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				Prelude

				The Seamage’s Heir

				*Your son lives, Trident Holder,* Chaser signed, foregoing his usual formal greeting as he entered Broadtail’s grotto.

				*Where has Eelback taken him?* Broadtail surged up to the scout, his fins flaring with his temper. Six tides had passed since the mer had waged war against the landwalkers. Six tides since he had discovered that the school had been betrayed by Eelback. Six tides since his eldest son, Tailwalker, had been abducted by the traitors. His brood of young finlings, barely longer than his hand, scattered into every nook around the room, while his wife, Silverfin, hung back, well acquainted with her husband’s temper.

				*They swim to the south, Trident Holder. The undine aided us in tracking them through the southern trench, but they refuse to go farther.*


				*And what of Seamage Flaxal’s Heir? Did he slay her for betraying us against The Voice?*

				*Seamage Flaxal’s Heir lives.* Chaser signed, shifting dark, then light, a sign of confusion or fear. Broadtail also noticed other signs in Chaser; sunken cheeks and sallow eyes that spoke of fatigue and hunger.

				*Do not fear my anger, Chaser. It is not directed at you.* He swept his arms wide in a proper welcome. *Come, eat and take some rest while you sign to me. Silverfin, we have some fresh mussels, do we not?*


				*We do, my husband.* Silverfin flipped her tail and swam into a smaller grotto, returning in a heartbeat with a double handful of succulent mussels and a shucking knife.

				*Thank you, Trident Holder,* Chaser signed, gobbling down the first of the tasty mollusks as he continued his report. *The scents the undine followed were confusing, Trident Holder. Seamage Flaxal is alive, but is no longer with Eelback’s school. She has returned to her own grotto.*

				*He released her?* Broadtail’s eyes popped wide, his color shifting in horror.

				*Yes, but there was also some of her blood scent, and another scent, another landwalker, like her, but male. This second scent went with Eelback and your son.*

				*A second landwalker? Where did it come from?*

			

			
				*That is the confusing part, Trident Holder,* Chaser said, gobbling down another mussel. *The scent came from nowhere. It was very strong at first, like Seamage Flaxal Heir’s, but different.*

				*Her finling!* Broadtail’s color blanched almost white with the horrible realization of what Eelback had done. *He took her heir, Chaser! Holy Odea, Kelpie was with him! She took the landwalker child for Eelback! Seamage Flaxal will now surely destroy us!*

				*Took her finling?* Chaser’s features showed only confusion. *But why?*


				*I do not—* he began, but Silverfin’s hand on his arm stopped him.

				*You say they swam south, beyond the great trench, Chaser?* she asked. As the trident holder’s wife, she was also one of the school’s lore-keepers.

				*Yes, Silverfin. The undine trackers would not follow into the vast emptiness beyond the trench that the landwalkers call the Fathomless Reaches, but the course was true.*

				*And he took the seamage’s heir.* Her eyes flicked between her husband and Chaser, worry darkening her features. *Akrotia,* she signed, her delicate hands shaking.

				*What is that?* Chaser asked.

				*Akrotia is a city, Chaser,* Broadtail signed, though his eyes remained fixed upon his wife. *An ancient mer city, built and shared with landwalkers. But it is dead.*

				*Dead?* Chaser asked, still obviously confused. *How can a city die? Did its coral become diseased?*

				*Akrotia was not built from coral, Chaser,* Silverfin signed. *It was built of stone, metal and the magic of the landwalkers and mer alike. It lived, infused with the life of a landwalker…a landwalker seamage.*

				*Eelback!* Broadtail signed, his choppy motions making the name a curse. *You think he plans to bring Akrotia back to life with the seamage’s heir?*

				*It seems the only explanation, my husband. I will search the scrolls, but why else would Eelback take the seamage’s heir? Nothing else makes sense.*

				*One thing is clear to me,* Broadtail signed, his attention turning back to Chaser. *Seamage Flaxal must be told what has happened, that Eelback manipulated The Voice and has taken her child. If we can direct her wrath to Eelback, she may not destroy us.*

			

			
				*You wish me to tell her what we have discovered?* Chaser asked, flushing pale. Being sent to confront the seamage after what had happened, after her child had been literally ripped from her womb, could be a death sentence.

				*I do, Chaser.* Broadtail grasped the scout’s shoulders briefly, a sign of confidence and friendship. *Tell her that we submit to her. Eelback manipulated The Voice for his own ends and tricked us into a war with the landwalkers. We seek to help her get her child back as atonement. Whatever she asks, we will do. Whatever allies we have are hers. If we do this, perhaps she will not destroy us all.*

				*And Tailwalker?* Chaser asked, his eyes shifting from the trident holder to his wife and back.

				*Tell her he is Eelback’s captive. We do not seek her aid in freeing him. That will be our task, Chaser.* Broadtail looked to his wife, then back to the scout. *The force I send with you will have this one secret from the seamage: I charge you with freeing my son.*

				*If Seamage Flaxal does not kill me before I can deliver this message, I will be honored to go with her to find Akrotia…and free your son.*

				*Thank you, Chaser.* Broadtail grasped him again by his shoulders and nodded gravely. *But have a care. It is said that Eelback has many allies, and we know nothing of Akrotia. He is not foolish. He must know that the seamage will come after him. He may have already made alliances of which we know nothing.*

				*I will go to the seamage now, Trident Holder,* Chaser signed, gulping down the last of the mussels and nodding his thanks to Silverfin. *If I return, we will discuss Akrotia.* Chaser bowed formally in farewell, and took his leave.

				*You ask much of him, husband,* Silverfin signed, her features grave.

				*Yes, my love. For our son, I will ask much, perhaps all, and not only from Chaser.* Broadtail took up his staff of office, the trident of the school. *I will tell all the school of Eelback’s treachery, and I will ask their help. Any who offer their service will accompany Chaser to Akrotia. Our war with the landwalkers is over, but I will not rest until Eelback is brought to justice.*

				*Very well, my husband,* she signed, raising one hand to brush the fine scales of his cheek, *and thank you.*

				*Thank me when Tailwalker is home safe,* he signed, leaving the grotto, his wife and his curious brood behind.

			

			
				Chapter 1

				Rude Awakenings

				The screams of a thousand dying men rose on the pyre of the Clairissa. A pillar of smoke stained the sky, while below the sea spewed out swarms of scaled horrors that dragged the Fire Drake beneath the waves, leaving the surface a slick of carnage.

				Fire and water…Blood and death…

				Huffington bolted upright, reaching for the dagger under his waistcoat even before he was fully awake. His forehead cracked against the low overhead above his bunk, and stars exploded before his eyes.

				“Blast and bloody murder!” he swore as he touched the sore spot. His fingers came away smeared red. Damn these ships and their cramped quarters! he thought before the echo of his nightmare overwhelmed his selfish curses. How many men would thank the gods to be safe in a snug bunk with only a knot on the head to worry about? How many men, he wondered, perished in flames aboard the Clairissa, or drowned as the Fire Drake was dragged to the bottom of the sea?


				He shuddered as he blinked away the dancing lights of his trauma and lowered himself back onto the hard mattress. It was still dark, so it mattered not if his eyes were open or closed; both his dreams and his memories were haunted by visions of the horrors of Plume Isle.

				Unnecessary horrors, he amended. This needn’t have happened if the emperor had just listened to his opinion of the seamage, rather than to the allegations spouted by advisors who had never even seen the Shattered Isles.

				With a start Huffington realized that, with all that had occurred, he hadn’t considered the fate of his master, Count Norris. I hope he survived, he thought, fairly certain that Norris had still been ashore. If by some stroke of bad luck the count had been meeting with Commodore Twig, there was no hope that he had escaped. The seamage had destroyed the two warships completely. The thought lay uneasily on his mind; something about the attack hadn’t been quite right.

				The ship lurched sharply, throwing him to the side, and Huffington clutched the bunk’s sideboard to keep from being pitched onto the deck. Such a change in motion usually meant that the ship had altered course, and that meant trouble. The commodore’s order had been to sail directly for Tsing with all haste; they should not be changing their course for days.

			

			
				He swung out of his bunk, ducking this time to avoid the overhead, and recovered his spectacles from his waistcoat pocket. The cabin was tiny, and his bunk was only one of four. His cabin-mates—the young ensigns who were still learning the skills of the navy—were absent, so he could glean no information from them as to the reason for the course change. The view out of the single hazy port showed only gray predawn light and dim rolling swells. He had slept in his clothes, so he just splashed his face with some water from the basin and slipped his feet into his shoes. Snatching open the sailcloth curtain that served as the cabin’s door, he ventured forth.

				Once on deck, he was surprised to see land so close at hand. The Lady Gwen had just jibed, which explained the lurch, and was coming around to the east in the lee of Rockport Rock. The strong outflowing tide coursed along the ship’s hull, hindering her progress. The sails luffed in the shelter of the towering rock, and the ship slowed further. At the deck officer’s command, the sailors furled the sails, and the main anchor splashed into the sea. Chain rattled through the hawsehole, then the heavy anchor rode came taut and Lady Gwen swung around to ride easy on the low swells.

				“Lieutenant Fenley!” Huffington called to the first officer as the ship settled at anchor. “What is this? We surely cannot be stopping here.”

				“Captain’s orders, Mister Huffington,” the officer said. He turned and strode up the deck, then called back over his shoulder, “Take it up with him if you’ve got a problem with our port of call. Bosun, have the longboat ready and manned in five minutes!”

				Huffington’s hasty strides took him to the captain’s door, where two marines barred his way. “Please inform Captain Veralyn that I need to speak with him at once.”

				“Very well, sir.” One of the marines rapped on the door.

				“What!” called an impatient voice from inside the cabin.

				“Mister Huffington says he needs to see you at once, Captain,” the marine said, sparing no sarcasm as he cast an amused smile at his companion. Huffington fumed silently, but remained impassive. Marines were notoriously scornful of anyone non-military, and he, a commoner and no more than a secretary, earned even less respect.

			

			
				“Show him in, Corporal,” replied the voice from inside the cabin, “and see that Lieutenant Fenley has my shore detail ready.”

				“Aye, sir.” The corporal swung the door wide and ushered Huffington into the cabin with a thin smile.

				“Captain Veralyn,” Huffington began, “We are making landfall at Rockport? I really must—”

				“Ah, Mister Huffington!” the captain said, forestalling him with a wave of his hand. He buckled the baldric that held his dress cutlass, inspected himself in the small mirror that hung on the bulkhead and adjusted the jacket of his full-dress uniform. “I should have sent someone to wake you. Sealed orders, to be opened only in the event of an emergency—and if the events of two days ago don’t qualify as an emergency, I don’t know what does!—have directed me to bring the Lady Gwen here. As the senior surviving member of the diplomatic contingent to Plume Isle, you are welcome to accompany me ashore to determine the crux of these orders.” He grabbed his hat and strode toward the door. “That is, if you can be ready to board a longboat at once.”

				Huffington stepped back to avoid being bowled over. He was speechless, though whether due to this abrupt change of plans, the captain’s assumption of Norris’ demise, or being considered the senior member of the diplomatic contingent—he was the only member aboard—he knew not. He dashed to his cabin, grabbed his satchel, and made it to the longboat just in time to shove off.

				Eight burly sailors pulled the longboat into Rockport Harbor, straining at their oars against the ebbing tide that had kept the Lady Gwen from entering. Huffington focused his attention on maintaining his grip on the gunwale as the small boat bobbed about like a cork on the chaotic outflow. Thus, it was only as they rounded the breakwater into the harbor and the coxswain muttered, “Holy Gods of Light!” that he brought his eyes up.

				Huffington’s mouth fell open in mute astonishment.

				A forest of masts crowded the harbor, and all but a few flew the Imperial Navy flag. Three first-rate battleships, six frigates and four drake-class vessels, as well as two supply ships the size of Lady Gwen, all swung at anchor. The largest of the warships, the flagship Indomitable, flew the black and red pennant of the commander of the Southern Fleet, Admiral Joslan.

			

			
				“Got the whole emperor’s navy ‘ere, they do,” a seaman muttered as he twisted around to see.

				“Belay that!” the coxswain snapped. “Mind yer oars.”

				The gig’s crew bent to their task, and the little craft cut unerringly to the side of the flagship. Huffington noted the captain’s grim expression and commiserated; the bearer of bad news was never welcome, and Veralyn bore plenty. An old sailor caught his eye and grinned as Huffington struggled to grab the rope ladder and ascend to the ship’s deck after the captain.

				“There’s gonna be nine shades of the unholy hells ta pay now, sure enough.”

				≈

				Kelpie swam with slow, steady strokes of her tail. After six tides and too few periods of rest, she was weary. Her duties as high priestess did not generally require prolonged exertion, and she felt the strain of their travel. At least they swam in formation; the score of warriors that Eelback had brought formed a tight wedge, providing easier passage for those in the center. Dear Odea, she prayed as she glanced at Tailwalker, who swam beside her, give us strength.

				Tailwalker’s hands were bound behind his back, and a thin cord of ironweed was looped around his neck; if he slowed, the line came taut, shutting off the flow of water over his gills. This was happening more often now as he tired. His face looked pale and mottled in the light that filtered through the mats of floating seaweed overhead, his expression strained. He caught her watching him and glared, then looked away. It stabbed her heart to see the accusation in his eyes.

				He hates me, she thought, resisting the urge to go to him, to try to explain. What can I sign; that I betrayed him, but only to save his life? A muscle in Kelpie’s arm cramped, and she looked down to the fragile bundle she cradled, the son of Cynthia Flaxal, Seamage of the Shattered Isles. Another friend betrayed to save Tailwalker’s life, all because she had believed Eelback.

				The school abruptly halted, their formation jumbled as they jostled together. A large shape loomed out of the endless blue ahead, and the warriors raised a wall of tridents and lances. But Eelback, in the position of honor at the point of the wedge, raised his hand, and the weapons were lowered. Cutter, their scout, swam into the dappled light.

			

			
				*Hunting is good in these calm waters,* he signed as he displayed the large, brilliantly colored fish impaled on his harpoon. The fish was almost as long as he was, blue on top and yellow beneath, with a domed head and a slender body. *These fish lurk beneath the mats of weed just waiting to be speared!*

				*Good catch, Cutter!* Eelback signed, drawing his long knife to cut the carcass free of the harpoon. *We need the food if we are to reach Akrotia.* With a few deft strokes he separated the head, with its succulent eyes and cheek meat, and gave it to Cutter as reward. The rest he cut into strips and doled out to his school.

				*Cutter, where are Kip and Fah?* Kelpie signed with difficulty, burdened as she was by the baby in her arms. *I need them here.*

				*The dolphins obscure the blood trail of my catch, Kelpie,* Cutter explained. *I did not want any sharks following me back. They will return soon.*

				*How is your charge, Kelpie?* Eelback signed after handing her several strips of tender fish.

