye, sir!”

				Orders rang out and men scrambled to comply. Cape Storm struggled forward, her sails flapping and her sweeps thrashing the water to a froth. Men threw open every hatch on the ship and cast the hatch gratings overboard, then launched the small boats and let them trail behind the ship.

				“Ready on the sheets for the wind shift!” Donnely ordered as he gauged their angle to the target and the other three warships. It was going to be close. “Ready on the catapult!”

				Cape Storm pounded doggedly into the wind, Resolute angling in from port, and Stalwart close to starboard. Lightning screamed in fast beyond Stalwart, her sails full.

				Then, as if Odea had waved her hand, the opposing wind died, and a hard gust took them from the stern.

				“Slack sheets and trim for downwind!” Donnely bellowed.

				The gale-force wind snapped the canvas full in a heartbeat, and Cape Storm surged forward, her rig groaning with the strain as spray flew from her bow. He heard a loud crack to his right; Lightning had fired. He spared a glance, and saw the shot splash into the sea a mere ten feet from the city’s hull. Lightning bore away, merfolk pushing on her bow to aid her turn. She would pass well to their stern. Stalwart bore forward slightly, her greater sail area and larger number of sweeps allowing her to edge ahead of Cape Storm. With a crack, the battleship fired her larger catapult.

				“A hit!” Parks shouted, and the crew cheered.

				Donnely was too busy to look, watching Stalwart’s bowsprit sweep toward them as she bore away. Once again, mer gathered at the bow to aid the battleship’s turn, and they cleared Cape Storm’s last trailing boat by mere feet.

				“Captain!” Parks shouted, pointing off their port bow.

				Resolute had trimmed her sails smartly and was closing fast. Unfortunately, the winds were pushing Cape Storm ahead more quickly than he had anticipated. If they didn’t turn, Cape Storm would strike Resolute amidships. But if they turned too much, they would never get their shot. Donnely gauged the angles and relative speeds of the ships and stepped to the helm.

			

			
				“Two points to port,” he told the helmsman, adding his own hand to the great wheel. “Don’t let her jibe.”

				“Aye, sir.” The helmsman’s hands were white on the spokes, but he turned the ship deftly. “Sure that’s enough, sir?”

				“Plenty, sailor. Steady now.” It was going to be close.

				Resolute fired with a resounding crack, and Donnely watched the ball arc through the heat-hazed air. It struck right on target, smashing into the hull just below the breach with a horrendous crash. The warship immediately bore away in the only direction available to her…toward Cape Storm. It was going to be very close.

				Donnely grinned as he saw Henkle on his quarterdeck, wide-eyed and glaring but refusing to show fear. Resolute, larger than Cape Storm by many tons, loomed directly in front of the frigate. The helmsman instinctively pushed the wheel to port, but Donnely resisted that force.

				“Steady…”

				He felt a heavy nudge as Resolute’s bow wake shoved against them. Donnely held his breath, hoping against all hope that Cape Storm’s bowsprit didn’t snag the battleship’s shrouds, then—they were past! The bowsprit missed Resolute’s stern by mere feet, while Cape Storm’s bow wake slapped the warship’s stern quarter, aiding their turn. Donnely released his breath and the wheel, then glanced at the target and made up his mind. Stepping to the rail, he doffed his hat and swept it in a courtly bow.

				“My compliments to the commodore’s marksmanship!” he called out, grinning like a fiend.

				“What the bloody hells are you doing, Donnely? Bear off!”

				“Sorry, Commodore, but I can’t hear you with this wind!” He donned his hat and turned forward. “Catapult! Fire!”

				The siege engine sang as it hurled its granite missile. The ball smashed into the city’s hull just to the right of the breach, and stonework shattered in an impressive shower of splintered rock. The impact, however, did not expand the breach. Donnely drew a breath to shout an order, and the heat of the air seared his tongue. The jib burst into flames.

				“Cut that burning canvas down!” Parks bellowed, and men ran forward to obey, but Donnely returned to the helm and overrode the officer’s order.

				“Belay that! All deck crew, over the side!” Parks turned to him with wide eyes. “Orderly now, but get them over, Lieutenant. I’ll evacuate the sweepers at the last minute. My helm, sailor.”

			

			
				Parks gave the order, and men scrambled to the stern. Some leapt into the sea; others, probably those who couldn’t swim, grasped the lines trailing the boats and clambered aboard them. When a boat was full, they cut it loose and rowed quickly away. Donnely was impressed by their calm, and found himself grinning again. He gauged the angle through the pall of ashes and burning canvas, and adjusted his heading.

				The heat was unbearable, and as he squinted into the haze, he saw the tarred forestay and foremast shrouds catch fire. The foredeck shimmered and burst into flames. It was time.

				“Abandon ship! All hands, over the side!” He tied off the wheel and dashed to the main hatch, bellowing into the blinding heat as the fire swept aft. “Abandon ship! All of you, now!”

				He reached down to grasp hands, hauling sailors and marines up onto the deck. They streamed from every hatch, sweating and batting at their smoldering clothes. More jumped from the open ballista ports, throwing themselves into the sea.

				Donnely reached down to grasp another hand, but there were no more. He squinted down into the smoke-filled depths, at the rows of empty benches, the sweeps lying untended in their locks. Fire swept the deck around him, and he returned to the wheel, gauging their approach one last time. Barely a ship’s length separated the bow of Cape Storm from Akrotia. The breach was straight ahead, right on course, which was fortunate, since the wheel had burst into flames; there would be no changing course now.

				Captain Donnely glanced once more around the blazing ship, turned and strode through the fire to the taffrail. Doffing his burning jacket, he leapt just as his ship slammed into the breach. As he fell, the roar of flames and shattering timber and stone filled his ears.

				Then…there was silence. Silence, and the coolness of seawater, then the pull of gentle hands drawing him down into the depths.


				


			

				Chapter 32

				Into the Depths

				The screech of tortured wood and stone filled the sea, and Tailwalker looked up reflexively. He caught a brief glimpse of one of the landwalker ships wedged into Akrotia’s hull before the water clouded with debris.

				Holy Odea, he thought. The cable suddenly slacked in his hands as Akrotia’s rotation slowed. Then a new sound reached him; the roar of the sea rushing into the city. *The landwalkers have done it!* he signed to the awestruck mer around him. *They rammed one of their ships right down Akrotia’s throat! Hear the water rushing in? Akrotia is sinking!*

				The entire school fluttered their fins in excitement, flipping their tails and darting in tight circles. Debris from above floated down past them. They looked frantically for injured sailors, but there were none. In the distance, Tailwalker could see Broadtail’s school pulling landwalkers to safety, but it seemed that there were none on the ship when it hit. At least, none who escaped. Tailwalker waved his arms to gain his school’s attention.

				*Come, we must help the seamage now. Pull down on the cables!*

				The school grabbed the ironweed cables and flipped their tails, this time pulling the edge of the damaged city down, increasing its list and inviting even more water to pour into the breach.

				≈

				Pain and panic gripped Edan in a mind-paralyzing embrace as the sea surged in. The cold water doused both his fire and his anger. He could feel it surging through his corridors, sloshing and filling chamber after chamber. He had to stop it or he would sink!

				He slammed closed all of his inner doors. Everywhere the water touched, steam billowed, hissing as it escaped through the air ducts. He considered boiling off the water, but there was too much; trying to boil it all away would only sap his strength, and he needed every bit he had to get to safety, to get away from these suicidal warships and the murderous seamage. He felt the anger and the fear both struggling to overwhelm him, but he forced them down. If he lost control now, he would die. He had to get to land!

			

			
				Yes, he would run himself aground; then they could not sink him. He would be safe.