				*He only lives by the grace of Odea,* she signed back, swallowing the meat without pleasure. She folded back the covering of woven silkweed to uncover the round face of a landwalker baby. The child turned its face from a sudden ray of light, its mouth gaping like a fish’s. *He struggles to breathe, even though Odea’s blessing keeps him pink and warm. Food is my main concern. He is hungry, and Fah’s milk is not healthy for him.*

				*But he is surviving, and you can keep him alive, yes?* Eelback’s motions signified worry. *We cannot resurrect Akrotia without him.*

				*I can keep him alive, Eelback,* she signed, irritated that his concern was not for the child itself, but for the role it must play in his plan, *but you must let me feed him more often.*

				*It slows us down,* he complained. *Can you not feed him while we swim?*

				*No, Eelback, I cannot. I must invoke Odea’s blessing to calm Fah so she will hold still. Otherwise the baby does not swallow well, and he takes in water and regurgitates. Only by—*

				*How can anything so large at birth be so fragile?* Eelback interrupted, his fins waving in frustration. *Mer finlings are fully weaned and swimming out of their grotto by the time they are this big!*

				*This is not a finling, Eelback! This is a landwalker infant, and it will not be weaned for several seasons.* She covered the baby again and held it close, calming its agitation with the grace of Odea.

			

			
				*Seasons?* Eelback gaped in shock. *How can an offspring eat nothing but pap for seasons?*

				*I do not know, Eelback. That is simply the way it is. Landwalkers grow more slowly than mer. If you do not let me feed him more often, there will be no Seamage Flaxal’s Heir.*

				He stared at her long and hard, then gestured acquiescence. *The heir must live to reach Akrotia. We will stop again when Kip and Fah return. You can feed the child at that time, and call for a stop whenever you must feed him again. Now, we swim!*

				Kelpie fluttered her fins in resignation as she resumed her place in the formation, and the school started off at a brisk pace. Bits of bone and brightly colored fish skin fluttered in their wake and slowly sank into the depths.

				≈

				“Destroyed? What the hells do you mean, destroyed?” Admiral Joslan’s fists hammered the top of his broad desk, and his face flushed the color of a ripe pomegranate as he surged out of his chair. “The schooner attacked without provocation?”

				Huffington stood behind the captain of the Lady Gwen, out of the line of fire of the admiral’s wrath, trying to remain inconspicuous while observing the encounter over the captain’s shoulder. Beyond the men, the great cabin’s open windows provided an impressive view of the armada and admitted an occasional feeble breath of air that did little to diffuse either the oppressive heat or the tension of the discussion at hand.

				“No, sir. The schooner was still miles to the south when the Fire Drake came under attack by a large school of merfolk, sir.” Captain Veralyn’s rigid bearing demonstrated his years of military discipline, but his hands, clenched behind his back throughout the lengthy explanation, were white with the ferocity of his grip. Huffington empathized—the ire of superiors could be taxing—but approved of the man’s sharp and forthright explanation. The admiral, on the other hand, was finding it hard to control his impatience; he repeatedly tugged on the hem of his waistcoat, and his jaw muscles clenched until Huffington thought he might hear teeth crack.

				“Merfolk!” The admiral’s face darkened even more.

				“Yes, sir. They swarmed her sides, sir. When she cut her cable and tried to make sail, she broached. They must have hooked a kedge into her hull.” The captain’s dispassionate tone quavered for just a moment, and Huffington knew he was reliving the horror of the Fire Drake’s struggle.

			

			
				“Go on,” the admiral ordered.

				“Yes, sir. The Clairissa was beating close under sweeps and tris’ls, coming to the Fire Drake’s aid, when the schooner sailed right between the two.”

				“You just said that the schooner was miles to the south.”

				“Yes, sir. She came up very quickly, faster than I’ve ever seen any ship sail. She made five sea miles in the time it took Clairissa to make half a mile to windward.”

				“The seamage,” the admiral muttered as he narrowed his eyes dangerously.

				“Yes, sir,” Veralyn continued. “Just before the schooner arrived, the wind shifted and took the Clairissa off course, so she doused all sails and proceeded under sweeps alone. I can only assume that the seamage was aboard the schooner and manipulated the winds to do this, since we were also making sail and had no such difficulty.”

				“You were making sail? Under whose orders?”

				“Commodore Twig’s, sir. He was directing the armada by signal from the Clairissa’s quarterdeck. That was when something very curious happened, sir. Something made a sound under the water, like a great clap of thunder. It shook our keel timber, sir, and the attack on the Fire Drake broke off.”

				“The mer retreated?”

				“Yes, sir. Then the schooner tacked, came about in a single ship-length, and we saw her name; she was the Orin’s Pride, the one said to have been working as a privateer along the Sand Coast.” The captain swallowed and continued without prompting. “The schooner had tacked once more, drawing a line between the two warships as clear as day, sir, when the attack on the Fire Drake resumed. The mer were dragging her under, and she didn’t have the men to repel them. The Clairissa was coming in under sweeps, and that was when the Orin’s Pride jibed. As her bow swept toward the flagship, she fired a single catapult at her, sir.”

				“So the schooner fired first.” The admiral’s fist cracked into his palm, his lips set in a grim line.

				“Yes, sir, and though it fell well short—a warning shot—it was quite impressive.”

			

			
				“The incendiary weapon we were told of? Distilled naphtha or flaming tar, I imagine.”

				“No, sir. Neither,” Veralyn said with a firm shake of his head. “A single cask, probably five gallons in size, but it was not aflame when it was fired. It exploded in the air, and sent a cascade of burning white streamers in all directions. They left trails of smoke as they fell, and, Admiral, you may not believe this, but they kept burning even after they hit the water! The lookouts atop our masts confirm that they could see them sinking and still burning!”

				“Magic!” The admiral spat the word as if it were a curse.

				“We thought so, too, sir. Then Commodore Twig fired a broadside of ballistae, raking the schooner good.” He looked down, then back up, obviously uncomfortable with what he had to say next.

				“Go on, Captain! Continue!”

				“The Clairissa jibed under sweeps, sir, and she was going to rake the schooner with another broadside, when…she exploded in flames, sir.”

				“Exploded?” Joslan’s eyes widened in disbelief, his jaw muscles suddenly slack. “No shot from the schooner? She just caught fire?”

				“No shot from the schooner, sir, and she didn’t just catch fire, either. She exploded. Every bit of wood and canvas on her—topmast to waterline, beak-head to poop—burst into flames at the same instant. We couldn’t do anything for her, sir. By the time she sank, the Fire Drake had gone under, too. No survivors from either ship, sir.”

				Admiral Joslan collapsed into his chair, his eyes staring blankly ahead. He sat silently for so long that Veralyn began to fidget.

				“Sir?” the captain finally ventured.

				Joslan’s eyes snapped up, and he looked at the captain as if surprised to see him still there. He cleared his throat, stood and jerked his coat straight. “Very well, Captain Veralyn. Bring Lady Gwen into the harbor when the tide shifts and moor her alongside Indomitable. I expect a written report to me by sunset. We will convene a court of inquiry tomorrow morning to assess the loss of two of His Majesty’s ships. You are dismissed.”

				“Aye, sir!” Veralyn saluted and turned on his heel for the door.

				Huffington followed a step behind, relieved that he had not been called to bear witness during the exchange. But before the door closed behind him, he heard the clatter of decanter against glass, and a single muttered word.

				“Magic…”


				


			

				Chapter 2

				Cast Off

				“Cast off dock lines and secure all stations, Chula,” Cynthia ordered as she stepped aboard Peggy’s Dream. “The Pride’s already out the channel. We’re behind.”

				“Aye, Capt’n.”

				She ignored the quizzical look on her first mate’s face as he acquiesced. Peggy’s Dream had three times as many provisions to stow with only twice the crew of Orin’s Pride; of course they were behind. But before he could give a single order, he looked beyond her shoulder, and she saw his eyes widen. She cringed.

				“Capt’n! You can’t be leavin’ me here!” Paska’s usually demanding tone was pleading as she ran up the gangplank and aboard the ship, her young son, Koybur, bouncing on her hip. The native woman grasped Cynthia’s arm, clung to it desperately. “You can’t be goin’ on dis trip wi’out a proper bosun!”

				“I’m sorry, Paska,” Cynthia said, hating the tremble in her own voice.

				The last few days had been hell, her emotions pitched high and low like a storm-tossed ship. First there had been the depression from believing her unborn child was dead, killed by the mer. It had struck her like a physical blow to find out that she had a son—alive, but abducted to fulfill some mer prophecy for bringing a lost city back to life. She did not know whether to be heartened or distraught. She had a son; the future she and Feldrin had planned, the names they’d considered, the dream of a family, hung like a golden ring just out of her grasp.

				She longed to embrace that dream, but she dared not hope. Her wedding to Feldrin had provided the only ray of light during the tumultuous time. She had worked through the night organizing the rescue mission with Feldrin, poring in vain over ancient mer scrolls for some reference to this city they sought—Akrotia. Feldrin had tried to get her to come to bed—it was, after all, their wedding night—but after an hour spent tossing and turning, imagining the worst, Cynthia had risen, dressed and gotten back to work. Her thoughts were muddled with grief and fatigue, which she kept at bay only through sheer determination. The last thing she needed right now was this particular confrontation.

			

			
				She turned, and, to her own surprise, voiced a calm rebuttal. “My decision is final. I won’t be responsible for endangering little Koybur, and you can’t leave him. Please, Paska, don’t make me order you ashore.”

				“You’re leavin’ me, but you’re takin’ me husband!” Paska countered, her voice rising. Koybur began to whimper, as if he, too, resented being left behind. Cynthia felt her determination begin to crack when Chula stepped forward and placed a hand on his wife’s arm. Paska tried to shake off his grip, but he held her firmly.

				“If you be pleased, Capt’n Shambata Daroo, let me be talkin’ to ‘er fer just a moment. We’ll be off de dock in a trice.”

				“Thank you, Chula.” Cynthia turned away and heaved a deep breath, her hand on the rail to steady herself as she slowly made her way aft. Behind her, Paska raged at Chula in their native tongue, while Chula answered in his usual steady tone, though it was now imploring. Cynthia seriously wondered who would win the argument. Aside from the normal running of the ship and their first mate-bosun interactions, she had never heard Chula tell his headstrong wife what to do. Eventually, though, Paska fell silent.

				Cynthia cast a glance over her shoulder, and wished she hadn’t. In all their time together, Cynthia had never seen Paska cry, but now she stared up at Chula, tears brimming in her eyes. Before they spilled over, Paska turned and retreated quickly up the dock, wiping a hand across her face.

				“Cast off!” Chula ordered, his voice harsher than she had ever heard.

				Cynthia watched in anguish as her loyal first mate turned back to his duty and away from the woman he loved.

				≈

				“Here she comes.” Feldrin watched Peggy’s Dream emerge from the towering mangroves that protected the entrance to Scimitar Bay, and head out the channel through the reef. Silvery wings whizzed around his head and Mouse landed on his broad shoulder, down from his perch high in the rigging. But the seasprite didn’t chatter or cheer as was his wont. In fact, his mood was as subdued as Feldrin had ever seen. The loss of the baby had affected him deeply, and Cynthia’s single-minded resolve in planning this trip had the little sprite worried, as it did Feldrin. Partners in misery, Mouse moped around Feldrin, who patted the sprite with real affection; Mouse had saved his life, without a doubt. Besides, the sailors considered the seasprite to be good luck. He turned to Horace, who stood beside him at the rail. “Ease the sheets a bit ‘till she comes up. Cyn’ll be comin’ over.”

			

			
				“Aye, sir.” Horace snapped off a few orders, and the two great gaff-rigged sails were eased to leeward until they began to spill wind, which slowed the ship markedly. In short order, Peggy’s Dream had rounded the reef and was gaining on them. Horace shook his head as he squinted up at the Pride’s rig. “Can’t say as I’m happy with that mainmast, Capt’n.”

				“Aye,” Feldrin said as he followed his first mate’s gaze to the damaged spar. A ballista bolt shot by the Clairissa had transfixed the huge spruce mast, cracking it but not fracturing it completely. Removing the bolt without causing further damage was impossible, so Dura had cut it off even with the mast, then fashioned two wide, bronze straps to encircle the mast above and below the bolt, tightening them with a wrench longer than she was tall. The mast would hold in fair winds, but if they encountered a blow, it could split up its length. “But it’ll have to do for now. The Dream’s carryin’ some extra spars, so if it looks too bad, we can replace it at sea.”

				“Aye, sir,” Horace said with reluctant acceptance.

				Feldrin turned toward the open sea and swept his glass across the horizon out of habit. He stopped and held it steady to watch a heavily rolling galleon two miles to leeward. “Whoever’s trimmin’ her sails sure needs a lesson, ay?”

				“He’s probably sayin’ the same about us right now, sir, though I see what you mean,” Horace agreed. The ship’s topsails were sheeted poorly, and her yards were braced at odd angles. She was heeling too hard and the sails were spilling wind. “At least we’re doin’ it on purpose.”

				“Well, maybe the first mate’s trainin’ a new bosun.” Feldrin smiled and clapped Horace on the shoulder as they turned toward Rhaf, the Pride’s former helmsman, now boatswain, as he tried to cajole the crew into trimming the sails to his satisfaction. He needed a bit of seasoning, but there was no other more qualified. “Which is what you’ll be doin’ as soon as—”

				With a roar, a spout of seawater rose in the wake of the ship and deposited Cynthia Flaxal Brelak on the aft deck. The water slithered away from her like a living thing, leaving her completely dry.

				“I’ll never bloody get used to that,” Horace muttered before he turned away to snap orders to Rhaf.

			

			
				Feldrin smiled at his wife. Rather than her customary sarong, she wore a white blouse and a trim blue skirt belted tightly at the waist. A rigging knife hung from her belt, but no weapon. She didn’t need one; the sea was Cynthia’s weapon.

				“All squared away on the Dream, lass?” he asked, offering her his arm.

				“As much as can be with only a day to prepare. We’ll probably be another three days sorting it all out, but we won’t die of hunger or thirst. We’ve got enough timber and cordage to build another schooner, and more weapons than we could ever use. I’m sure we forgot a thousand things that we’ll need.” She took his arm and tried to smile. She failed.

				“Let’s have a chat with our li’l firebug then, shall we?”

				Cynthia shut her eyes for a moment, then sighed. “Let’s go.”