				Edan called the winds and pushed himself toward the distant shore. The side where the ship had struck him dipped lower in the water, but he had closed off that section. The water already inside his hull dragged him down, but not so much that it could sink him.

				Another impact rocked him from below, where the seamage continued to pound at him. A stab of pain, and he felt an arch break away. She was maiming him, chipping away at his underwater structures, but she could not break through his hull. Another lancing pain, huge this time, and he felt an arch rip away from his underside.

				He felt that side of his hull lift, and his spirits rose with the added buoyancy—until he felt chill water climb over his seawalls near the breach. An entirely new panic seized him. He understood now what they were doing. They were trying to flip him over.

				≈

				Cynthia gathered her power once again, but she was so weary, it felt as if the sea barely heard her call. She pleaded, and sent another spear of pressure lancing out; more stonework fell into the depths. Then, in the distance, she felt the crash of wood against stone. Another ship had fallen to Akrotia. She shook her head, trying to clear the haze of fatigue. Two ships lost now; their plan was failing. She closed her eyes in grief for the sailors who died with their ships. When she opened them again, she found herself out of place. Akrotia had stopped its rotation.

				Shelly swam off to the side, her flashing colors and fluttering fins evidence of her excitement. She, too, had noticed the change. Renewed energy swept over Cynthia as she heard the far-off clatter of closing doors and the rumble of inrushing water. She chose another target, a convoluted arch, and drew up her power. Hammering at the structure as hard as she could, she sent great pieces of stone shattering free to plummet into the abyss.

				Akrotia began to list significantly.

				More, she thought, as she searched for another piece of stonework she could break away. Though she had pretty much flattened this region of the hull’s underside, at the center was a huge aperture surrounded by spires and towers like an immense anemone with tentacles of stone. The Mouth, the elves had called it, an orifice for circulating water through dozens of smaller channels throughout the structure. Cynthia reached her senses into the Mouth, and followed along the ever-constricting passages. This would work nicely…if she had the energy to pull it off.

			

			
				Warily, she positioned herself directly beneath the opening, venturing as close as she dared before the hot water beat her back. Cynthia tried to clear her mind and focus her power.

				Do it now, she thought, bracing her nerves.

				A silver streak shot through the water toward her, shattering her concentration. It was Chaser. He flipped several times, then approached.

				*Seamage Flaxal Brelak, the hull has been breached widely!* He flipped again, his fins fluttering. *A landwalker ship flew straight into the city’s side, damaging it badly. Is this not wonderful news!*

				*It is!* she signed, her hope soaring. *But you and Shelly must move away now. I am going to try to break off a large piece of stone, and if Akrotia flips, you may be caught.*

				*What about you, Seamage?* he signed, his colors mottled with worry.

				*I’ll be fine, Chaser. Go sign to Tailwalker; the school must release the cables if the city capsizes.*

				*Yes, Seamage.* Chaser flipped his tail and dashed off, Shelly right on his flukes.

				Now, Cynthia thought, centering her power and feeling the maze of tunnels branching off of the central channel. She chose one of the tunnels, focused her power into a tight spear of pressure, and pushed. The sea surged through the Mouth and into the smaller channels. She increased the flow, straining to push the water through the small passages. Maintaining the pressure, she searched for the channel’s outflow, then pushed water up that passage, too. Deep within the structure, she felt the two forces meet. Something had to give. Rock fractured like a log split by a steel wedge, and an immense slab of stone peeled away from Akrotia’s hull.

				Right over Cynthia’s head.

				Shaking with exhaustion, she called the ocean to whisk her out of the way as hundreds of tons of shattered stone plunged into the depths. Above her, Akrotia listed farther…farther… When it finally stabilized, its hull sloped about thirty degrees. It was good, but not good enough.

				Akrotia was still afloat. And it had started to move again…toward shore.

			

			
				≈

				“Come about, Lieutenant!” Commodore Henkle ordered as Akrotia’s winds died. He focused his spyglass on Cape Storm’s burning hulk wedged deep into the city’s hull breach. “Maneuver to assist those boats. Boarding nets over the side.”

				“Aye, sir!”

				Resolute turned and hove to, still dangerously close to Akrotia. Damn it, Donnely! he thought. Why didn’t you bear off? But he also realized what the foolhardy stunt had accomplished. Water rushed into the hugely expanded breach, even as the frigate burned.

				“Commodore! We’re being boarded!”

				“What the hells…” Henkle turned, reaching for his sword by reflex. Sodden sailors climbed over the rail where they had rigged the boarding nets, but the boats from Cape Storm were still minutes away. His crew moved to help them, and he recognized one officer. “Lieutenant Parks! What in the Nine Hells is going on?”

				“It was the merfolk, sir!” the young man said, coughing and sputtering between words. “They saved us!”

				“The merfolk?” Henkle asked, but as he moved to the railing and looked down, he saw it was true. Silvery shapes were pulling men up from the depths and depositing them within reach of the boarding nets. Hundreds of men clambered aboard, some of them with burned clothes, but few with actual injuries. “By the Nine Hells!”

				“Yes, sir!” Parks peered at his burning ship and his expression sobered. “Did…did anyone see the captain?”

				There was a round of negative responses, then a few of the marines and sailors who had been manning the sweeps said they’d seen him helping men escape from belowdecks. Nobody, however, could say if Captain Donnely had escaped the burning ship.

				The launches from Cape Storm finally arrived, and even more men piled aboard. Then a ragged cheer rose as a sodden figure flopped over the rail. A soaked but grinning Captain Donnely was hoisted aboard by more eager hands than could hope to aid him.

				“Permission to come aboard, Commodore,” the cocky captain said with a proper salute, though he wore no hat, no jacket, and his shirt was burned through in several places.

				“Granted!” Henkle glared, and opened his mouth to deliver a firm rebuke, when the ship shook wildly.

			

			
				Akrotia shuddered, then began to tilt. Cape Storm’s burning wreckage was dragged under as the entire near shore dipped below the surface. Cheers rang out, but Henkle had a more pragmatic response to the spectacle.

				“Make all sail and flank speed on the sweeps! Get us the hells out of here, Lieutenant! I don’t want to be anywhere near if that bloody thing capsizes!”

				Sails soared and cracked, and the sweeps thrashed the water as the ship turned its stern to the city and made speed away. All eyes not otherwise occupied stared aft as the vast shape of Akrotia continued to tilt, then stopped.

				“What now, Commodore?” Donnely asked, joining Henkle on his quarterdeck.

				“Now, Captain, we regroup with Admiral Joslan and await his orders.” He turned to Donnely with a wry smile. “You remember what orders are, don’t you, Captain, even if you don’t know how to follow them?”

				≈

				Damn! Cynthia cursed. She was beyond exhaustion now, at the end of her string. She only had one more attack in her before she would have to rest. She felt the mer still pulling down on the cables, fighting to drag the flooded side of the city down. The ships were scattered now, but she assumed that they would form up for another attack, though their target was now deep underwater. They would have to open a new breach to do any good.

				And Akrotia was moving toward shore.

				She had to act now, but how? Breaking away one or two more spires wouldn’t cause the city to capsize. She needed to either lift the elevated end or push down on the sunken portion, and of those two actions, one was much easier.

				Moving as swiftly as she could in her exhaustion, she surged along the underside of the city to where the mer were pulling on their ironweed cables. She located Tailwalker and signed her plan to him. He nodded, and sent his school scattering to safety. She reached out her senses and felt for the ships. Good! They were a safe distance away.

				It was time.

				Cynthia called once more for the sea to aid her. She felt for its natural rhythm and intensified it, pushing and pulling deftly until the swells began to pile atop one another. Her energy was waning quickly; if this last effort didn’t succeed, Akrotia would have time to run itself aground before she could muster the strength for another try.

			

			
				Pushing and pulling, urging and pleading, her head throbbed with the strain. Using the ocean’s natural power to amplify the swells, she pushed until a mountain of water rose above her. Cynthia felt dizzy with her efforts, but the wave grew until it was a hundred feet high and as broad as Akrotia itself. She held it for a moment while she assessed Akrotia’s movement, then pushed with every ounce of energy left.

				The towering wave crashed down onto the submerged edge of the floating city, shoving it even deeper. She heard a crack, then another; bulkheads and hatches were giving way under the pressure. Cynthia pushed herself to the surface and watched as Akrotia listed farther…forty degrees…forty five…fifty. It hung there for a moment, then, ever so slowly, the weight of the upper structures overbalanced the lower, and the great city of Akrotia capsized.

				≈

				This was not good.

				The burning city had been a virtual heaven for Flicker, but now it was shaking all around, and the floor was tilting. The sounds of cracking stone and slamming doors worried her, too. If the burning city sank, she would drown.

				Flicker flew to the crystal house as she had a thousand times before, and peered through at her imprisoned master. Edan stood there encased in a lattice of crystal shards, along with the stupid crazy girl. He hadn’t moved an inch, and probably wouldn’t ever again. She’d tried a hundred times to free him, but nothing she did even scratched that crystalline structure. She loved Edan and didn’t want to leave him, but she feared drowning even more. Besides, she couldn’t love anyone ever again if she drowned.

				She kissed the impenetrable crystal separating them and flew for the tiny port in the ceiling, remembering how Mouse had shown her how to escape. She raced through the tiny vents to the outside and shot into the air, astonished to see a huge mountain of water rising over the city. She yelped in fear and soared higher, watching in horror as the wave fell. Water hissed against the hot stone, sending up clouds of steam, and the city tilted farther. It hesitated, hanging there for a moment, then flipped, throwing a wave even bigger than the one that had sent it over.

			

			
				Steam bubbled up in torrents, and the great burning city that imprisoned her master slowly sank below the waves, quenched forever.

				Flicker hovered, looking down at the bubbles rising to the surface. As they burst, she felt her heart breaking with them. She was lost and alone. What would happen now? She narrowed her eyes as she spied the warships. They had done this. They had killed Edan. Maybe she’d just fly on down and set them aflame for what they’d done. She stoked her fire and readied herself for revenge, then a flash of gossamer crystal caught her eye.

				≈

				Explosions of steam and the thunder of collapsing doors and ruptured walls rattled Cynthia’s eardrums as Akrotia sank beneath the waves. Mer schooled around her in undulating waves of silvery scales, fins flared and weapons outthrust in triumph. As she felt the massive city sink slowly into the darkness, she found she could not share their elation.

				Edan, she thought, remembering his carrot-red hair and hot temper, his dream of becoming a pyromage so clear in his face at their first meeting. So much like her own dream of becoming a seamage. Cynthia pictured him now, his fear of the sea, of the smothering cold embrace of the depths, of drowning. He was drowning now.

				I can’t kill him like this.


				She thrummed for attention, and the mer ceased their swirling celebration. Broadtail, Tailwalker and Chaser darted to the fore, joy bright in their motions and gestures.

				*Victory!* Broadtail signed, thrusting his trident toward the surface. *We have won, Seamage Flaxal Brelak! You have destroyed Akrotia!*

				*Yes, Broadtail, I have destroyed Akrotia, but I have also killed a friend.* She gestured into the depths as the cacophony of shattering stone, metal and thunder of steam faded. *I have to try to save him.*

				*The firemage?* Broadtail signed, confusion blanching his colors. *I thought our goal was to kill him.*

				*Our goal was to destroy Akrotia. We have done that. Now I must try to save the young man who helped me rescue my child. He saved my son’s life, Broadtail. I owe him more than to let him die like this.* She steeled her nerves and made a motion of finality. *Wait for me until nightfall. If he lives, he may need the attention of your priests.*

			

			
				*I will come with you,* Tailwalker signed, darting forward.

				*No,* she signed, backing away. *I cannot be responsible for your safety, Tailwalker. I don’t even know if Edan still lives, and I cannot risk more lives than my own to try to save him.*

				*The school will wait, Seamage Flaxal Brelak,* Broadtail interjected, one hand on his son’s shoulder. *Odea go with you.*

				*Thank you, Trident Holder,* she signed. She looked into the faces of her mer friends—so alien, yet so familiar—and smiled. She knew she still didn’t understand them fully, but there was one thing she did know: these three mer were as close to her as any friends she’d had in her life. With nothing left to say, she signaled farewell and descended into the darkness of the depths.


				


			

				Chapter 33

				Fire and Water

				Horror engulfed Edan as he felt himself falling, rolling over into the chilling embrace of the sea. Cold…dark…wet…smothering seawater flooded through his chambers and corridors. The floating hatches that worked so well to hold back the water when he was upright now failed utterly. Chill water met with hot stone and metal, and steam exploded through his halls with such force that walls and even decks fractured under the impact. The pain…oh, the pain was unbearable.

				His sight failed as the sea closed over him, darkness blinding him to the horrors of the deep. He began to sink, even colder water sapping the heat from his stone. The sea was deep here, but how deep? His tallest spires had soared hundreds of feet into the sky, and now thrust the same span into the depths. Maybe they would touch the seabed and arrest his descent before the pressure crushed the life out of him.

				Maybe not.

				Terror chilled him even more than the cold water. His worst nightmare had always been of drowning, of the sea smothering him, quenching his fire forever. Now, as he sank into the emptiness, the crushing pressure collapsing his doors, shattering his walls, that nightmare was coming true. In that desolation, the fleeting joys and lingering pains of his life revisited him; all of his failures and his one glowing triumph: the ecstasy of his ascension. Edan’s singular dream had been to become a pyromage. As the sea swirled into the Chamber of Life, hissing across the arched ceiling, filling the room until it splashed and roiled against the walls of his glowing crystalline prison, he wondered if the glory of fulfilling that dream would sustain him when all else faded to darkness.

				≈

				Darkness enveloped Cynthia as she plunged into the depths, until she had only her sea sense to discern her surroundings. Her ribs ached as the air in her lungs compressed to nothing, and she shivered with the biting cold. The same magic that allowed her to breathe through her skin also maintained her body temperature, but it didn’t keep her from feeling the cold. The chill would not kill her, but it would be uncomfortable. Descending into the utter blackness, blind, cold and alone, was unnerving for her. It must be hell for Edan.

			

			
				Cynthia followed the death rattle of Akrotia down. Collapsing doors and bulkheads reverberated, fracturing stone cracked sharply, and escaping steam hissed and bubbled. More than once she had to avoid huge bubbles of rising gas discharged from the city or risk being cooked by the scalding steam.

				She quested out with her senses and felt the city tilt crazily as it sank, like a leaf falling through air. It struck the seabed edge on with enough force to fracture the main hull, then settled like a child’s top that had ceased to spin, the spires of its superstructure thrust deep into the sediment. It tilted back, the broken section thrust up, stone crumbling away. The city was still far below her, deeper than she had ever gone, but not beyond her reach

				As she neared, she noted that Akrotia was totally dark; not a rune glowed. She could feel the shattered rock of the broken section. It would provide an entrance, but she would have to be careful; if she was injured down here, she might never make it back to the surface. Slowly, she approached, sensing the maze of corridors and chambers inside…and felt a wave of rising panic. Even with teams of sailors working non-stop, it had taken more than a week to map out a fraction of the upper city. Searching for the Chamber of Life by herself would be like looking for a single pearl on a pebble-littered beach.