				Feldrin ushered her forward, feeling the strain in her measured steps, the tremble of her hand on his arm. He knew how hard she was taking the abduction of their son, and wished he could help her bear the burden. There was so much he wanted to say to her, but the armor of her determination was something he could not breach, not yet. It wasn’t that he felt no distress himself—he longed to wrap his hands around every mer throat and crush them to pulp—but, as a sailor, he knew how to force himself to rest and eat, how to conserve his strength when it was calm so he could tap those resources during the storm. Cynthia just kept going without relent. She hadn’t slept last night, despite his pleas, she drank enough blackbrew to float a skiff, and ate barely enough to keep her on her feet. They had all been through a lot lately. His peg leg was a visible testament to his own ordeal, but although Cynthia’s scars weren’t visible, they hadn’t healed nearly as well.

				Watch over her, Odea, he prayed silently. Even though he wasn’t particularly religious, he figured that Odea had made Cynthia what she was, a seamage, and he expected the deity to damn well watch over her own creation.

				Cynthia negotiated the steep companionway down into the ship, and Feldrin followed more slowly. He was still learning how to walk with the peg leg, and though keeping his balance on a rolling deck came as naturally as breathing, stairs were a challenge since his knee no longer bent. Cynthia waited patiently for him, and they walked aft through the door into the main hold. Here the space was crowded with stores, supplies, repair materials, weapons and the closely packed hammocks of the forty additional crew they carried for this voyage.

			

			
				In a nook off to the side, Edan sulked on a cot, his ankles bound in iron bands linked by a chain to a bolt set deep into the ship’s frame. He glared at them, his carrot-red hair fairly glowing in the lantern light. Above his head hung a small cage enclosing Flicker, his firesprite companion. She looked no happier to see them than did her master.

				Edan kicked his feet, rattling the chain. “You said you’d take these off me first thing this morning,” he said sullenly.

				“I said once we were out to sea, Edan,” Cynthia corrected him. “Now, we’re at sea.”

				“I figured that much out for myself,” he said impudently. “Will you take them off me now?”

				“Yes, but first we need to discuss something,” Cynthia said.

				“Oh, great. Another discussion. What did I do wrong this time?”

				Cynthia took a deep breath. Feldrin’s own anger flared, but he restrained himself before he said something he might regret. Really, he couldn’t blame Edan for the comment. It seemed that every time he and Cynthia “discussed” something with the lad, Edan came out the worse for it. Not that he hasn’t deserved it, Feldrin thought. This, however, should be a pleasant surprise for the boy.

				“Nothing, Edan,” Cynthia said patiently. “I know you think we’re keeping you captive, demanding your help in the rescue of our son. But we want to explain how we’ll repay you for your help.”

				“Repay me?” Edan narrowed his eyes.

				“Yes. We’ve decided that we owe you something for helping us get our son back. The mer fear fire more than anything, so your skills will be an asset if it comes to a confrontation.”

				“A confrontation; you mean another battle.”

				The undercurrent of fear was obvious in Edan’s voice, and Feldrin clamped his jaw down hard on a sharp retort. He’d known the lad for a coward even before he’d become a pyromage; that was what made him so dangerous. But they’d agreed that Cynthia would do the talking here, since Edan didn’t respond well to Feldrin’s type of encouragement.

				“Yes. We were told that the mer who stole our son have allies, so we’re preparing for anything, including battle. You’ve chosen to help us, and we’re prepared to compensate you. We’ll set you up wherever you want to go with enough money for you to live for a very long time.”

			

			
				“Money?” Edan’s eyes widened, then narrowed again in suspicion. “How much money?”

				“Ten thousand crowns,” Cynthia said, “and we’ll take you any port city you choose.”

				Edan’s eyes popped at the offer, though his expression sobered when Cynthia continued.

				“Considering the fact that you destroyed the emperor’s flagship and killed almost twelve hundred of his sailors, I’d suggest that you choose someplace far away from the Tsing Empire, but it’s up to you.”

				“That’s…very generous.” Edan sat back with a look of utter shock on his face.

				“Bloody right it’s generous, boyo!” Feldrin said, no longer able to keep silent. He had disagreed with Cynthia on this, but had relented. Edan’s actions had implicated Feldrin and Cynthia in the destruction of the Clairissa, potentially forcing them to flee the empire as well. Having to bribe him to help them when others were willingly risking their lives made him want to backhand the lad. “So you’d better just—”

				“Feldrin?” Cynthia’s tone stopped his tirade, but did not quell his temper.

				“Just keep a close watch on that li’l fire demon of yers this time, lad,” he said quietly, fishing a key from his pocket. “If this here ship burns, there ain’t nothin’ between you and the sea but the clothes on yer back.” He bent down awkwardly with his stiff leg and twisted the key in the anklets, then straightened.

				Flicker made an astonishingly rude gesture.

				“Don’t worry about Flicker,” Edan said, rubbing his ankles, then standing. He reached up and lifted the firesprite’s cage from its hook and glared at them both. “Just tell me where I’m sleeping and stay out of my way.” His face flushed and his hair seemed to grow even brighter red. Feldrin felt a wave of heat wash over him, and Cynthia staggered under the assault. He steadied her arm, but she shook him off and glared at Edan, her hands clenched at her sides.

				“Don’t you dare do that!” Cynthia raged. “Not when you’re near me, and, in fact, not when you’re near anyone except an enemy. Do you understand? Unless I say so, you’ll keep your power dampened, or you’ll find yourself in a skiff with a single oar for company!”

				The close quarters sweltered with heat and moisture as she and Edan stared each other down. Feldrin knew her power was barely held in check. Finally, Edan lowered his eyes.

			

			
				“Fine. I’m…” The pyromage took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”

				“Good,” Cynthia said. She took Feldrin’s arm in a seemingly casual gesture, but he felt her lean against him for support, her body trembling. “Now, we’re short a bosun on Peggy’s Dream, so we’ll transfer you over there and you can have that cabin.”

				“So you can keep an eye on me?” he asked in a mildly sarcastic tone, though Feldrin could tell that the lad was trying to curb his belligerence.

				“Absolutely,” Cynthia agreed. “But as a precaution, not as a hostage. I want you to practice your skills, Edan. Hone them. Learn control. I can help you with that when it comes to manipulating the winds, and I can also douse any fires you might set accidently when you’re practicing with fire. I’ve also brought along a number of things I thought you might want.”

				“So be thankful you’ll be under Cyn’s thumb and not mine,” Fedrin growled, “’cause I’d just have Horace throw you overboard if you set my ship aflame.”

				The comment earned him a swift glare, but Feldrin didn’t care. Cynthia was playing with fire here, quite literally, and he prayed to the gods that she didn’t get herself burned.

				≈

				Sam lifted the viewing glass, steadied it on the topmast hounds, and watched the two schooners rounding the reef off Plume Isle. Her vantage was from high atop the mainmast of the galleon First Venture, the prize she and her cannibal crew had taken the night before. She had hoped to pass by Plume Isle unseen, but it seemed that fate had deemed otherwise. At least, she thought anxiously, we’re downwind. If they decided to pursue her, a downwind run was just about the only point of sail a galleon could come close to matching a schooner for speed.

				Unless the sea witch uses her magic… She clenched her lip between her filed teeth until she tasted blood, willing the two schooners to continue heading south.

				Three figures came out onto the deck of Orin’s Pride, and she recognized them immediately. Even at this distance, the huge frame of Feldrin Brelak was unmistakable, and the woman at his side could only be the sea witch, Cynthia Flaxal. The smaller figure with a brush of fiery red hair, she knew all too well.

			

			
				“Edan…”

				Whenever she recalled their time together, she felt a strange warmth in the pit of her stomach, a physical memory of their lovemaking. Why that one experience had affected her more than the many times she had lain with Parek confused and troubled her. She had told herself that it had been just an act on her part, a ploy to hide her true motives. But now, feeling her stomach clench and her heart pound as she watched Edan in the distance, she had to admit that she had felt something else. Something deeper. Edan’s intensity had overwhelmed her, broken down her defenses and quelled the hatred, the ruthlessness and malice that made her a pirate. She couldn’t deny it; there was something there, something worth pursuing.

				And he was a pyromage. She’d seen what he’d done to the emperor’s flagship. If she could figure out a way to control him, to wield that power for herself…together, they would be invincible.

				A shout from below snapped her reverie, and she looked down. Below her lay the broad deck of the First Venture, still stained with blood from the ship’s former crew. Sailing in the ship’s lee was the relatively small ship she had stolen from the seamage’s very own docks, the double-hulled Manta, hidden from the schooners by the galleon’s bulk. But what drew her eye was the squabble that had broken out among her crew of cannibals. Though it probably wouldn’t come to blows, she would have to quell the discontent quickly and decisively if she was going to maintain control. She sighed. The crew was paying more attention to the two men involved in the disagreement than they were to sailing the ship, and it showed: the ship was sliding off course. The cannibals paddled their own small crafts to other islands on raids, and they had quickly learned how to sail the simple rig on the Manta, but the rig on First Venture was vastly more complicated. Teaching them even the basics was difficult. Add the lack of a common language, and the task was nearly impossible. But some of them caught on quickly to her pantomiming and, though the yards were not braced evenly and only two of the topsails were sheeted properly, they were nonetheless underway.

				Another shout between the combatants compelled Sam to move. She tucked the viewing glass in her belt and started down the ratlines, quelling the perverse desire to leave her new friends and chase after the schooners aboard Manta. Catching up to them would be easy; what to do when she did was the dilemma.

			

			
				“Why are you even thinking about this, Sam?” she chided herself. The schooners continued on a southerly course, and she breathed a sigh of relief. They were not after her. But even so, a wild, insane plan began to develop in her mind.

				The decks of the schooners had been laden with supplies, more than someone would take on a short excursion. The seamage and her entourage were leaving Plume Isle, fleeing the imminent wrath of the emperor. She had half-expected this, and it was gratifying to see her conjecture fulfilled. Now was the time to strike. She would take her prizes back to Parek and convince him that their opportunity was at hand. They would plunder Plume Isle before the emperor’s fleet could return. When the warships arrived, there would be nothing left of the seamage’s stronghold but ashes and rubble.

				≈

				“The schooners are away, Miss Cammy!” Tim called as he burst into the great hall.

				“Thank you, Tim.” Camilla leaned back in her chair at the head of the table and brushed an errant lock of hair out of her eyes.

				Sheets of parchment, pens, ink wells and sealed packages littered the expansive wooden surface. She looked at the letter she was drafting, then to Count Emil Norris, who sat in the next chair, diligently writing his own letters. They had been working almost non-stop since yesterday on the documents that would be sent to the emperor, and they were nearly finished. Camilla was copying out letters onto fine parchment that already bore Cynthia’s signature, expressing to the emperor her deepest sympathy on the loss of his men and ships, explaining the dire misunderstandings and the mer deceptions that had led to the attacks, and reaffirming Cynthia’s allegiance. Emil was preparing his own account of the events, stressing that the seamage had been away from the island and was in no way connected with the mer attack on the Fire Drake, and that she had, in fact, tried to intercede, at great personal loss. Currently he was trying to address the burning of the Clairissa, and had chewed the end of his pen into a nub in his consternation. Camilla pitied his task; after all, his own daughter, Samantha, had provoked the attack, though she doubted that he would include that particular bit of information in his letter. As if he felt her gaze, the count looked up at her, then over at Tim.

			

			
				“Is Tipos ready?” he asked the boy. He reached for a cup and frowned when he saw it was empty. The silver blackbrew pot, too, was empty.

				“The Flothrindel is packed and ready, Father, but Tipos says he won’t wear the clothes you sent down for him.” Tim chuckled and shook his head. “He says they make him sweat.”

				“Well, he can’t parade around Tsing in naught but his skin! He’s got to—”

				“I’ll talk to him, Emil,” Camilla said, rising. “He can’t leave until all the letters are ready anyway.” Her muscles were tight from prolonged sitting, and she stretched her back, twisting and turning until her corset creaked. She noticed Emil’s eyes stray toward her, then dart back to his papers. Suppressing a smile, she straightened her gown. For years she had dreaded the stares of Bloodwind and his captains; more recently, Edan’s gaze had thrown her into a panic. But when Emil looked at her…

				“Perhaps I should go to Tsing myself,” the count said. He shuffled the pile of letters into an orderly stack. “If Tipos refuses to dress like a civilized—”

				“Don’t worry, Emil.” Camilla patted his arm, leaving her hand there for several heartbeats more than was necessary. “I’m sure he’ll agree to wear them once I explain how important this is. Besides, we’ve discussed this; you must stay until the next imperial expedition arrives. If you’re not here to act as mediator, Cynthia will have no one to speak on her behalf, and no one will believe her version of the events that led to the loss of the emperor’s ships, even if it is the truth.”

				“You’re right,” he said. He looked up at Camilla and sighed, then rubbed his eyes and dabbed his pen in the inkwell again before leaning once more over his letter. “We’ve amassed enough evidence here to present a convincing case to His Majesty. I just hope it’s enough.”

				“It’ll be enough,” she assured him, though in her deepest heart, she wondered. Her life had been so good here for the last two years. Was all that about to end? Shaking her head, she forced the thought away, suddenly realizing that Tim still stood there, watching them. “Come on, Tim. Let’s go talk to Tipos about putting on a pair of trousers.”

				Emil grasped her hand and held it for a moment. “Thank you, Camilla, for giving me your trust.”

				She smiled, not knowing what to say, and he released her. She felt his gaze warm her back as she took Tim’s hand and led him from the room.


				


			

				Chapter 3

				Dire Councils

				Huffington’s feet and back ached from standing, and his stomach clenched in protest of the stale bread and thin slice of cheese that had been his dinner. He handed the tin plate to the steward who was collecting them from the officers and clerks, those not seated at the linen-covered table with Admiral Joslan.

				There was no single room in the fleet large enough to comfortably accommodate all sixteen captains and their first mates, the admiral and his clerks; and the additional non-military contingent, made up of Master Upton—the emperor’s master of security—and his aides, and Huffington. Consequently, they were very uncomfortably accommodated in the great cabin of the Indomitable. The admiral and the captains sat at a table festooned with crystal, silver and fine bone-porcelain. The captains and flag officers had dined on fish pie, roasted capon, fresh vegetables, hot bread, and a fine white wine, but that was as far as their commander’s hospitality went. The rest of the meeting’s attendants shared the same poor fare as Huffington, and were not even accorded seats. The officers had started out at rigid attention, but over the long hours had wilted to slouch against any available surface.

				Huffington was positioned next to an open port. The faint evening breeze that wafted in was refreshing, albeit sullied by the nauseating scents typical of a crowded waterfront. He still found the odor less objectionable than that of the mass of closely packed bodies that had been sweating, belching and breaking wind in the great cabin for the last six hours. And, in his opinion, the quality of the discussion was no better than that of the air.

				“Surely, even a seamage can’t stand against such a force as we have here!” reiterated Captain Donnely, master of the frigate Cape Storm. Huffington rolled his eyes. Donnely, upholding his reputation as a bold warrior, had argued relentlessly for a swift attack on Plume Isle. Thankfully, cooler heads seemed to be prevailing.

				“We must not make the same error of judgment as Commodore Twig. Our evidence is as follows.” Admiral Joslan held up a fist with one finger extended. “First, we know she has armed at least some of her fleet of schooners with incendiary weapons, since one was fired at the Clairissa. Second,”—another finger went up—”by her own admission, and confirmed by Count Norris, she is allied with the mer, who dragged the Fire Drake to the bottom of the sea and slaughtered everyone aboard. And finally,”—a third finger rose—”as evidenced by the burning of the Clairissa, we must surmise that she is in league with yet another mage. Such forces united would be a match for any fleet.”

			

			
				“Do we know that it was a mage’s spell that destroyed the Clairissa?” asked Commodore Henkle, commander of the Resolute and Joslan’s second in command.

				“Captain Veralyn,” Joslan said, pinning the lesser officer with red-rimmed eyes, “your opinion?”

				The captain took a careful sip of wine. When he spoke, his voice was hoarse from having given his account of the battle over and over. “I have told you all what I saw; the Clairissa didn’t simply catch fire, but was instantaneously immolated. I do not see how it could have been any other force but magic, Admiral, though I’m not well acquainted with the mystical arts.”

				“But we have another witness here, don’t we?” asked Captain Donnely, casting his eyes around the crowded cabin. “Wasn’t there an aide or some such…”

				“Mister Huffington.”

				Huffington started when he heard his name spoken—he had begun to lose track of the discussion while watching the bustle of harbor traffic—and his skin crawled when he realized that Master Upton had been the one to name him. The master of security stepped forward from the shadows between two massive framing timbers and stared directly at Huffington, who found himself suddenly the center of everyone’s attention.

				“You were secretary to Count Norris, and aboard the Lady Gwen during the attack, correct?” Upton asked.

				“I am secretary to Count Norris, Master Upton,” Huffington said, straightening his posture as much as was possible in the confined space. “My master was on Plume Isle when the ships were attacked, and still is, as far as anyone knows.” The automatic response seemed flippant and he immediately regretted it, so he quickly continued. “And yes, I was aboard the Lady Gwen, sir.”

				“And your opinion regarding the use of magic in the destruction of the Clairissa?”

			

			
				It was the admiral who asked the question, but Huffington couldn’t look away from Upton’s eyes, so sharp and bright, staring into his own like they could gaze into his soul and see all the dark deeds that Huffington had carried out in his life. There were more than a few.

				“Mister Huffington!” The admiral’s voice snapped Huffington’s attention away from the spymaster.

				“I am somewhat acquainted with magic, Admiral, sir, but I’ve never seen anything like what happened to the Clairissa. If it was a spell, it was subtle.”

				“Subtle!” spat the admiral amidst the murmurs that rumbled around the cabin. “How could the conflagration described by Captain Veralyn be called subtle?”

				“Not the result, sir,” Huffington hastened to explain, “but the act. There was nothing blatant like when a mage throws a fire spell, sir; I’ve seen that. Nor did the schooner lob any more of their fire casks. The Clairissa, well, she just…smoldered for a bit, then went up in flames. Like when you toss a wad of parchment at a fire, and it lands close to the flames but not in them. The heat makes it smoke a bit, then it ignites all at once. That’s what happened to the Clairissa. She smoked, then kind of glowed for a second, then every bit of her, canvas, wood and men alike, went up in flames.”

				Silence hung like a shroud over the cabin. Several officers glanced toward Huffington—some with skepticism, others looking rather ill—then looked away. Master Upton, however, gazed steadily at him, and the secretary’s heart hammered in his chest under the unwavering scrutiny. Finally the admiral spoke, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

				“It is my judgment that this situation requires more thought before we blunder into a trap that could end with this entire armada in flames or at the bottom of the sea.” He rose to his feet, signifying the meeting’s end. “We will reconvene tomorrow at the same hour, gentlemen. Bring me strategies that do not involve a direct confrontation with the seamage’s forces.”

				Huffington shuffled toward the door with the rest of the attendees.

				“If it would please the admiral.” Though Upton was a head shorter than most of the military men in the room, when he stepped forward he drew everyone’s attention. Huffington, on his way to the door, slowed. “I would suggest that there is one additional matter that must be immediately addressed before we disband.”

			

			
				“And what would that be, Master Upton?” Huffington noted the suspicion in the admiral’s voice.

				“His Majesty must be informed of the loss of his flagship, and the means of its destruction; and he must be informed with all haste, Admiral.”

				“Very well, Master Upton. I will put a messenger boat and crew at your disposal, and will prepare a dispatch of my own. Please see to the details.”

				“Very good, Admiral,” Upton said smoothly. Huffington chanced a glance at the man and instantly regretted it. Not only was the master of security staring at him, but he crooked his finger in a beckoning gesture. Sighing, Huffington complied.

				≈

				“These bloody things itch!” Tipos complained, scratching at the long wool pants covering his legs. He had worn them since leaving Plume Isle yesterday, at Miss Camilla’s request, so that he would be presentable to the emperor in Tsing. He frowned and sat down in Flothrindel’s small cockpit, propping his legs up on the leeward seat so the breeze flapped the material, but it didn’t help. “How can anyone wear such things all day?”

				“You could have worn one of the Shambata Daroo’s sarongs,” Keyloo said with a laugh. “They would look good on you. Maybe Paska would agree to bed you if you did.”

				“Close your mouth, Keyloo, or I’ll close it for you,” Tipos warned, his ire rising. Paska’s repeated refusals, even when her husband was out sailing the seamage’s ships, was a sore spot with him.

				“Don’t fret about it, Tipos,” Tawah, the third crewman, called from his hammock belowdecks where he was trying to sleep. “Paska says no to everyone. She will share her husband with other women, but has no interest in another man. Ask Chula why that is so, and he will show you!”

				Tawah and Keyloo both laughed, and Tipos had to smile. It made him feel better that he was not the only man that Paska refused, though he silently committed himself to never quit trying. Another furious itch beset his leg and he jumped up in frustration.

				“I am not going to wear these bloody things until I have to!” he declared, stripping off the trousers and throwing them below. “I will put them on when we reach Tsing, not before.”

				“What is that?” Keyloo asked, pointing toward shore.

				“What?” Tipos turned and squinted.

				“There, in that cove on Middle Cay. Looks like a ship anchored.”

			

			
				“Your eyes are better than mine. Hand me the glass, Tawah.” He raised the viewing tube and focused it. The sun was setting behind him, and the light was good for looking to the east. He immediately spotted the ship. “Big galleon, and she’s tucked in close to the island. Her captain must think he’s safe, now that the Shambata Daroo rules the Shattered Isles, ay?”

				“Or he’s a pirate,” Keyloo said with a frown.

				“Well, if he is, he’s got bigger plums even than Chula to think he can escape Shambata Daroo’s notice!” Tipos said, earning a chuckle from the others. He handed the glass back down to Tawah. “We’re too far to read her name, and we don’t have time to tack in there and look. She’s just a lazy merchant who doesn’t want to sail at night. Get some sleep, Tawah. When the moon is up, so are you!”

				≈

				The mournful wail of a conch horn rose on the sultry evening air, snapping Captain Parek’s attention from his dinner of stewed bonefish.

				“By the hells!” He looked up to the open deck hatch. A light mosquito net covered the opening to keep out the bloodthirsty beasts, but he could see through the gauzy material to the man on deck watch. He hated hiding out in this fetid swamp, waiting around while Farin and Sam were out pirating on the cool ocean with the wind in their sails. The horn sounded again. Parek called out to the man standing watch. “Kori! Who in the Nine Hells sounded that bloody horn?”

				“Dunno, Cap’n!” the man said, peering into the fading light. “It came from downriver. Sounded close, though!”

				“Rouse the men! Load the ballistae!” Even as Parek reached for his cutlass, the ship’s bell rang out and he heard the scuffle of feet running up to the deck. Too few men, since most of his crew had sailed with Farin to somewhere along the Sand Coast. The sound of someone falling, followed by a slurred curse, made him shake his head in frustration. Discipline had become lax without a proper first mate aboard, and more than a few of the crew wobbled unsteadily from too many tots of rum.

				“You two, get that ballista loaded!” Parek snapped as he came on deck. Half of the dozen men who formed his skeleton crew stood at the transom, staring into the shadows cast by the massive mangroves, made deeper by the oncoming night. “What in the hells is—”

			

			
				The horn sounded again, this time very close. Parek vaulted up to the poop deck and pushed his way to the taffrail. As his eyes adjusted to the twilight he made out a vessel rounding the bend in the inlet…and his mouth dropped open in shock. A bizarre craft—two narrow hulls joined to make a kind of sailing raft—ghosted up the channel under a close-sheeted gaff sail and a single jib. Sails and hull alike were painted as black as night. When the strange craft drew closer, he saw that her deck was crowded with dark figures, their white teeth and eyes flashing in the fading light.

				“Cannibals!” Kori muttered, much to the consternation of his fellow crew members.

				“Aye, they’ve got the look, don’t they,” Parek agreed, noting their bone jewelry, piercings and sharply filed teeth. “We’re in fer a fight, boys, but let’s see if we can thin ‘em out a bit first with a few ballista shots, ay? Aim that thing and we’ll—”

				“Ahoy the Cutthroat!” a feminine voice called from the deck of the odd craft. “Ahoy, Captain Parek! It’s Sam!”

				“Sam?” He peered more closely, raising a hand to forestall the ballista. “What in the Nine Hells? Sam! Come forward or I’ll put a shot right into that crazy-looking raft! Show yourself!”

				A slim, tanned figure pushed through the crowd of taller, darker shapes, and he could see that it was, indeed, Sam. She brandished a cutlass and Parek released his breath; he had half-suspected that she might be a captive, the cannibals using her as a ruse to get close enough to attack. But he wouldn’t let his guard down yet, not until she explained what she was doing with such a ship, not to mention a crew of flesh-eaters.

				“What in all the Nine Hells happened to you, Sam?” he asked, noting the wounds on her arms and the makeshift bandage around her leg. “And what kind of craft is that?”

				“Don’t know what you call it, sir, but it’s named Manta. It’s the seamage’s own design, and the first of its kind! I stole it from her after the battle with the emperor’s ships!”

				“Battle? What battle?”

				“It’s a long story, sir, and it would be easier if I could sit down to tell it.” The nimble craft pulled alongside the Cutthroat, and Sam gestured and called out simple commands to her grim crew. With little fanfare, the sheets were slacked and the two booms swung to leeward. The small craft slowed even more as her jib was struck and furled.

			

			
				“Tie that thing to the trees on the other side of the river, Sam, and come on over. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

				“That we do, Captain! And I brung you another present, too. We took the First Venture, a three-masted galleon that was westbound through the southern isles. She’s full to the scuppers with spices and copper!”

				“By the hells…” he muttered, shaking his head. “With a raft and a crew of cannibals, she takes a three-masted galleon on a dead run downwind. Now that’s a bloody pirate, my boys! Break out the rum!”

				Cheers went up on the deck of the Cutthroat, and a few tentative laughs and calls rose from the Manta as Sam directed her crew to tie off to the looming mangroves on the other side of the narrow channel. The craft was towing a skiff, and Sam and two of her crew rowed over. Parek himself reached a hand down to help her up the boarding ladder.

				“By the hells, Sam! What in bloody blazes happened to you?” She was dressed in an ill-fitting shirt and breeches, and he could see livid cuts and scratches on her forearms and legs. Then she smiled at him; her teeth were filed to points.

				“I ran into a bit of trouble, and had to find someplace to tuck in and lick my wounds.” She nodded toward her two dire companions. “I had to convince ‘em that I was one of ‘em, or they’d have cut me up for the pot right then and there. They may not be pretty, but they fight like devils. We took that galleon like they were sleepin’.”

				Close up, Parek could see the ritual scars of the isle cannibals cut deeply in their flesh. Disconcertingly, the two natives were looking over his crew as if planning dinner. He repressed a shudder and turned back to Sam.

				“Well, come on below and we’ll talk things over, but tell your friends here that we’re all on the same side, ay?”

				“I already told ‘em, Captain, though I’m not completely sure they understand me sometimes.” She turned to the pirate crew and said, “Better watch yerselves while they’re aboard. They might get curious as to what pirate tastes like.” She laughed, and it drew nervous chuckles from the men. The two cannibals just stood there and grinned, their shark-like teeth glowing in the lantern light.

				In the captain’s cabin, Parek poured rum into two cups and nodded toward the bench across the table. Sam picked up the cup and downed half its contents in a single swallow, sighing deeply.

				“Gods, that’s good! Been a fortnight since I’ve had a proper drink.”

				She sat and, in the span of half an hour and two refills from the bottle, she recounted her unbelievable tale. Parek stared at her as she spoke. She was so changed from the frightened girl he’d rescued the day that Bloodwind was killed and they barely escaped with their lives…so much harder…and those teeth! What, he wondered, has she had to do to survive? It disturbed him to think that it was likely more than he could have done in the same situation.

			

			
				“So, the sea witch is running for it.” He sipped his rum and thought of the possibilities. “Hard to believe.”

				“She’s gotta know that the emperor is gonna send a whole fleet down here,” she said, a gleam of avarice in her eye. That, at least, had not changed.

				“But with that firemage on her side she could sink ‘em all. Why leave?”

				“I don’t think she wants to fight the emperor,” Sam said. “She knows he’ll be after her, and she’s runnin’ away. Though I doubt they managed to pack up everything from Plume Isle on just them two schooners. There’s bound to be plenty left for us.”

				“But what about the emperor? Like you said, he’ll send a fleet.”

				“Aye, Captain, but it’s a long week’s sail to Tsing, and another week back, even if he’s got a fleet sittin’ in the harbor ready to sail.” She smacked her scarred fist into her palm with a grin of malice. “We gotta strike now!”

				Parek leaned back in his chair and frowned. “With a dozen pirates and thirty of your cannibal friends? I don’t know, Sam. Like you said, she couldn’t pack everyone up on just those two schooners. There’s bound to be a bunch of her own private army of natives still on Plume Isle, and they won’t just hand us the keys to the keep!”

				“That’s why I’ve got to take the Venture south first and load her up with reinforcements. There are hundreds of cannibals in their tribe. I could only take crew to fit on the Manta to start, but the galleon will carry two or three hundred without even strainin’ her stores. She won’t beat up the channel into Blood Bay, but we can tow her in with the Cutthroat and the Manta. We’ll be on ‘em like seagulls on a bloated carcass.”

				“Will you be able to control…them?” he asked, lowering his voice despite knowing that the cannibals on deck couldn’t understand him, and hating the quaver of fear that shaded his tone. “I mean, Sam, they’re cannibals!”

				“We don’t need to control ‘em, Captain. All we need to do is turn ‘em loose!” She reached for the rum bottle and topped off first his cup, then her own; her old habit. “I’ve convinced them that we’re not food. Besides, they hate the tribe that befriended the sea witch; been fightin’ ‘em for years. And the best part: they’re not interested in gold. They just want to make war on their enemies…and keep all the prisoners.”