				I should go back! she thought. Back to Feldrin and Kloe— Kloe, who wouldn’t be alive if not for Edan. No, she had to at least try.

				Steeling her nerves, she sensed inside again, and realized that she now had one advantage; with the city inundated, she could feel ahead through the twisting labyrinth. The maze took form within her mind’s eye, and she remembered the confusing, but not totally random patterns of the maps that she, Feldrin and Ghelfan had drawn.

				The chamber is big, she reminded herself, and in the exact center. I can do this. She urged the sea to take her in.

				She ventured forward, pausing whenever she sensed an opening, feeling far ahead for dead-ends, trying to sense beyond the tangle of halls and chambers to the curving structure of the Chamber of Life. As she progressed, the water warmed. At first, the warmth felt good, banishing the chill of the deep ocean, but soon she felt like a lobster in a pot that was slowly coming to a boil. She closed her eyes to the sting of the hot water—she couldn’t see anyway—and wondered if she’d even be able to survive in the Chamber of Life.

			

			
				Claustrophobia closed in around her, the crushing weight of stone over her head, bringing back dark recollections of her brief but horrible incarceration in the dungeons beneath Plume Isle. Straining metal and stone groaned and cracked threateningly. Time and again, shockwaves shivered the water as a door or wall failed under the torturous pressure. She felt the sea surge into the void of a collapsing room, and the mixing of hot and cold water. She encountered hatches that had been crushed like a tin cup in a strong man’s grip, jammed closed and impassible, forcing her to backtrack. She stretched out her senses desperately as her frustration and fear mounted. There, far ahead, she felt the gentle curve of corridors; the outer wall of the chamber.

				Now, she thought, to find the entrance.

				As Cynthia considered which way to go, she felt something else, something searing hot and sweltering: Edan’s magic.

				He’s alive, she realized, her heart hammering. Cynthia sought out the burning sensation like a lighthouse on a moonless night. She surged forward, and suddenly became aware of a glow seeping through her closed eyelids. She blinked, and in the flickering gloom gaped at the faint traceries of fire etching the rune-scribed walls. She could feel the magic in them, but it was waning, their light slowly dimming. Akrotia was dying…Edan was dying. With a shiver, she wondered what would happen when the magic failed completely. Girding herself, she hurried toward the Chamber of Life.

				≈

				Cold and darkness pressed upon the fragile eggshell of Edan’s mind as each crack, each collapsed door and shattered bulkhead, racked him with agony. The runes that empowered the city were broken, the light of their magic fading, and his vision fading with them. He could now see only within the Chamber of Life itself, and even that was dim. Eventually, even the magic that sustained him would fail.

				Then he would drown, alone in the cold and dark…

				Not alone, the madness said in his mind, and he knew it spoke the truth.

				He could see her in the chamber with him now…Samantha. Edan remembered the blood, the rising water, and her insistent grip on his arm. Then the pain, and the surge of power; the fear and confusion. Their anger, their longing for love, their fears. He was afraid of the sea, and she was afraid of herself.

			

			
				Another jolt of agony as more stone and metal succumbed to the pressure. The light of the chamber faded to a dull crimson, and he knew the end was coming. Soon the pressure of the sea would overcome the waning magic and crush the crystalline walls of his prison, killing him, killing her, killing them.

				They would die together.

				Then something moved outside the crystal walls, a pale shape swirling in the ruddy light. It fluttered like a ghost, moving too fast to be corporeal. The specter circled the crystalline chamber, and new fear gripped him. Was this some angel of death, the ghost of some long-drowned seafarer? Was it here for his soul?

				Edan saw a glint outside the chamber, and a tone rang through him—beautiful, like a crystal bell. Something was striking the chamber. A second tone, then a third, this one off key.

				It’s breaking in, he thought in a panic, even as he wondered how a ghost could break anything.

				With a crack, the crystal fractured, and the last of Akrotia’s magic flared like a beacon. The dry heat of his fire was smothered as warm seawater surged over him. In one last glimpse through the magic’s eye, he saw the ghost in the stark light, and it wasn’t a ghost at all.

				It was Cynthia!

				The sea witch!

				Then a million crystal knives stabbed through him. He screamed in agony and inhaled only water. He was drowning.

				≈

				Cynthia dropped the heavy head of the boarding axe that Feldrin had dropped what seemed a lifetime ago. She had used it to shatter the door to the crystal chamber, then gently eased the sea into the space beyond. She blinked against the last flare of magical light, but that instant of radiance revealed Edan and Samantha locked in a lattice of crystal shards, their bodies pressed together, lips touching.

				And Cynthia suddenly understood.

				Samantha loves him!


				That explained so much: why the girl had followed them to the Sea of Lost Ships, her insistence that Edan leave with her, even her murder of Ghelfan, who had simply gotten in her way. Cynthia would never forgive that, but at least now she understood.

			

			
				The lattice of crystal that held them immobile melted away, and they floated free in a tangle of thrashing arms and legs. The panic they must have felt urged her to act quickly. Cynthia cast the spell to allow them to breathe underwater, and saw their skin flush pink; the spell was working. Samantha floated calmly, seeming dazed, but Edan thrashed and coughed out bubbles as he struggled to breathe.

				Akrotia shuddered, and rubble tumbled down through the water as great cracks shot through the stone walls of the outer chamber. There was no time for delay; they had to get out now. Cynthia urged the sea to grasp Edan and move him from the crystalline chamber into the open, but he fought against it, clawing at his throat and kicking wildly. If she tried to bring him through the corridors like this, he would beat himself to death on the jagged bits of stone. She tried to get his attention, but his eyes were blind with terror. There was only one thing to do.

				Odea protect me, she thought as she reached out and grasped Edan’s wrist.

				The elemental forces of fire and water clashed ferociously where their flesh met. Water vaporized in a cloud of steam, and pain lanced through Cynthia’s hand. Her head whipped back as the magic of the winds shared by both Cynthia and Edan blasted through her. A storm raged in her mind, a tempest of wind and water and fire. Above the shriek of the storm, Cynthia heard a jangle of keys and a peal of unearthly laughter. Odea’s laughter.

				In that moment, she and Edan connected.

				As if they were her own, Cynthia understood his hopes and dreams, his loves and fears. She felt Edan convulse and saw his eyes widen, no longer wild, but full of comprehension, and she knew that he, too, had felt it. Immediately, he stopped struggling.

				Cynthia released Edan’s wrist, daring to look down at her hand. Bits of boiled skin peeled away from the cooked flesh to flutter in the water, pale and ghostly. She tried to flex her fingers, but the wave of agony almost made her retch, her mouth gaping in a silent scream. She clutched her wrist and waited until the searing pain ebbed.

				Edan, she noticed, had no similar injury, his skin immune to the blistering steam. He looked at her hand and winced, his expression apologetic. Cynthia gestured with her uninjured hand, hoping he understood that she was going to use the sea to move them out of the chamber. As Akrotia’s magic drained away, the light dimmed further, and the walls around them groaned; they didn’t have much time. As she turned, a shape surged out of the gloom, an obsidian dagger thrusting toward her.

			

			
				≈

				Sam felt groggy, floating, as if still dreaming. She had had wonderful dreams of Edan; they were together forever in a sea of light, united body, mind, and soul. Then the dream had turned ugly as he tried to push her away, rejecting her. Now she was alone again, with only her madness to console her.

				It wasn’t fair! She had rescued him from the sea witch. He was hers.

				The sea witch! Every time Sam thought of the woman, her rage flared like an inferno. Cynthia Flaxal should have died, but somehow she had lived. Visions flashed in her mind: ships, mer, the sea witch…pain…

				With a start, Sam realized she was floating in a sea of waning twilight, her body pained but free. She felt no need to breathe, as comfortable as an enwombed child. But she felt…alone. Where was Edan?