			

			
				“And you’re sure the seamage is gone.”

				“I watched her sailin’ straight south with my own eyes, Captain.”

				“Straight south?” That didn’t make any sense at all; there was nothing straight south but the Fathomless Reaches, then a windless gyre of seaweed. Any other direction was feasible: north to Tsing, northeast to Southhaven or Scarport, southeast to Marathia or Fornice on the Sand Coast, or straight west with the trade winds at their backs to reach the far western continent. But south? “Where’s she going on that course?”

				“I don’t know, and I don’t care!” Sam stood, placed her fists on the table, and stared right at him, her eyes hard with determination.

				Parek looked down at the wounds on her forearms; only three or four days old, they were dark, as if they’d been rubbed with some evil salve. He remembered the scars on the cannibals, and repressed a shudder. The dagger tucked under her belt was obsidian, a gift from her new friends, no doubt, and showed signs of recent use; the hide-wrapped handle was stained, and it repulsed him to consider the origin of the leather. Her voice brought his gaze back to her eyes.

				“This is our only chance! This is exactly what we hoped would happen, what I waded through hell and damnation to make happen; the sea witch is off Plume Isle! If we don’t jump on it now, the emperor’s fleet will beat us to it, and as sure as seagulls squawk, they’ll leave a garrison there and we’ll never get another chance!”

				“I realize that, Sam, and I’m with you, all right? Just calm down.” It was distracting to watch her sharpened teeth flash as she spoke. He pushed the bottle over to her. “Have another tot. We have plans to make, and we’re not likely to get this all straightened out until morning.”

				Maybe she’s been through too much, he thought, sipping his rum and watching Sam as she sat back down. She was changed, there was no doubt, and not for the better. She sounded half mad, but she was also right: this was their only chance to take Plume Isle. But if he agreed to let her run a shipload of cannibals into Blood Bay and set them loose, would there be anything left for him when they were done? There was no way to know the answer, but he was sure of one thing: if he refused her, he and the skeleton crew of the Cutthroat would be simmering in a pot by morning.


				


			

				Chapter 4

				A Light in the Darkness

				“Burn!” Edan whispered as he tossed a handful of sulfur dust into the air.

				The powder burst into a shower of tiny flames. With a flick of his wrist he pulled in a breeze that gathered the burning motes and spun them into a small cyclone of yellow fire. Edan felt the blaze, was drawn into its light and heat until he was part of it, spinning and burning for the sheer joy of it. Flicker crouched on his shoulder, mesmerized by his creation, chittering her gibberish into his ear as she stroked his hair with her tiny hand.

				A wave slapped the hull of Peggy’s Dream and splashed up to the taffrail where Edan stood, spattering him with seawater. Flicker yelped in his ear, breaking his concentration and shattering the cyclone. Each of the motes of fire fell into the sea and died with a tiny sst.

				Edan’s anger flared; he hated being on this ship, and he hated being on the ocean. He looked over the side into the shimmering blue, shafts of sunlight stabbing into the depths; the sight of the seemingly depthless water always made him think of sinking…cold and smothering…drowning… He hated his fear, most of all.

				Tearing his eyes away from the waves, he looked to the east. There loomed the pyre of Fire Island, and even at this distance, he could feel its power. It had continued to erupt since the day of his ascension, and above the summit rose a pillar of ash that scattered the light of the setting sun, tinting the sky with a reddish haze. He breathed deep and caught a faint odor of brimstone. How he wished he could be on Fire Island; what grand fires he could he create from the pools of magma! He glanced down at what Cynthia had called his “arsenal”—kerosene, tar, distilled naphtha, creosote, alcohol, lamp oil…everything flammable that they could find in the keep and Dura’s lofting shed—and frowned. Poor substitutes, but at least he was able to practice his skills, actually encouraged to practice. And though the sailors were still wary of him, he could hear their “Oohs” and “Ahhs” when he produced a particularly good display.

				He glanced toward the bow where Cynthia stood, and his anger returned. He appreciated that she was as far from him as she could get—the mere presence of the seamage seemed to dampen his abilities—but he resented her coercion, making him an unwilling partner in this rescue. At least he wasn’t still locked in the hold.

			

			
				Edan lifted a brown glass bottle of wood alcohol from the deck and poured some over the rail. The liquid misted on the wind and burst into flames at his command, a swirl of brilliant blue against the darkening sky as the sun dipped below the horizon.

				“Ho, the deck!” a lookout called from above. “School of mer off the windward beam! They’re comin’ this way!”

				Edan ignored the call. He might be forced to participate in this fiasco, but he didn’t have anything to do with planning it or dealing with the seamage’s fish friends. Still smiling, he tossed the bottle of alcohol into the air.

				“Burn,” he muttered, and the bottle exploded in a shower of fire and glass shards. He called the wind and coalesced the fiery droplets to create a single brilliant blaze, and lost himself in the flames.

				≈

				Cynthia stood on the foredeck of Peggy’s Dream, eyes closed, relishing the sensations of sailing. Her hand on the inner forestay felt the hum of the breeze-blown rigging above, even as her feet felt the rumble of the sea through the deck, sweeping under the arched bow. The wind played across her like the fingers of a lover, and salty mists blown from the wave tops kissed her face. The sea…it had given her so much, fulfilled so many of her dreams, but now, it seemed determined to wash everything away. She heard the lookout but ignored his call, trying to hold onto this shred of solace for just a moment longer.

				“Capt’n?” Chula’s tentative call pulled her from her reverie. The mer were here to take her to their allies, the undine, who professed to have information on the whereabouts of Eelback…and her son. She was not looking forward to the meeting.

				“Hold course and speed,” she said as she worked her way aft. The deck was crowded with the half-constructed frames of four ballistae, armament she regretted but felt a necessary precaution. “Edan! Please put out your fire and hold off for a few minutes. We don’t want to scare the mer away.”

				“Okay,” he said sullenly. His lack of proper respect for their captain drew a few glares from the crew, but Cynthia dismissed the slight; she had more important things to worry about.

			

			
				“Chula, I’m going to meet with the mer, then spend the night on the Pride.”

				“Aye, Capt’n! We won’t be past de Fathomless Reaches ‘til tomorrow midmornin’, I t’ink.” He walked with her to the cuddy cabin, waiting while she retrieved a small parcel from the cabinet there. “You be careful wit’ dem fish folk, Capt’n. I don’t trust dem one whit!”

				“I don’t trust them anymore either, Chula, but we need their help to find my son.” She tucked the small packet under her belt and nodded. “Signal the Pride if you need anything. And thank you, Chula…for everything.”

				“’Tis my plesha, Capt’n Shambata Daroo.” He followed her to the rail and waved as she climbed up and stepped off into the arms of the sea.

				The sea at night was a wholly different place than during the day; it was still beautiful, but with an eerie feel. Floating jellies flashed blue when disturbed by waves and water currents, and the passing ships trailed luminescent rivers of green in their wakes. These sources of light were few and fleeting, but as a seamage, Cynthia could sense her surroundings—the reefs and their inhabitants, the waves, the currents and thermal layers of the water—even if she could not see them. These senses would serve her well tonight, for she would be venturing down to where light didn’t penetrate even on the brightest day, down to where the undine lived in their rock grottos.

				Bright flashes of phosphorescence heralded the arrival of the mer, though Cynthia had felt their approach long before she saw them. Only Chaser swam close enough for her to recognize; the rest stopped a short distance away. Phosphor glow glinted off of their weapons, but that didn’t disturb her; the mer always carried weapons, and she wouldn’t hesitate to defend herself. Besides, they might need weapons when they caught up with Eelback and his school.

				Chaser swept his arms in a quick greeting, then signed, *Are you ready to treat with the undine, Seamage Flaxal?*

				*I am,* she signed, *but you must address me by my full name, Chaser. I am Seamage Flaxal Brelak. I have taken my consort as husband.*

				Chaser’s eyes widened in surprise. *But Seamage, that means you cannot—*

				*I cannot wed the trident holder’s son,* she interrupted. *I no longer serve the mer. I serve myself, and I have taken my consort as husband. If the mer truly want peace with the landwalkers, we will find another way.*

			

			
				*But why, Seamage Flaxal…Brelak?* he asked, making signs of confusion.

				*Because I love him, Chaser,* she signed, her motions choppy and final. *I love him more than I love the mer, and if I am forced to choose between having him as my husband, and having the mer as my friends, I will choose the former. You may tell all the mer this; I do not care. Let them know that I am not their creature to wield, to coerce and to bend to their own desires. I am my own person!*

				Chaser’s stare was both astonished and pained. Cynthia regretted having to hurt one of the few mer who had been a true friend to her, but until she got her son back, she would trust none of them.

				*Now, will you take me to the undine, or must I go alone into the deep?*

				*We will go together,* he signed, then he led her to the school. Only four would accompany them to the depths. The others—along with his two dolphin scouts, who currently circled the group—he sent to follow the schooners. He turned to Cynthia. *Please follow, Seamage Flaxal Brelak,* he signed before flipping his tail and starting down at a steep angle.

				Cynthia descended alongside Chaser. All ambient light faded as they proceeded deeper, with only a faint flicker of phosphor glow left to tease her eyes. She felt her chest sag under the pressure of the water as the air in her lungs compressed. She had only dove to such depths once before, and knew from the notes in her father’s journal that, while the descent was uncomfortable, the ascent could be deadly if rushed. When she returned to the surface, she would have to do so slowly, lest the expanding air in her lungs injure or even kill her.

				After a descent of hundreds of feet, Cynthia felt the sea bed looming ahead of them, and the mer slowed. Chaser touched her arm in signal, and she fell in behind him for the final approach to the shelf of craggy rocks at the edge of the abyssal deep, the home of the undine.

				Tailwalker had once described to her, with scathing signs, the lairs of the undine. Nothing like the beautiful city the mer created out of a living lattice of coral and sponge, the undine caves were ugly, squat structures roughly gouged out of the rock, and embellished with embrasures of cut stone. Cynthia could feel the caves now, voids in the otherwise solid wall of rock to her right. Within the caves, she felt large creatures stirring the water, and imaged the undine peering hungrily out at her. She was glad she wore more substantial clothing than her usual sarong; it made her feel a bit less vulnerable, though she knew it was a false sense of security. The undine were clever and voracious; mere clothing would not impede them should they decide to prey on her. But Cynthia vowed to herself that they would choke to death if they tried to take her as a meal.

			

			
				Cynthia felt a faint current of water from the direction of the caves, and Chaser angled toward it. She nearly ran into his tail when he stopped abruptly. The current was stronger here, and she realized that it ran out of a tunnel that was surprisingly visible, even to her eyes. Glowing stones—whether the radiance was natural or magical, she couldn’t tell—lined the mouth of the tunnel, faintly illuminating the eight large undine that guarded the entry. She felt Chaser sign to them, though she could not read his words, either with her sea-sense or in the faint light, and the undine ushered them into the tunnel. As she entered the confined space, Cynthia felt as if the cave were a creature swallowing her whole.

				More glowing stones lined the tunnel, and pale, spindly deep-dwelling crabs and shrimp scurried across the rough rock face. Cynthia could now better discern their undine escorts: broad, flat toadfish-like heads fringed with frilly protuberances, bulbous bodies with muscular arms protected by flaring fins, and huge bulging eyes that helped them see in this world of darkness. Each undine carried a pair of short stabbing spears with wickedly barbed tips. Although the mer were armed, she could tell from their splayed fins and jerky, guarded motions that they were on edge. It was cold comfort to know that she was not the only nervous one.

				She felt the space open up before her, and it grew darker as they emerged from the tunnel into a large cavern, the council chamber of the undine schoolmaster. Tricky, she thought. Any visitor passing through the tunnel would adjust their eyes to its light, then be blinded when they entered the chamber, a good safety precaution. She would have to be sure that she didn’t underestimate these undine; though they might look rather comical or even dim-witted, they were devious predators. But Cynthia had her own trick up her sleeve, or rather, tucked into her belt.

				As the undine escort guided Cynthia and the mer across the huge chamber, she tried to recall what she had read about the undine in the mer scrolls. Though the mer had no term for “slave” and therefore none for “slave-master,” those descriptions seemed apt terms to describe the structure of undine society: the schoolmaster’s rule was absolute, and all the other undine submitted to its wishes. Rebellions were uncommon, always violent, and rarely successful. Cynthia realized why as they approached the far side of the council chamber, where several grottos had been excavated in the rock wall.

			

			
				The largest grotto was virtually filled by the schoolmaster’s bulk.

				The creature was huge; its head was as wide as Cynthia’s outstretched arms, its eyes as large as dinner plates, and the mouth could engulf her whole. She knew that many fish species grew as large as their food supply would allow, and the schoolmaster had obviously eaten very well indeed. She could detect no details, either with her sea sense or in the faint light from the glow stones, but one thing was clear: it would take a brave or foolish undine to risk the teeth of that huge mouth in an attempt to get to the more vulnerable body, which was as protected in its grotto as a knight in full armor. She swallowed reflexively as she and the mer were ushered forward.

				Chaser began signing with an undine stationed beside the schoolmaster’s grotto—a steward, perhaps—but it was too dark for her to discern their words. They’re not keeping me out of this conversation, Cynthia thought as she withdrew the packet from her belt and carefully unwrapped it.

				White light exploded from the simple glow crystal, illuminating the chamber in stark relief. Mer and undine alike snapped to guard position, weapons bristling at each other. The pupils in the schoolmaster’s plate-sized eyes constricted to bare pinpoints, and his huge eight-fingered hands rose to shade them.

				*What magic is this? * the undine steward signed as he moved in front of the schoolmaster.

				Cynthia settled the chain that held the glow crystal around her neck to free her hands, then signed, *It is only light. I cannot see your signing in the darkness, and I must be allowed to converse with the schoolmaster.*

				*Douse your light, landwalker!* the undine steward insisted.

				*This is Seamage Flaxal Brelak,* Chaser signed, *whose offspring was stolen along with Trident Holder Broadtail’s son. She must be allowed to see our conversation.*

				*Douse your light, or your flesh will feed our schoolmaster!* the spokesman signed before gesturing the undine guards forward.

			

			
				As they closed in, Cynthia drew on her power and lashed outward. A pressure wave shook the cavern, knocking the undine steward and guards back, stunning them. The schoolmaster only flinched, withdrawing into his grotto until just his face and arms showed, his huge eyes narrowing at Cynthia in scrutiny.

				*Know this, Schoolmaster of the Undine: I will keep my light, and I will not be threatened, or I will kill all the undine in this grotto.* Cynthia maintained a pulsing sphere of power around herself and her mer escort, ready to lash out again and crush the undine against the rough stone walls. *My son has been taken from me and I need your help to find him. In return, I will become your ally. If you refuse, I will leave, and I will become your enemy. And I would make a formidable enemy.*

				A tense moment passed after Cynthia’s pronouncement, and all the while she stared steadily into those huge eyes. There was no fear left in her, only determination and anger. She would not kowtow to the undine as she had to the mer.

				The undine steward and guards shook their heads as they recovered their senses. Glaring at Cynthia, they brought their weapons to the ready. The mer, meanwhile, raised their own spears and encircled Cynthia.

				*We will tolerate the seamage’s light…for now,* the schoolmaster signed as he edged forward from his grotto. *I would know what you demand of the undine, Seamage, before I decide whether or not to have you as our enemy. But know this: we will not fight your battles for you, for what difference if we perish fighting you or fighting your enemies?*

				*I have no need for the undine to fight for me,* Cynthia signed as she also moved forward, out of the protective circle of mer. *I can fight for myself. I simply require two of your most adept trackers to help find my son. Trident Holder Broadtail recently requested that you track those who had taken his son. Your scouts found their trail, which led into the Sea of Lost Ships. The mer, Eelback, and his school also have my son. They have taken him to the dead city of Akrotia, where they intend to use him to resurrect the city.*

				*Can they do this?* the schoolmaster asked with signs of disbelief.

				*I do not know, Schoolmaster of the Undine, but I do not intend to allow them to attempt it.*

				The huge creature made a deep thrumming noise in its throat, startling Cynthia until she realized that it was merely a noncommittal grumble of deep thought. He must agree to help, she thought desperately, though she kept her face blank. All I’m asking for are a couple of scouts; it’s the only way to find my son! She waited, impatiently swirling her hands through the chill water.

			

			
				Chaser tapped her shoulder and made a covert sign of caution, then signed, *The master of the undine will not be commanded, Seamage Flaxal Brelak.*

				*Neither will I,* she signed back, clear enough for everyone to read. *I have not commanded him, only requested his help in my task. The decision is his.*

				*Yes,* the schoolmaster signed, abruptly moving out of his grotto until his entire bulk was visible, *it is my decision, Seamage Flaxal Brelak, and though you are powerful, so are the undine. We will aid you this time, but know that you are no friend of the undine.* He snapped his cavernous jaws so close to her that the resultant current actually rocked her backward, then he retreated back into his grotto. *We, too, make formidable enemies, Seamage. Choose your enemies with more care than you choose your friends.*

				The schoolmaster gestured, and two small undine swam forward from another grotto.

				*These are two of my best scouts. If they perish in your service, Seamage, you will have chosen poorly in your selection of enemies.* The Schoolmaster waved a huge hand in dismissal. *Go now, and may the gods of the deep aid you, or grant you a quick death.*

				Chaser tapped her on the shoulder again and signed, *We should go now, Seamage Flaxal Brelak.*

				*Yes, Chaser, * she agreed, *we’ve gotten what we came for. Let’s go back up to the light.*


				


			

				Chapter 5

				Transitions

				A tap at the door roused Emil Norris from a light slumber. The early morning sun glowed through the mosquito netting draped across the archway to his balcony, gently rousing him as it brightened. At first he thought the noise had been a dream, until another knock sounded, firmer but still tentative. He rolled over…and froze.

				A cascade of crimson hair flowed over the pillow next to him, framing Camilla’s lovely face, only inches away.

				What in the name of… His mind raced, then the memories of the previous evening flooded back.

				With the letters for the emperor safely en route to Tsing aboard the Flothrindel, a huge weight had lifted off of their shoulders. Emil and Camilla had toasted one another with a fine red wine and watched the sun set. Their responsibilities to Cynthia Flaxal and the Empire of Tsing fulfilled, they had nothing more to do until His Majesty sent another ship, or Cynthia returned.

				Camilla had arranged a fabulous dinner: lobster fresh from the lagoon, thinly sliced papaya, and a half dozen other treats he scarce remembered. The wine—strong, heady and plentiful—had encouraged conversation. Words had flowed easily as a river, at first slow and trivial, then building until they rushed so hard and fast that the walls each of them had erected around their wounded souls broke like a dam before a flood. How little they had truly known about each other. Her tears had wetted his shoulder as she told him of her long years imprisoned by Bloodwind, of how he had finally broken her will, of the death of her father. Only when she confessed to thrusting a dagger into Bloodwind’s vile heart with her own hand, had her tears ceased to flow and her voice gone hard.

				In return, he told her what he had admitted to no one else in the world. He acknowledged the wracking guilt he had felt over the loss of his family, how he had convinced himself that it was his own fault, that if only the empire had been a safer place, they need not have died. His own personal crusade had led him here to Plume Isle, determined to root out evil even where it, apparently, didn’t exist. And he had shed his own tears when he considered the thousands of sailors and soldiers on the Clairissa and Fire Drake who had paid with their lives for his misguided hubris.

			

			
				The crescent moon was high in the sky before they fell silent, their secrets revealed, their tears spent…then there was no more need for words. Two injured souls found solace in one another, shared the miseries of their pasts and, together, become whole again.

				Another knock, and Camilla’s eyes fluttered open. Startlement, recognition, then memory flashed across her beautiful face over the span of several heartbeats. He smiled rather sheepishly, and her wonderful, sensuous lips curled up at the corners in answer.

				“Someone’s at the door,” he whispered, moving to rise. “Stay here. I’ll get it.”

				“But it’s early! Who would be…”

				“I don’t know, but don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it.” He reassured her with a smile while donning a robe, and left the bedroom.

				The sitting room was a shambles: plates, glasses, two empty wine bottles, and a platter of half-eaten sweets cluttered the low table, and articles of clothing were strewn all over the furniture and floor. Emil quickly gathered up Camilla’s discarded dress, corset, petticoats, and assorted undergarments and draped them over a chair out of sight of the doorway. He then straightened his robe and reached for the door. That was when he got his second surprise of the morning.

				“It be about bloody time, yer Countship!” Paska declared, elbowing him aside and striding into the suite. “I be knockin’ half de day!” She bore a huge tray laden with covered plates, pots, and bowls, as well as an entire tea and blackbrew service. Behind her, two brawny men carried in a huge copper tub, followed by an entire train of grinning native men and women bearing steaming buckets, towels, soap and brushes.

				“What in the name of—”

				“Dis is just oua way of sayin’ tank’e to you, yer Countship. You done de one t’ing I been tryin’ to get done fer near two year now, and you done it wit’out even tryin!” Paska handed him the tray, put her strong hands on his shoulders, and turned him around. “Now you just take dat right back to bed and tell Miss Cammy to eat hearty.”

				“But I didn’t—”

				“Oh, yes you done did, yer Countship!” She laughed loud and hard, clapping him on the shoulder with such force that he almost dropped the tray. “You two done worked up an appetite, I don’t wonda! Now eat up and come out fer your bath before de wata get cold!” She pushed him into the bedroom and slammed the door behind him. The sound of laughter and buckets of water being poured into the tub sounded clearly through the closed portal.

			

			
				“How did they…” He looked to Camilla, who was sitting up in bed, the coverlet drawn up to her neck, a mirthful smile on her beautiful face.

				“It’s a small island, Emil,” she said, patting the bed beside her. “Everyone knows everything about everybody else here. Come and sit, before you drop the tray.”

				He sat as ordered and placed the huge tray between them. “I still don’t understand how that woman could have known that we…that you and I…well…you know.”

				“What I don’t understand is how they managed to get all this done before daybreak,” she said, setting aside the cover of one plate. She picked up a slice of mango and one of cheese, then took a bite of each, closing her eyes in bliss as she slowly chewed. Then she uncovered more plates, revealing poached eggs, fresh biscuits, butter, a pot of preserves, a rasher of bacon and a pile of sausages.

				“Well,” she said with a smile, “are you going pour some tea for me, or just sit there with your mouth hanging open?” She cut a bit of sausage, dredged it through an egg yolk and force-fed it to him.

				It was, he had to admit, utterly delicious. He poured her tea as he chewed, and was spreading a dollop of preserves over a hot biscuit when a sudden thought occurred to him, and he wrinkled his brow.

				“Do you think Tim knows, too?” he asked before taking a bite.

				“Probably,” Camilla said as she poured a cup of blackbrew, added some milk, and handed it to him. “But don’t let it worry you, Emil. He’s been around the natives long enough to know what happens between men and women.”

				“He has?” he said, nearly choking on his biscuit. He washed down the bite with blackbrew. “But he’s only…”

				“He’s old enough,” she said, sipping her tea and smiling at him. “Don’t worry, Emil. They’re happy for us, that’s all. Now eat! I don’t want the water to get cold before we can bathe.”

				“Before we can…” If the previous surprise had disconcerted him, this one delighted him. Emil dug in to his breakfast, finding that he had indeed worked up an appetite.

			

			
				≈

				“Tipos! Wake up!” Keyloo grabbed his foot and shook it. “You gotta see this!”

				“See what?” Tipos asked, noting that it was barely light outside. “It’s not my watch until mid-morning!”

				“We’re passing Rockport, and there must be a dozen warships in the harbor!”

				“Warships!” That got him out of his hammock faster than if the boat had been sinking. His bare feet slapped the companionway steps and he held out his hand for the viewing glass, then squinted into the morning sun. A glance confirmed Keyloo’s claim, but his estimate of their number had been low. “More like a dozen and a half,” he said as rubbed sleep from his eyes and looked again. But they were already sailing beyond the great rock that had earned the harbor its name.

				“Wear ship, Keyloo. I need to see this.” His orders were followed without a word, and Flothrindel jibed sweetly, her boom sweeping over the little cockpit, the sail filling with a crack. They came around to a southerly course in the span of only a few breaths. “Good! Now bring her up ‘till she luffs.”

				“Aye,” Keyloo said, steering while Tawah handled the sheets. As the boat came up into the wind, Tipos hopped up onto the low coach roof, grasped the mast and peered at the forest of spars that crowded Rockport harbor.

				“Bloody hells,” he muttered, tallying the ships, estimating how many men were aboard them. “Three of ‘em are almost as big as that Clairissa! And there’s thirteen others, as well!” He lowered the glass and stared. “Must be near seven thousand men!”

				“Seven thousand…” Tawah gaped at the number. “That’s more people than in all the Shattered Isles!”

				“Aye, and they’re all warriors,” Keyloo said, his tone grim. “You suppose we should go in there and present the count’s package to their leader?”

				“It’d be a sight shorter trip than goin’ all the way up to Tsing,” Tawah agreed, “and it might keep ‘em from doin’ somethin’ bad. Somethin’ very bad.”

				“Somethin’ like slaughterin’ every man, woman and child on Plume Isle,” Keyloo suggested.

				Tipos shook his head, perplexed by this unexpected situation and disturbed by his mates’ visions of doom. “There’s no way that ship Lady Gwen even reached Tsing yet, never you mind her coming back with all these warships. These must have been here already…waiting. The question is: do they know what happened? If they don’t, and we tell them, will these letters ever get to Tsing, or will we be dancing from a yardarm?” Silently, he weighed his options. If they hurried, they could reach Tsing in five more days, talk to the emperor, convince him not to destroy their people, and return in another week. Would the commander of this fleet stay his hand that long? If he didn’t…

			

			
				“With the Shambata Daroo gone, Plume Isle is defenseless.”

				“Yes, but they don’t know she’s gone,” Tipos countered, looking back to the fleet of warships and squinting in thought. “They will not attack; not after what happened to their flagship. Fear will hold them back, maybe long enough for us to get word to the emperor and come back.”

				“Maybe.” Keyloo’s tone clearly said that he didn’t agree with Tipos’ logic.

				“Maybe,” Tipos reiterated. “But one thing for sure: I was told by the Shambata Daroo herself to take these letters to His Majesty the emperor, and none other. If they end up in the hands of some navy officer, the emperor might never know the truth.”

				He gritted his teeth and made his decision.

				“We sail on to Tsing, as fast as Flothrindel will go!” Tipos hopped down into the cockpit, snapped closed the viewing glass and pointed north. “Tack her, Keyloo, and mind your sheets! If we crack on, we might just get back before everyone we know is killed.”

				≈


				“Remember, Mister Huffington,” Master Upton said, “into His Majesty’s hand only. The only other person who may look in this satchel is His Majesty’s bodyguard.” The master of security placed a hand on Huffington’s shoulder in a seemingly nonchalant manner, but Huffington felt the weight of responsibility in the gesture. Count Norris had always exhibited great caution when dealing with this man, whom he called the emperor’s spymaster. Huffington tried not to shudder.

				“So you told me, sir, and so I’ll do.” Huffington shouldered the heavy leather satchel. Not only did it contain dispatches to the emperor from both Upton and the admiral, but also two lead ingots; if necessary, he could toss the satchel overboard and its secrets would be safe forever.

			

			
				“There is sensitive information in that satchel—extremely sensitive information—that could make or break men’s careers, and perhaps cost or save lives. Have a care that it does not fall into the wrong hands.” Upton patted his shoulder and removed his hand.

				“Excuse me, sir,” Huffington said, finally dredging up the courage to ask the question that had been nagging him since the previous evening. “But why me? You have aides…”

				Upton stared at him with cold eyes. “You are a witness to the loss of His Majesty’s flagship, and your observations are...untainted by opinion or prejudice. In politics, there are few who are entirely trustworthy; even my own aides may have been compromised. I have…researched your background, and believe that I can trust you. You have worked yourself into a comfortable position as Count Norris’ secretary, but I know that you have other useful skills, including discretion.”

				Oh dear gods, Huffington thought. What does he know?

				Upton laughed shortly. “If you didn’t want to bring attention to yourself, you should have refrained from requesting an audience with His Majesty to discuss your views of the situation with the seamage. Do you not think we look into the backgrounds of those who will be near His person? It is my job to know everything about everyone, Mister Huffington. And I believe I can trust you.” He cast an appraising eye over Huffington, then handed him a letter sealed with wax and the imprint of a ring. “This letter will gain you an audience with the emperor. Do not fail me.”

				“I’ll deliver the message and bring back His Majesty’s reply, Master Upton, whatever it may be.” He tucked the letter inside his waistcoat and nodded.

				“Very good. Farewell, then.”

				Huffington shook the spymaster’s outstretched hand. The grip was strong, almost painfully so, and he wondered if it was a warning. He turned and boarded the small craft that Upton had requisitioned for the trip, a trim little fishing smack from the local fleet. The smack would make the trip in half the time it would take an imperial launch, and had an enclosed cabin, even if it did stink of fish.

				Four hearty imperial sailors had been assigned the task of taking him to Tsing with all haste, and as they cast off the lines and hoisted sail, it was easy to see that they knew their business. They would reach Tsing in a week if the trade winds held true, sooner if a single god smiled on their venture. Not that Huffington was a religious man. In his line of work, one could not afford to put one’s values over one’s duty.