				He was there, moving toward the shattered door of the crystal chamber. Sam started to pull herself toward him, then saw another figure. The sea witch was pulling Edan away from her! Sam’s fury rose.

				Her obsidian dagger lay on the crystal below her feet. Snatching it up, she lunged.

				≈

				Edan gazed at the sea around him, felt the comforting warmth of it against his skin, and wondered why he had feared it so. For a brief, shocking moment, he had known Cynthia’s mind, felt her deep love of the ocean…and shared it.

				The seamage gestured, and he understood. Akrotia was dying, but he was no longer part of it. He wouldn’t die here at the bottom of the sea, in the cold and dark. Despite all the things he had done, Cynthia had rescued him from his worst nightmare.

				A shadow flitted past him toward Cynthia. He had forgotten about Samantha. With a shock, he saw the black blade plunge toward the seamage’s chest. He grabbed at Samantha’s arm, jerking her aside. She whirled on him, and he saw once again her madness; eyes alight with fury, her lips pulled back, pointed teeth bared.

				Pain…

			

			
				Edan looked down. A dagger hilt protruded from his stomach. As he watched, streams of crimson drifted from his torn flesh and swirled in the eddies of water. Though the sea around him was warm, he suddenly felt cold. He looked up to see Cynthia’s wide eyes, and understood.

				She had rescued him from Akrotia, but he was still going to die here.

				≈

				Cynthia saw the madness in Samantha’s eyes fade to disbelief, then shock. The girl’s hand fell away from the dagger she had thrust into the man she loved, and she stared down at the blood swirling in the water, then at her hands. Samantha floated, unmoving, paralyzed by the horror of what she had done.

				Cynthia, however, was not paralyzed.

				She flung the girl aside with a flick of the sea’s power, pinning her to the far wall of the crystalline chamber. Edan drifted, shock painting his features, his hands grasping at, then retreating from, the dagger that impaled him.

				Cynthia wished she could cry out in frustration. With the pain and shock of her contact with Edan, all thoughts of the girl had slipped from her mind. Edan’s mouth gaped open and closed, and his eyes pleaded with her. She reflexively reached out toward him, then pulled back. She couldn’t touch him again, not without maiming herself further. Besides, another shock like the one they had already endured would likely kill him. She urged the sea to gently surround him and move him, motioning to him to stay still. He coughed a trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth, and stared blankly at her.

				As they reached the door to the corridor, Cynthia looked back. Samantha remained pinned to the wall, but she didn’t struggle against the power of the sea. She just stared into the water before her, eyes wide and blank, transfixed upon the drifting tendrils of blood, bereft of cognizant thought.

				For an instant, Cynthia felt a piercing sympathy for the girl; she was a victim, a product of Bloodwind’s merciless indoctrination. But she was also responsible for the deaths of dozens of Cynthia’s friends, and indirectly for the conflagration of the Clairissa. She had murdered Ghelfan in cold blood in this very room, and had tried to kill Cynthia and her baby. Any one of these had earned her a quick death, but Cynthia could not make herself do it. She could not murder her.

				But she’d be damned if she’d save her life.

			

			
				Let the sea decide, she thought as the last of the light faded from the chamber.

				The peal of splitting stone snapped her moment of reverie. The last vestiges of magic that held Akrotia’s structure intact had failed. Cradling Edan in a gentle cocoon of water, Cynthia urged the sea to take them out of the chamber.

				Shrieks and howls of collapsing metal and stone sounded them; Akrotia’s death throes. Then from behind them a tremendous rumble, deep and powerful, as the Chamber of Life collapsed. Struggling to suppress her panic, Cynthia pushed ahead as quickly as she could without harming Edan, but an instant later, the pressure wave of the room’s collapse hit them. Tumbling in the roiling water, utterly disoriented, she called on the sea to protect them.

				In the silent darkness that followed, she saw in her mind’s eye the faces of her son and husband. The last of her energy was gone, the sea’s power slipping from her grasp, and all she could think was that she would never see Kloe or Feldrin again.

				≈

				“Admiral!” Captain Betts snapped an exhausted salute. “We’ve searched all the wreckage, and all survivors are aboard. There’s still no sign of the mer or…the seamage.”

				Admiral Joslan gazed out across the calm blue sea from the vantage of Indomitable’s quarterdeck. They had done it!

				Actually, he admitted to himself, she has done it. The warships’ attacks had been like the pecking of pigeons on a granite statue, save for Donnely’s foolhardy plunge. The seamage and her magic had made the difference. Without her, his vaunted navy would all have burned, and with them, Tsing itself, the seat of the empire, would have gone up in flames.

				He heaved a sigh of relief. Peering down into the crystalline depths, he searched the waters one last time, looking for a sign that the seamage had survived. Nothing.

				“Very well, Captain Betts,” he said as he strode down to his cabin for a stiff drink. “Signal the armada. We’re going home.”


				


			

				Chapter 34

				Spoils of War

				Chains rattling, Feldrin once again walked the grim corridor toward the room where he had last met with his wife and son. The guards who gripped his arms would tell him nothing, and his heart hammered with trepidation. He’d heard already some of the news: Akrotia destroyed, two ships lost in the battle, but not a word about Cynthia.

				Hold fast, he thought vehemently. They’re gonna open that door, and Cyn will be sittin’ there as beautiful as ever, holdin’ Kloe. You’ll see. He wouldn’t—couldn’t—think otherwise. Then the door opened, and Feldrin felt as if he’d been punched in the stomach.

				Count Norris sat at the table, his face as still as stone. Feldrin stepped forward and gripped the back of the chair before him. The wood groaned under his grip. When his legs felt like they would support him no more, he collapsed into the seat.

				“Count.” His voice cracked, and he swallowed before attempting to speak again. “How’s Kloe?”

				“He’s well,” Norris said, attempting a smile. “Camilla dotes on him.”

				“Good.” Feldrin cleared his throat. He had only one other question, and he both longed for and dreaded the answer. “And Cyn?”

				Finally Norris’ unreadable façade cracked, his eyes registering a deep sorrow. “She…didn’t come up after Akrotia capsized. Admiral Joslan assumed she was lost.”

				“He assumed?” Feldrin clenched his hands in his lap to still their shaking, but his voice came out loud and accusative. “She saved their precious city and no one could bloody well take the time to make sure she wasn’t just hurt? They couldn’t even recover her body for a proper burial?”

				 Norris waved back the nervous guards and fixed his eyes on Feldrin’s. “They did search, Feldrin. Admiral Joslan’s entire armada scoured the area for hours. He even admitted that she was the reason they succeeded where the navy alone couldn’t have. But I’m afraid she’s gone.”

				“I see.” Feldrin swallowed again, slumping back in the chair as both his rage and his strength drained away. He clenched his teeth against the scream that threatened to tear out of his throat. Cyn! Breathing deeply, he forced it all down until he felt no emotion at all. His soul was empty. When he finally spoke, his voice was dull to his own ears. “Is that all?”

			

			
				“No, Feldrin.” Norris shifted in his chair. “In light of Cynthia’s success and personal sacrifice, as well as recent…negotiations, the emperor has reduced your sentence to just one year. During that time, he has agreed to employ the crew of Orin’s Pride to train navy personnel in the art of sailing a schooner. At the end of your sentence, since the empire will be constructing a fleet of ships from Cynthia’s designs, he will no longer need Orin’s Pride, and has agreed to revert ownership of the schooner back to you.”

				“I…see,” Feldrin replied, not knowing what to think. He’d been given his life back, though what kind of life would it be without Cynthia? But there was Kloe to think about. “That’s…very generous of him.”