			

			
				He huddled in the small cabin and ignored the smack’s boisterous crew, tucking the satchel under his head and closing his eyes, not even wondering at what lay within the stout leather bag. Curiosity could also be deadly to one in his position. What he did wonder, however, as he tried to force himself to sleep, was exactly what his position had become.

				≈


				“The trade winds are flagging,” Cynthia said to Chula as she paced the afterdeck of Peggy’s Dream, her eyes drawn up to the sails. She could feel the winds course through the rigging—filling, pulling, urging the ships along, but not fast enough.

				“Aye, Capt’n. We be flyin’ every stitch of canvas she’ll hoist, but we’ve lost t’ree knots since de end of de mid-watch.” He peered to windward and she followed his gaze; the swells had lost their white caps, and there were even patches of slick, airless sea interspersed among them. A bad sign. “Comin’ inta de doldrums, I’m t’inkin’.”

				“Sooner than I thought,” she said as she peered back at Orin’s Pride, which was also flying all her canvas but losing headway. They were less than a full day’s sail south of the Fathomless Reaches, and though they had been making excellent time, that was changing quickly. Cynthia caught a glimpse of something flying between the ships; Mouse, with another message. She and Feldrin had been using the sprite to pass notes, as it was much quicker and easier than communicating by signal. Mouse landed on her shoulder with a chirp and handed her the rolled piece of paper.

				“Thank you, Mouse,” she said absently. Cynthia read the note and frowned; Feldrin had reached the same conclusion. They needed more wind. “Pass the word for Edan, please, Chula. It’s time he started earning his keep.”

				“Aye, Capt’n,” he said, flashing his pearly grin, then shouted for the boatswain. “Fetch Masta Edan, if you be pleased, Mista Gupa!”

				“Aye, sir!” The new boatswain saluted and shouted below for Edan, and word passed through the ship. In moments the young man’s distinctive brush of red hair appeared from the fo’c’sle hatch, and he worked his way aft around the newly completed ballistae that crowded the deck.

			

			
				“You called for me, Cynthia?”

				“You’ll address her as Capt’n or Mistress, Masta Edan!” Chula snapped. He had been complaining to Cynthia about the boy’s attitude, and apparently had reached his limit of tolerance.

				“But she’s not my captain, and she’s not my mistress, either, Chula,” Edan said with a shrug.

				“As long as you on dis ship, she’s—”

				“It’s all right, Chula. Let it be.” Cynthia waved a hand in dismissal, as if the point were moot—which, as far as she was concerned, it was. “I don’t expect Edan to address me with respect. I haven’t earned his respect, at least not lately.”

				“I didn’t mean to—”

				“I don’t care what you meant either, Edan. I called you up because there’s work to be done; it’s time for you to start helping us. The winds have slacked and we’re not making our best speed.” She gestured to the flagging sails. “We need to fill the sails. The same direction, just a bit more strength. It shouldn’t be much of a strain, but I thought we’d take shifts; two hours each to start, then maybe more when you get used to it.”

				“How long do we have to do this?” he asked, eying the sails. Cynthia could feel his questing touch on the wind, and almost smiled.

				“Until we reach Akrotia, which will be days, at least, maybe even weeks. We have no way to know until the scouts find the scent of my son.”

				“Weeks?” he scoffed. “How can we keep the winds up for weeks? We’ll get exhausted, even taking shifts.”

				“Yes, we will, so we’ll make what time we can while conditions are still good. Eventually the sea will become choked with weed, which will slow us further. At that point, I’ll clear the weeds while you provide the wind, which will be even more exhausting.” At his incredulous look, she gave him a thin, grim smile. “I never said helping us would be easy, Edan.”

				Chula chuckled in a low, amused tone, and said, “You gonna be a pretty busy boy now, Edan.”

				Cynthia saw Edan bristle as the first mate showed him the same lack of respect the young man had shown her. She found it troubling, how Edan expected others to automatically show him respect now that he had attained the powers of a pyromage. Well, he would have to learn that respect was earned by deeds, not by power.

				“That’s enough, Chula,” she warned, though her tone was mild. The first mate strode off down the deck, chuckling quietly. She turned back to Edan. “I know you can do this. It’s like your fire; practice makes perfect.”

			

			
				“Show me how much wind you need,” Edan said, squaring his thin shoulders in defiance. She knew his pride would make him push himself; in fact, she was counting on it.

				≈


				“Na! Na!” Sam shouted, jerking the slack sheet from the cannibal’s hand and lashing it fast. She plucked another line from the row of secured sheets and halyards and thrust it into the man’s grip. “Tada! Noosh! Noosh! Pull, you pointy-toothed pollock!” She grabbed the line and pulled, pointing to where the head of the jib sail twitched on the First Venture’s forestay.

				“Ah!” He grinned at her and pulled. He rattled off a line of gibberish to his mates and three of them grasped the line and hauled away. The jib rose and they snugged it tight, then two others pulled on the line attached to the sail’s clew and sheeted it home. They even trimmed it sharply. They knew how to trim the sails, how to steer the ship, but that was a far cry from knowing what to do when. They were not competent sailors, not by a far shot, but they were learning.

				“Jib!” she shouted, pointing at the sail. They nodded and repeated the word, not mangling the pronunciation too badly. She moved to the line they had just secured and grasped it. “Halyard!” Then she pointed to the sail again and grasped the line at the same time. “Jib halyard!”

				Light dawned in the eyes of a few of her crew, but most just looked at her like she was an idiot. “You’re the idiots,” she mumbled in frustration. Finally, one large fellow she knew as Uag nodded and grinned, miming her perfectly, pointing first to the sail and saying, “Jib!” then to the line and repeating, “Halyard!”

				“Epa! Epa!” she cried, clapping him on the shoulder. “Epa, Uag! Jib halyard!”

				He grinned and repeated the phrase, then rattled off a stream of his own language. She smiled when she saw the light of understanding in the eyes of the rest of the crew. Uag had understood what she wanted and translated her orders to his fellows; an invaluable achievement. Then, to her astonishment, he moved to the row of cleated lines and picked out another. He tugged it and looked up to follow where it led, then grinned again.

			

			
				“Halyard!” he cried, looking to her for confirmation.

				“Epa! Ki! Halyard!” she said, grinning back. “Forestaysail halyard.”

				He stumbled at that, unable to pronounce the complicated word, but she broke it down by pointing forward, grabbing the forestay, then patting the sail furled on the forestaysail boom. In an instant, he understood, repeated the phrase, and instructed the others.

				“Fan-bloody-tastic!” she said, earning a few confused looks. She waved off their questions, and decided she had one more word to teach them this morning. She walked up to Uag and tapped him on the chest and said, “Bosun!” Then she followed it with two words of their own language that she had learned. “Pica” meant small, and “keffa” meant chief, which was a good definition of a boatswain’s job.

				They all cheered and pounded Uag on the back, grinning and crying out their unintelligible congratulations, alternatively calling him “bosun” and “pica keffa.” Sam sighed and took a step back, letting them figure it out for themselves.

				She looked around and checked their progress. It had taken her a full day to get everything sorted out on Middle Cay, but now they were approaching Fire Isle and had perhaps twelve hours of sailing to go before they reached the tribe’s home island. Manta sailed easily in First Venture’s lee under only a single jib and a reefed main. Cutthroat, she knew, was clawing her way to windward with only a skeleton crew, and would meet them as scheduled tomorrow night in the lee of Carbuncle Shoal, within easy striking distance of Plume Isle.

				Her plan was coming together, her crew was learning, and she was in command. She had even found herself a boatswain. For now, she was content.


				


			

				Chapter 6

				Allies and Enemies

				Cutter darted out of the blue distance and snapped to a halt before the school’s vanguard, signing excitedly, *I have found Akrotia! Come see!*

				Without waiting to see if anyone followed, he flipped his tail and streaked away in a swirl of bubbles. Sunlight shifed through the thick rafts of floating weed rising and falling on the lazy swells, lending a chaotic pattern of bright and dark to the water. He flipped to a stop in the middle of a thick shaft of light and pointed up.

				*You can see it from here!* He shot toward the surface and through it, arcing high and crashing back down in a cascade of bubbles. He flipped in a circle and pointed, signing, *That way, only about a thousand tail flips distant!*

				In a more benign situation, Kelpie would have found his antics humorous; not now. The priestess lagged behind as the rest of the mer schooled around Cutter. Eelback immediately leapt up through the hole in the weeds. His eyes were wide when he splashed back down, and he swam in tight circles, his movements jerky with excitement. He urged the others to leap high for a better look and, one by one, they complied. When they came down, some looked excited, others anxious. Their goal was no longer an abstract legend. It was real, and it was in sight. Eelback made one final leap, then smiled broadly and slapped the scout on the shoulder.

				*Well done, Cutter! You have found our goal, but you are mistaken. It is not only one thousand tail flips distant, but closer to three thousand!*

				*Three thousand?* Cutter signed, his eyes widening until Kelpie thought they might pop out. *But…that would make Akrotia as large as an island!*

				*Larger than some, but smaller than most, my friend,* Eelback signed. He motioned for the school to reform, then noticed Kelpie a short distance away. He swam quickly to her and waved toward the surface. *You do not go to see our goal, Kelpie? Here! I will hold the seamage’s finling while you see Akrotia.* He held out his hands to her. When she didn’t move, he knitted his eye ridges in consternation.

				*I will see it soon enough, Eelback,* Kelpie signed somewhat impatiently, making no move to hand over the child. *And, as I told you before, Seamage Flaxal’s child is not a finling. He is finally sleeping, and I am loath to disturb his rest.* She turned away from Eelback and sought her position in the middle of the school, next to Tailwalker. The trident holder’s son had been left alone while the others had sought to see Akrotia, but he hadn’t tried to escape; he knew that, in his weakened and bound condition, the predators of the ocean would soon have him. Still, he had the strength to turn away from Kelpie as she approached.

			

			
				 Despair flooded her heart at Tailwalker’s rejection, and she realized how she must seem to him: an accomplice to Eelback’s plan, unwilling perhaps, but that did not matter. He had watched her use Odea’s gifts to steal this child from the very body of their friend, Seamage Cynthia Flaxal. Never before had she used her powers to do ill. With that single act she had betrayed the two people she loved above all others. And now they were within sight of Akrotia, that much closer to culminating Eelback’s plan for Cynthia Flaxal’s child.

				Eelback’s plan…

				Kelpie considered what she knew of it. Eelback had spoken true when he said that Cynthia Flaxal would betray them: the seamage had tried to deny their right to declare war by order of The Voice, and had threatened the school, so Kelpie had helped to subdue her. By rights, she was as guilty as he. But now she could see how Eelback had duped her, duped the entire school. She recalled the rumors, the aspersions spread to discredit the seamage and draw support for war against the landwalkers. Eelback’s manipulations had tipped the school’s opinion in favor of war; therefore, The Voice sent them to war. Kelpie fluttered her gills in distress at the implication. How could the school be governed if The Voice could be manipulated so easily by those with personal agendas? This was not about war with the landwalkers at all, but a ploy by Eelback to capture Cynthia Flaxal’s child. Thousands of landwalkers and hundreds of mer had died for the sake of Eelback’s plan to make Akrotia live again. She thrashed her tail angrily as it became clear to her. Cynthia had not intentionally betrayed them; her act of betrayal had come from ignorance of the true nature of the mer.

				And from loving us, Kelpie thought, her eyes inexorably drawn to Tailwalker, whom she had loved for many seasons. Did the seamage’s betrothal to Tailwalker influence me to help Eelback? she wondered, hoping fervently that it hadn’t. Tailwalker glanced over, and she saw hate in his eyes, felt it like a knife in her gut. No doubt Cynthia Flaxal’s heart was also filled with hate for the mer…and for Kelpie. And I deserve their hatred, she thought, with one more cold realization. And when she comes for her child, I will pay. We will all pay…


			

			
				Kelpie looked to where Eelback swam, his colors shifting with excitement. As he moved beneath the rafts of weed, he seemed to wink in and out as the light illuminated his form, then the darkness concealed it. Light and dark, existence and oblivion, truth and lies…

				Why, she wondered, did Eelback allow Cynthia Flaxal to live? It does not make sense. But Eelback is not a fool. Everything he does has a purpose, and I am going to find out what that purpose is.

				≈

				“I will not sail this armada straight into what could very well be a trap, without more information!” Admiral Joslan declared, punctuating the statement with a fist to the tabletop that rattled the silver blackbrew service and bone-porcelain cups. “It is unconscionable!”

				Gods of Light damn all sorcerers to the Nine Hells! he raged silently. He knew he should be taking action, facing this seamage head on and forcing her to submit to the emperor’s will, but… He controlled a shiver at the thought of facing a power that could instantly annihilate a ship such as Clairissa. Mer, he could deal with. A sword in the gut was an easy answer to their attacks. But magic…he had never faced a foe like this before, and it unnerved him. It didn’t help that the emperor’s master of security was pushing him to make a move before he was ready. He watched Upton open his mouth to speak again, and thought, And damn all spies with them.

				“But to sit here at anchor and do nothing, sir,” Upton said. “Is that not equally unconscionable?” The spymaster’s tone was mild, but his eyes flicked to one and then another of the flag officers seated at the table.

				Joslan knew what the spymaster was doing; he’d seen it many times before. Plotting, calculating, appraising my captains’ alliances. Assessing my flaws to report to the emperor.

				“We are not doing nothing, Master Upton!” he insisted, rattling the dishes again with his vehemence. “We are assessing the situation. Rumors of the seamage abound, but we must discern which are true and which are fabrications or exaggerations. Any information we can glean here may save lives in the end. It seems to me that your job is to root out that information, not to tell me how to deploy my armada!”

				“My aides are doing just that,” Upton replied calmly, “but information about the seamage’s stronghold would also save lives. Do you not agree, Admiral?”

			

			
				“Of course, but since I am no sorcerer and have no scrying mirror at my disposal, we are relegated to gleaning what information we can from the sources we have at our disposal. Do you not agree, Master Upton?”

				“Of course, Admiral,” the man acceded with a nod, “but are we employing all the means at the emperor’s disposal?”

				Joslan clenched his jaw at the subtle threat; if he continued to stall, what the spymaster saw as dereliction of duty would eventually reach the emperor’s ears. Fortunately, his clenched jaw kept him from uttering an ugly remark that could very well have ended his career.

				“Sir,” interrupted Commodore Henkle, looking at the admiral. “May I offer a suggestion that might accommodate everyone?”

				“By all means,” Joslan agreed, relieved to pass the attention to someone else for a moment while he reined in his temper. “As long as it does not involve putting this armada at undue risk.”

				“Not the armada, sir,” Henkle assured him. “But if we sent a single fast ship to reconnoiter Plume Isle, it might provide us with valuable information. She could stay well out to sea for safety’s sake, perhaps send in a longboat to approach the seamage’s keep under a flag of truce.”