				“The emperor’s not a tyrant, Feldrin,” Norris explained.

				“Not as long as he gets what he wants,” Feldrin countered through clenched teeth. “Well, I’ll not look a gift horse in the mouth, Count. I don’t suppose he’d grant a few visits with my son over the next year?”

				“Camilla and I will visit with Kloe every week, Feldrin. You have my word on it.”

				He nodded. “Thanks fer that, Count. I’d like him to know me when I get out.”

				“He will, Feldrin.” Norris gave a quick nod and rose. “I promise.”

				“Aye.” Feldrin stood, steadying himself until his knee stopped shaking. “And Camilla. How is she?”

				For the first time, Norris truly smiled. “She’s fine, Feldrin. Completely over her ordeal. She’s even agreed to marry me.” The count’s smile faltered with the realization of the pain such a thought might bring, but Feldrin understood. He smiled and nodded, then turned away without another word.

				He barely noticed the walk back to his cell. They may as well have been leading him to the guillotine, so bleak was his mood. Memories of Cynthia ran through his mind: walking along the beach in her bright sarong, emerging from the sea with a wide smile, laying with him in the dark of the night… He wondered how he could ever live without her, but realized that he had no choice; his son needed a father.

			

			
				The clang as the door to his cell opened jolted him out of his reverie, and he finally looked up. The guards removed his manacles and he stepped inside, looked around at his home for the next year.

				“Wait!” he said as he turned back to the guards. “This isn’t my cell.”

				The guard looked at him with a sympathetic smile as he closed the door. “Part of the negotiations,” he said. “Enjoy the view.”

				Feldrin staggered across the cell and caught himself on the bars of the window. Outside, the sun shone brightly, the ocean twinkling in the distance. Cynthia had gotten him a room with a view.

				An inexorable wave of grief broke over him, and Feldrin fell back onto the cot. Powerless to hold the pain at bay any longer, he embraced it and let it consume him. A flood of tears poured forth, and a piteous moan escaped his throat. He wept until his strength was gone, then wept more. Finally, his grief spent, he lay on his cot, reliving the memories of the woman he loved. The woman he would never see again.

				Cynthia…

				He heard a flutter of wings, as if a bird was attempting to perch on his narrow windowsill, and he opened his eyes. Nothing at the window. On the floor, however, a tiny scrap of vellum fluttered in the errant breeze.

				≈

				“Thank you for coming,” Master Fergus said as he ushered Marta, Rowland, and Brolan into his office. “Please have a seat.”

				“Thank you,” Marta said as she took one of the three thickly upholstered leather chairs in front of the banker’s desk. Brass lamps lent a cheery glow to the gleaming leather and polished wood. On a side table sat a tea service and a plate of tiny cookies. It all looked very homey, but nonetheless, she was suspicious. “You said you had a letter from Cynthia?”

				“Yes, but…”

				“Well, what did it say?” she demanded. Cynthia’s letters usually came directly from the ship to Marta’s hand, not through the banker.

				“Well,” he began, retrieving a large leather-bound packet from a drawer of his desk. “I don’t exactly know yet. They were delivered by a very curious fellow who refused to identify himself, and the cover letter instruct me not to open this packet until you three were present. It all seemed so mysterious.” Fergus broke the seal on the packet and folded back the cover and began to read.

			

			
				 “Well, no sense in lettin’ the tea get cold,” Rowland said. He got up and poured four cups full. Fergus ignored his, and Marta put hers firmly aside. Only Rowland and Brolan enjoyed the steaming brew, along with a generous number of cookies.

				“Well!” said the banker finally as he looked up, a perplexed look on his face. “This is quite a surprise. This is a legal document written by Cynthia Flaxal Brelak...”

				“Flaxal Brelak! She finally married Feldrin! Ha!” Rowland grinned until Marta elbowed him sharply in the ribs.

				“…transferring ownership of Flaxal Shipping and all its assets, as well as the Flaxal estate here in Southaven, to the three of you, lock stock and barrel. Marta, you’re the primary executor. It was ratified by a magistrate in Tsing more than a month ago.”

				“What?” Marta exclaimed. Rowland’s teacup rattled as he dropped it onto the saucer, and Brolan choked so hard on a cookie that Rowland had to pound him on the back.

				“It appears that there were some…difficulties with ships sent by the emperor,” Fergus summarized, reading ahead. “Mistress Flaxal…uh, Flaxal Brelak and her husband were about to undertake a journey to save their son, who was kidnapped by the merfolk. She wasn’t sure when or if they would return, and wanted to make sure the shipping business was put into good hands if things there, or with the empire, went poorly. There is only one stipulation: that the business and estate be bequeathed upon your deaths to Cynthia’s son, should he survive...”

				“Her son!” Marta couldn’t speak. She grabbed her teacup and downed half its contents, but when she looked back to Fergus, he proffered to her a slim envelope.

				“This is addressed to you.”

				With shaking hands, she took it, cracked the seal with her thumbnail and unfolded the single page. She caught her breath at the very first line.

				Dearest Marta,

				I am sorry to burden you with this, but there is no one else I can trust. The documents I send with this letter put everything I have worked to build into your hands. I know you will keep it safe. The trouble mentioned in the cover letter sent to Fergus is specified in the documents, but these instructions are not.

			

			
				Take all of my ship plans and place them in a single case. Deliver this case to the Lightkeeper. If ever an imperial courier visits requesting or demanding my ship designs, ask him to provide a letter of consent bearing my full signature and seal. Take that letter to the Lightkeeper. He will know if it is authentic if he feels my magic upon it. Instruct him beforehand that if he does not feel sea magic on the document, to burn all of the plans.

				All my love, Cynthia

				PS: Burn this letter immediately!

				Marta swallowed hard and stood. Two steps brought her to one of the brass lamps and she held the letter over the chimney until it burst into flames.

				“Marta! What are ya doin?” Rowland asked, his eyes wide as she turned back with the flaming document held carefully away from her.

				“Exactly what Cynthia asked me to do, Row.” She fixed her husband with a meaningful stare, and held the paper until only a tiny scrap remained unburned. This she dropped into a brass wastepaper bin beside Fergus’ desk. “I’m going to do everything she asked me to do, right down to the last letter, so you’ll all just have to trust me.”

				“Cynthia saw fit to trust you,” Fergus said as he leaned back in his chair, “so I see no reason why the rest of us shouldn’t, Miss Marta—Mistress, now. As to the details…”

				≈

				“You should not be doing this, Milord,” Huffington said as his master placed a food-laden tray table across his lap. He was propped up with half a dozen pillows, reclining in bed in the guest room of Count Norris’ townhouse. He tried to adjust his position, and winced at his tender stomach muscles. It would be weeks before he healed completely, and Norris seemed determined to coddle him the entire time. “I don’t deserve all this.”

				“You most certainly do,” Norris replied, pouring his secretary a cup of tea and adding just the right amount of milk. “You found Parek, then saved Camilla’s life, so just sit there and tolerate a little well-deserved rest!”

				“Milord, please! I didn’t save Lady Camilla, she—”

				“You gave me the dagger that pierced Parek’s heart,” Camilla interrupted, bending down to kiss his brow. “I just put it where it belonged.”

			

			
				“Well, I…” This close, her scent befuddled his mind; he could see why the count was so smitten with her.

				“You saved more than my life, Huffington,” she said, her voice clear and steady, her countenance bright. She fairly glowed. “You showed me that I’m not helpless, that I needn’t fear men like Parek.”

				He cleared his throat. “A dagger’s just a tool, milady. It’s the wielder that matters.”

				“Well, you put down two pirates and nearly took Parek himself!” Tim said, obviously taking some pleasure in the secretary’s discomfort. “But for the next few weeks, I think you really will be nothing but father’s secretary.”

				“And these,” the count said with a grin, producing a slim mahogany box, “will be the only weapons you’ll be wielding in my service.” He opened the box to reveal a beautifully wrought set of pens, styluses, inkwell and silver letter opener. “At least for now.”

				“Milord, I—”

				“Shut up and eat, Huffington,” Emil Norris ordered as he placed the box on a side table, then put his arm around Camilla. “You’ve got a lot healing to do before you get back to work.”

				Huffington could only stare in wonder as they all smiled down at him. They were strong and good and full of love for each other. And for him, which left him speechless. He was part of this family, had helped make it a family again. Parek’s death had purged the last bit of Camilla’s pain, and had given both the count and Tim a measure of revenge that they need not feel guilty about. With nothing left to say, he took up fork and knife, and followed his master’s orders.


				


			

				Epilogue

				Into the Arms of the Sea

				Feldrin Brelak strode through the gates of the Imperial Prison wearing his dress captain’s jacket, a brand new bronze cap on his peg leg, and a broad smile on his face. Count Emil Norris and his wife stood in front of a waiting carriage. Countess Camilla Norris had her hands full trying to keep hold of a squirming one year-old Kloe Brelak. The count’s man Huffington sat upon the driver’s seat, looking like a secretary and nothing else. The three adults were grinning at him, and Kloe was busily trying to rip the lace from the collar of Camilla’s dress. Emil greeted Feldrin with an extended hand, and Camilla kissed him on the cheek.

				Kloe screeched out, “Da!” and latched firmly onto his beard.

				“Hello, Kloe!” he said, relieving Camilla of the boisterous tyke. “Oi, you got a grip like a harpooner’s mate!”

				“Da!” Kloe agreed, grinning up at his father and giving his whiskers a tug.

				“Everything’s ready, Feldrin,” Norris said, opening the door of the carriage, “and we don’t want to be late. Time and tide, you know.”

				“Right!” Feldrin took a long look up at the sky, at the seedy row of buildings lining the avenue, and the masses of people walking this way and that, carrying out their lives, oblivious to the joy of their own freedom. He took a deep breath of the less-than-fresh air, and said, “Bloody fine!”

				The carriage ride was noisy, bumpy, smelly and utterly blissful to a man who had spent a year in a prison cell. Feldrin seemed incapable of keeping the grin from his face, even when an irate shopkeeper shouted at them to slow down. When they finally pulled onto the broad avenue of the waterfront, his face was beginning to ache, and he had to blink to keep tears from spilling down his cheeks.

				The carriage turned onto a narrow drive edged with a high wrought iron fence, then pulled out to the head of the imperial navy pier. Feldrin spotted the two characteristically raked masts of Orin’s Pride, and his face split with another grin. But the ship that floated beside the Pride left him gaping in surprise.

			

			
				“Odea’s green garters, what the bloody hells is that?” he asked as he exited the carriage. The ship was thrice the length of his schooner, her bowsprit alone as long as Orin’s Pride’s entire deck. Her lines resembled a schooner’s, her bow beautifully arched and trimmed with intricate gold filigree. Feldrin whistled as he considered the massive array of sails that she would carry on her three masts, each of which sported three yards. She was also rigged for three jibs and a fore-staysail. This ship will fly at quite a clip, he thought appreciatively. He sobered when he spied her armaments: a double row of ballistae ports checkered her side, and a neat row of catapults were mounted on deck.

				“His Majesty’s newest Sword Class warship, Scimitar,” Norris informed him, grinning like a kid with a new toy. “She’s also Tim’s first posting.”

				“What?”

				“Emil’s been ready to burst for a month, but he wanted to surprise you,” Camilla said as she joined them.

				“Tim spent so much time on Orin’s Pride during the last year, helping to instruct naval officers on the finer points of close-wind sailing, that Commodore Donnely talked him into a commission.” Norris pointed down the pier. “Here he comes now, and I think that’s a good percentage of your crew with him.”

				Sure enough, Tim, Chula, Horace, Paska, Tipos and a half dozen more were making a beeline for them, all sporting wide grins. Tim, six inches taller than the last time Feldrin had seen him, was dressed in a spotless ensign’s uniform, and wore a cutlass on his hip. The sun glinted off of the sword’s golden hilt. Feldrin recognized it at once: it had been Bloodwind’s. He opened his mouth to comment, then closed it, realizing that the sword’s origin might not be commonly known. Besides, he could think of no better place for the weapon.

				“Spiffy new duds you got there, Tim!” Feldrin said with a grin, extending his free hand.

				“Thank you, Captain Brelak.” Tim blushed, snapped a salute, then took his hand in a surprisingly strong grip. “Good to see you a free man.”

				“Bloody good to be one!” Feldrin felt the tough calluses on Tim’s palm and knew that the boy—rather, the young man—had been working hard. “Ensign now, is it? No lieutenant’s bars yet?”

				“I’ve passed my exams, but they won’t promote me until I’m sixteen.” Tim made a disgusted face, but everyone else just smiled and laughed.

			

			
				“Give de lad a year, and I’ll wager he’ll have his own ship!” Chula claimed with a grin. He stepped forward and grasped Feldrin in a crushing embrace, Kloe squealing between them. “Bloody good to see you, Capt’n! Dat’s a mighty fine son ya got dere.”

				“Likewise,” Feldrin said, as Paska rushed forward to hug him, and Kloe and little Koybur grappled one another playfully. “Is the Pride ready to sail?”

				“Ready and waitin’, Capt’n!” Chula snapped a salute and waved down the pier. “She’s spit and polish and rarin’ to go. Provisions on board dis mornin’, and de tide’s just startin’ to ebb.”

				“Bloody fine!”

				“Scimitar is due to sail south in a week, Captain,” Tim said, his smile fading a trifle. “Commodore Donnely said that he would be honored to escort you as far as Rockport. We’re going to be stationed there when we’re not patrolling the Shattered Isles.”

				“Sorry, Tim, but I think I’ve worn out my welcome here.”

				“We were hoping you’d stay with us for a while, Feldrin,” Camilla said as she stepped forward. She had to stretch to plant a kiss on his cheek. “But I understand. You can no more stay here than I could stay in the Shattered Isles.” She stepped back, and Feldrin noticed that her cheeks were wet.

				“Aye.” Feldrin looked around one last time. He certainly wouldn’t miss the city of Tsing, but these people had become family to him, and leaving them tore at his heart. “Can’t think of much to say but thank you, and it don’t seem near enough.”

				“It’s enough, Feldrin,” Emil said, extending his hand. “Good luck.”

				Feldrin shook the count’s hand and nodded, then turned to his crew. “Let’s get her under way, Chula.”

				“Aye, Capt’n!” Chula flashed a grin and barked orders, but the crew were already moving, both Horace and Paska lending verbal encouragement.

				Feldrin strode down the pier to his ship, but then his steps faltered. Orin’s Pride’s finely carved figurehead overhung the pier, shining in the midday sun. He blinked hard to clear his blurred vision, and reached out to caress the face of woman he had loved and lost.

				“Say hello to yer mother, Kloe,” he whispered before reluctantly leaving it behind to board the ship.

			

			
				≈

				Feldrin tucked Kloe into bed and kissed the sleeping child’s cheek, then opened a recessed cabinet at the head of his bunk. Within a specially designed nook sat a bottle of Scarport Spiced rum and two crystal tumblers. He retrieved the bottle and one glass, removed the cork and poured himself a measure. He hadn’t had a drink in over a year, but the rum went down smoothly and soothed the lump in his throat. The taste brought back the distant memory of a night long ago when he sat at a table with a headstrong young mistress of ships, and, with some difficulty, drank her under the table while bidding for his berth aboard this very, as yet unfinished, vessel.

				He grinned and raised his glass. “Here’s to you, lass.” He drained the tumbler, then turned his attention to the small chest he had found waiting for him beside the chart table. It was locked, but on the table was a key, along with a letter with the Norris family seal. Opening it, he saw it was written in Camilla’s hand.

				Dearest Feldrin,

				This is Cynthia’s property, recovered from the pirate who stole it from her and murdered so many of our friends on Plume Isle. It’s rightfully yours now. I have more than I ever could have wished for, and want for nothing. And for that, I have you and Cynthia to thank.

				Love, Camilla

				Feldrin turned the key in the lock, and opened the chest. All the breath in his lungs left in a gasp as he spied the gleaming contents. The interior was set with velvet-lined trays, each strewn with glittering gems and cunningly wrought jewelry. There was more wealth there than he could earn in a lifetime as a common sea captain. He shook his head and smiled.

				Feldrin relocked the chest, left Kloe sleeping in the cabin and climbed awkwardly up the companionway to the main deck. He took a deep breath of sea air, and relished the feel of a ship beneath him for the first time in more than a year. The breeze was light, and the schooner was flying all her canvas in a towering pyramid of white. He sighed in contentment.

				“Course, Capt’n?” Chula asked as he came up beside Feldrin.

			

			
				“One seven five degrees.” Feldrin retrieved a worn bit of vellum from his pocket. The numbers were faded from his handling, but he had memorized the coordinates long ago. “Vulture Isle, Chula, and don’t spare the canvas.”

				“Aye, sir! It’ll be good to see home again.”

				“Aye,” he agreed, tucking the bit of sharkskin back into his pocket. “Aye, it will.”

				≈

				Dark-skinned fingers traced across the wide scar on Edan’s stomach. His breathing was deep and regular, his skin cool, even in the sweltering midday heat. The caress was light and unnoticed, as it was intended to be. She would have let him sleep for a little longer, but it was not to be.

				A streak of flame and gossamer smoke shot through the high window of the lighthouse. Flicker flew once around the room and landed on her master’s bare chest. Oblivious to her blazing body heat, he continued to slumber, but she stomped her little foot to get his attention.

				Edan stirred, opened one eye, and groaned.

				“Oh, come on, Flick. I just got to sleep.” He brushed her aside and tried to roll over, but she wouldn’t relent. She fluttered up to his shoulder, chirped loudly, grabbed his hair and gave it a tug. Edan groaned again.

				“Ya best be doin’ as de little demon say, Edan.” The young woman lying beside him rolled out of the bed with a chuckle, retrieved her discarded loincloth and started to put it on. “She neva gonna let you be gettin’ back ta sleep now.”

				“Don’t I know it,” he said, opening an eye again to glare at the firesprite. “Why don’t you go terrorize Mouse, Flick?”

				She chirped and stomped her foot again, then pointed toward the ceiling and pantomimed scanning the horizon. That got his attention, and he sat up.

				“You saw something?”

				She nodded, pointing up again.

				“If you’re lying just to get me up…” But he was already climbing out of bed. He wrapped a scrap of brightly colored cloth around his waist and tied it in a knot. The woman grabbed the trailing ends and gave it a tug, situating the impromptu garment lower on his slim hips. She ran one dark hand down his chest and smiled.

				“I like dat. You pretty, Edan.”

			

			
				He smiled; no one had ever said that to him before. “You’re pretty, too, Keita.”

				“I be seein’ you later.” She kissed him, then spun out of his eager grasp and dashed down the stairs, her laughter echoing up from below.

				“Later,” he murmured.

				Flicker tossed her head, and he followed her up the stairs to the top of the tower. The stone stairs were warm under his feet, and the afternoon sun glowed through the curved glass of the lighthouse windows.

				His lighthouse…

				His aid in controlling Vulture Isle’s volcano, which had allowed the natives to return to their home island, had earned him a great deal of respect. In recompense, they had worked tirelessly to help in the construction of the tower. A steady convoy of schooners with supplies from Southaven had not hurt; Flaxal Shipping had bankrolled the construction, and his old master the lightkeeper had been more than generous.

				A glance at the naphtha reservoir told him that it would need to be filled before nightfall. That, and winding the mechanism that rotated the light, would keep him busy until dark. But first, he retrieved a long viewing glass from a rack beneath the window and stepped out onto the curved balcony.

				“Where, Flick?”

				She pointed to the northwest, and he noted a distant speck of white on the horizon. Edan raised the glass and smiled.

				≈

				Gossamer crystal and smoke fluttered and spun in a halo of chase and catch above Cynthia’s head. She tried to ignore the high-pitched chatter and focus on the sharkskin scroll spread out on her lap, but it was hopeless. Mouse sat on her shoulder and sighed in sympathy; there was nothing he could do to calm them down once they started their play. Only Flicker had the ability to pacify the sprites’ tumultuous offspring, but she wasn’t here.

				“Don’t worry about it, Mouse,” she said as she rolled the scroll up and lay back on the soft sand. “Let them play.”

				“Dem li’l monsters at it again?”

				Cynthia turned to the withered old voice that accompanied the withered old lore keeper, and patted the sand beside her. “Yes, Whuafa. There’s no stopping them now.”

			

			
				“Well, may as well sit ‘n watch de fun!” His ever-present apprentice aided him in taking a seat, and he accepted a hollowed gourd of his favorite drink. “Ah, dat’s nice.”

				“Yes,” she said, smiling up at the fiery glittering display. “Yes it is.”

				Cynthia enjoyed watching them, actually, and she rarely had anything so pressing that she felt truly perturbed by their interruptions. She smiled up at the three little trails of sooty smoke and one of shimmering dust as the three little firesprites, Flame, Spark and Ember, chased the sole young seasprite, Cricket, in tight spirals. The girls were trying, as always, to catch their brother, but Cricket was faster than any of them. He was laughing and dodging them and they were all chittering and squealing in delight. Once this started, it could go on for hours. Cynthia didn’t mind as long as the girls didn’t catch anything on fire.

				Suddenly, Flicker arrived with a peal of scolding chatter, and the four little sprites snapped to a stop. The three firesprites fluttered to their mother, chattering and pointing to Cricket, undoubtedly blaming him for their misbehavior. Cricket just hovered there, looking unabashed, thumbing his nose at his sisters. Flicker scowled disapprovingly at them all.

				“Aw, jus’ when dey was gettin’ goin’!” Whuafa scowled at the firesprite and snorted in disgust.

				“You have something for me, Flicker?” Cynthia asked, noticing the tiny scroll tube the firesprite carried. She and Edan often exchanged notes by using the sprites as messengers, since the lighthouse was halfway up the southern peak of Vulture Isle, a good hour’s walk from the beach where she usually studied.

				Flicker chittered and nodded, then dropped the scroll case into the sand. Cynthia knew better than to pick it up immediately; the bronze case was hot from the firesprite’s touch. With a thought, Cynthia brought a tendril of seawater up the beach to douse the little case, then picked it up. The sharkskin vellum within was warm, slightly scorched but not burned.

				She unrolled it, read the short message, and her heart skipped a beat. Mouse, reading over her shoulder, let out a piercing chirp of glee that nearly split her eardrum, and shot into the sky. He streaked out of sight, a meteor of shimmering dust vanishing toward the northwest. Cynthia stood, her eyes searching the horizon. A distant speck of white caught her eye and her throat tightened.

			

			
				“What dat about?” Whuafa asked, squinting up at her.

				“Feldrin…”

				Cynthia Flaxal Brelak dropped the note to the sand and walked into the arms of the sea.
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