				“A flag of truce?” Captain Donnely snapped. “After what that witch did to the Clairissa, you want to surrender?”

				“Captain!” the admiral snapped, instantly silencing the man. “Do not forget that you are a junior officer here. What the commodore is suggesting is not surrender, but a parley—or the semblance of it—in an attempt to assess the situation. Am I right?”

				“Quite right, Admiral,” Henkle said, glaring at Donnely.

				The admiral leaned back in his chair and hitched his thumbs into his belt, scowling for effect. The room remained silent; even Upton held his tongue.

				“It would have to be one of the drakes, I suppose, though I hesitate to send the least formidable of my ships off alone.”

				“If I may, Admiral,” said Upton. “Sending a larger ship to protect the drake may be riskier than sending the drake alone. The Clairissa was destroyed, after all, coming to the aid of the Fire Drake. If the commander of the drake deems it unsafe, he can run without a larger escort to slow him down.”

				“I agree with that logic, Admiral, sir,” Henkle said. Others around the table also nodded.

			

			
				“I understand the logic, Commodore, that doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Joslan snapped, his scowl renewed. “The Iron Drake’s got new copper, and she’s a swift one. What do you say, Captain Pendergast?”

				“It would be my honor, sir!” the young captain replied, straightening to full attention in his seat.

				Joslan’s eyes stabbed at Upton. “Would that satisfy His Majesty’s Minister of Security?”

				“It would,” Upton agreed.

				Joslan thought he detected a faint smile on the man’s face, and perhaps a quick glance to Henkle. Was the spymaster feeding his commodore suggestions? He’d have to watch for that. But it had worked out well. Should Pendergast succeed with his task, the admiral could take credit as leader of the armada. But, Spymaster, he thought, should the ship be lost, you are now on record as having tendered the suggestion that it go without escort. In any case, the action provided a welcome delay for having to decide how and when to face the seamage Cynthia Flaxal.

				≈

				It began as a subtle darkness beyond the shafts of light below the weeds, gradually deepening and spreading until all before them was shrouded in perpetual twilight. Eelback’s heart hammered in his chest as the shadow deepened. Akrotia—how many seasons he had longed for this day, planned for this day? And it had all gone so perfectly. It was a new beginning for the mer…and the beginning of the end of the landwalkers’ arrogant exploitation of the seas.

				The school fell out of formation around him as the mer tried to better see the city. They hung back, though; none ventured ahead of Eelback, which pleased him. He felt the currents stir as they signed wildly amongst themselves. He shared their excitement, but had no desire to jabber about it. He wanted to savor the moment. He flipped his gills slowly in contentment and watched the city resolve before him as his eyes adjusted to the gloom. Finally he turned back to his followers.

				*Welcome to Akrotia,* he signed to his school, and waved his arms in an expansive gesture. *This will be our new home, my friends. This will be the salvation of the mer!*

				*It looks dead,* Redtail signed hesitantly.

				*It is not dead!* Eelback signed, his fins flaring in sudden anger. Instantly he clamped them down, forced his colors to calm, mortified at his own outburst. His hold on these few mer, his most loyal, was as ephemeral as plankton floating in the currents. One mistake, one outburst, and he could lose them, lose Akrotia. Eelback would never let that happen. *It is just sleeping, my friend…waiting for us to awaken it.*


			

			
				Anyone with eyes, he thought as he gazed about him, can see that Akrotia is anything but lifeless!


				Beneath the waves lapping at the city’s waterline, a heavy ring of coral had thickened into a reef over the centuries. In places, it had broken away under its own weight to form a jagged barrier just below the water’s surface. The reef supported an abundance of life—anemones, urchins, crabs—and teeming schools of fish, which swam lazily about the mer with the bold ignorance of the unhunted.

				Below the coral embrasure, the mer half of the city of Akrotia thrust deep into the sea. Though they could as yet see only a tiny portion of it, Eelback knew from the scrolls that it was larger than a hundred cities like the one ruled by Trident Holder Broadtail. But despite its massive size, the design was as intricate and beautiful as any mer city that Eelback had ever seen. Inverted towers and spires stretched into the depths, and a multitude of graceful archways led to grottos that had once housed tens of thousands of mer.

				And will again, he promised himself. Eelback watched the thousands of fish of all shapes, sizes and colors school through the city, brilliant parades of life that flowed en masse through the open corridors, darted in and out of the grottos, chased one another around the spires, and hid in the shadows. He could see the damage that had been done by boring worms and urchins over the centuries, the great blankets of barnacles that clung to the walls, and the soft corals and sea fans that clotted the grotto entrances and swayed gently in the currents. But Eelback saw beyond the disorder, beyond the weeds that marred the beautiful garden, and saw a city restored, vibrant with life, a center for mer art and trade. The mer would reclaim their heritage, and he would lead them into a glorious future; with Akrotia, he could take a city of tens of thousands of mer wherever he wished. No landwalkers would dare sail their ships in his sea. And if they did, his armies would drag them to the bottom.

				*If it is not dead, then what is that smell?* Cutter asked, fluttering his gills in distaste.

				Eelback flushed water over his sensitive nasal passages and smelled the rot of death. This was not the faint reek of decaying seaweed that they’d been smelling for days, but the thick stench of putrid meat. Around him, the other mer showed their disgust by clamping their nostrils shut, pulling only enough water through their mouths as was necessary for breathing.

			

			
				*Something stinks,* Slickfin signed, swirling her shapely tail in repugnance.

				*That, my dear Slickfin, is the odor of our new allies.* Eelback gestured with confidence, stilling the twitch of apprehension in his fins. *We will need them when the landwalkers come to take Akrotia from us, for we are too few to drive them away. We must be tolerant of their…eccentricities. Come! We will meet them!*

				Eelback flipped his tail and dove, and the school followed. He led them deep along the shaded underside of Akrotia, weaving among the thrusting spires toward the very peak of the great city, its deepest point. Here, numerous towers jutted down surrounding a large channel into the interior of the city. When the city was alive, water entered through this aperture and circulated throughout the mer habitation, keeping it fresh. The scrolls designated this place the “Mouth” for its resemblance to the many-tentacled mouth of an anemone or coral, and the smell of rot was overpowering here. A strand of mucus drifted past Eelback, and he slowed his pace. Approaching the Mouth, he beheld the immense carcass of a leviathan of the deep hanging under the city, ensnared in a lattice of thick mucus strands that were anchored to the spires. The beast was obviously long dead and decaying, with great gaps in its flesh, but still, it moved. Beneath the wrinkled gray skin writhed…something. Eelback caught fleeting glimpses of long, slithering shapes as they oozed in and out of the holes rent in the corpse’s side.

				Our allies, he thought with a spasm that was part anticipation and part apprehension. He started as something tugged at his tail, and he whipped around.

				*Eelback!* It was Kelpie, staring at Eelback in wide-eyed shock, signing awkwardly while holding the seamage’s finling. *Myxine? Please sign me that you did not ally the mer with these…creatures.*

				*I made alliances wherever I had to make alliances, for our survival! For the survival of the mer!* Her doubt angered him, but then her gaze slid past him into the distance, and the color faded from her scales until she was white with terror.

				Out of the writhing mass of dead meat, a few of the long, eel-like creatures ventured forth. They moved in undulating, boneless curves, their short arms barely long enough for their four-fingered hands to grasp one another. Six tiny eyespots dotted each side of their heads, if one could discern where head stopped and body began, and four wide nostril slits pulsed constantly; in their abyssal home, the myxine didn’t need good eyesight, but their sense of smell was superb. Their most highly specialized organs, however, were their mouths…four hooked tentacles that wriggled about a circular maw lined with barbed teeth. Eelback suppressed a shudder; he knew how the myxine fed, hooking onto dead or dying prey with the tentacles, then boring into the body with their teeth until they could slither inside and feast.

			

			
				Kelpie’s slim hand clamped onto his shoulder, and he turned to see her sign, *You have treated with monsters, Eelback. They are revolting creatures, and will devour us when we sleep!*

				*Do not hate the myxine because they are different, Kelpie,* Eelback admonished. *They will not devour us. They have agreed to help us, and only ask that we allow them to reside here in the shadow of Akrotia for a time.*

				*Different?* The priestess stared at him and signed, *Do you not hate the landwalkers because they are different, Eelback?*

				*No, I do not,* he replied, twitching his fins in annoyance. *I hate the landwalkers because of what they do, not what they are. They betrayed us. I have read the scrolls, Kelpie. I read of the golden age of Akrotia when the mer multiplied like a bloom of algae. We were strong then, unrivaled among the creatures of the ocean. The landwalkers covet the oceans for themselves, even though they have all of the land to occupy. They spoil the sea with their filth, ply its waters with their ships, take our fish, and drag iron hooks into our homes. They are rapacious and wanton, and care for nothing but themselves! They had the power to make Akrotia live again, and they refused. They betrayed us, and tens of thousands of mer died. That is why I hate the landwalkers, Kelpie, and that is why, with Akrotia, I am going to reclaim the sea for the mer and all the other sea-dwelling races.*

				He turned and gestured toward the approaching mass of undulating myxine. *Even for those of us who are different,* he finished, dismissing her with a wave and gesturing to rest of the school. *Come, meet our new allies, and then let us begin our work. We have to find the Chamber of Life before the landwalkers arrive.*


				


			

				Chapter 7

				Ships in the Night

				Feldrin scratched a tiny X on the large-scale chart and wrote in the date and time of the fix. A complicated calculation of celestial sights, times, estimated speed and their last assumed position had gone into the fix, but without reference points or detailed charts, it really was guesswork. Multiple Xs traced a serpentine line—varying at the direction of their undine guides—from Plume Isle to their present location: the edge of the uncharted Sea of Lost Ships.

				“Well, that’s as good as it’s gonna get,” he muttered, then grabbed onto the edge of the table when the ship suddenly righted from her customary heel. “What in the bloody hells…Horace!”

				Grabbing his boarding axes, he labored his way up to the deck, cursing his peg leg with every wobbling step. By the time he stood at the hatch of the cuddy cabin, he was considering discarding the ridiculous contraption entirely. He could hardly do worse if he hopped around the deck.

				“Captain!” Horace called from the starboard rail. “We’ve stopped. Or, the wind stopped, I mean.”

				“I did notice that,” Feldrin said, leveling a suitable glare at his first mate. “Any signals from the Dream?”

				“I haven’t seen any, but the lookout said he saw Mistress Flaxal, er, I mean Captain Fl—that is to say, yer wife, jump over the side just now.”

				Horace scratched the backstay, an old sailor’s good luck ritual, and Feldrin noticed that he looked more than a little nervous. One look around told him why: the sea was dead calm, its slick surface dotted with patches of weed. There were stories of ships discovered floating at the edge of the Sea of Lost Ships, weed wound tightly around their rudders, the crews gone or dead or…worse. Cynthia and Edan had been providing all their wind for the past two days; its sudden loss reminded the sailors that they were completely dependent on magic to get them home again. If anything happened to the mages…

				Feldrin held out his hand and Horace slapped the viewing glass into his open palm. He brought it to his eye and analyzed Peggy’s Dream; she floated placidly only a few ship-lengths ahead. The deck was canted slightly to port, which was not surprising, considering the crowd of people lining the rail. They stood looking down into the water where a few errant ripples marred the eerily still surface. Feldrin relaxed.

			

			
				“She’s havin’ a confab with her fish friends, that’s all.” He snapped the viewing tube closed and handed it back to Horace. “She might have given us a bit of warning, though, to spare our nerves.”

				“Bloody right there,” Horace mumbled before turning and barking at the crew. “Git off o’ yer lazy arses and clean up the deck! What do you think we are, a festerin’ pirate ship?”

				Feldrin glanced at the precisely coiled lines, glistening wood, spotless deck and the smartly rigged awnings that give them some respite from the blazing sun. The only mess was an occasional drip of heat-softened tar from the rigging, but Rhaf already had the ship’s boy running around with a rag and a bottle of wood-alcohol, dabbing up the stains.

				“Relax, Horace,” he said, clapping a huge hand on the man’s shoulder. “All’s well. I’m sure she’ll let us know if there’s—”

				“Deck there!” the foremast lookout called, pointing. “Somethin’ in the water, comin’ this way!”

				Uneasy mutters swept across the deck, but a glance confirmed that it was Cynthia on her way over. The wake of her underwater passage rippled the glassy surface in a wide V. On a less placid ocean, the wake would have been undetectable, but in this mirror-smooth sea, the ripples of a surfacing fish could be seen from half a mile away.

				“Everyone relax! It’s just my better half comin’ over fer a little chat.” As Feldrin limped over to the port-side boarding hatch, Mouse arrived like a streak of silvery lightning. He landed on Feldrin’s broad shoulder without even a chirp of greeting, his tiny face scrinched with worry. The sprite’s demeanor told Feldrin that Cynthia was not doing well; stress and exhaustion had been mounting on her, and she was close to collapse. The water at the side of the ship roiled, then a column rose up and deposited Cynthia on the deck, safe and dry. Feldrin winced at the dark circles under her eyes and the pallor of her usually tanned face.

				“What did the mer have to say?” he asked as he took her small hand in his own. She took a deep breath before answering.

				“The undine have found a trace of the scent. We’re heading in the right direction, though the currents in this area are confused. The trail is muddled.”

				“Well, they have the scent; that’s good news,” he said with more confidence than he felt. “We’ll find ‘em, lass.” He shrugged his shoulder, and was pleased that Mouse took the hint and flew to Cynthia’s, where he chittered hopeful nonsense in her ear. Cynthia smiled weakly at their efforts to cheer her.

			

			
				“I know.” Her voice wavered with exhaustion and nerves. “We have to find them!”

				She reached up and gave Feldrin a quick kiss on the cheek, then turned toward the rail. “I’ve got to get back and get us moving again,” she said. Feldrin saw her knuckles whiten on the polished wood with the simple effort of holding herself upright. He stepped to her side and wrapped his arm around her waist.

				“When was the last time you slept, lass, or ate a proper meal? I’ve seen you, you know,” he said, gesturing to the slack sails, “makin’ our wind for hours at a time while the firebug plays with his flames. You should let Edan do a stint on the winds, and get some rest while you can. You’ll need yer strength later.”

				“I know, Feldrin, but every time I close my eyes, I see our son. Even though I don’t know what he looks like, I see him! I can’t sleep and food tastes like nothing. Gods, you know we never even decided on his name? I feel like something’s been ripped out of me. I just want to—” Tears brimmed in her eyes, and he felt her tremble.

				“Let me help you, Cyn,” he pleaded, holding her tight. Dear Gods of Light, he prayed silently, I’ve lost my son, please don’t let me lose her as well. “At least let me try.”

				“I don’t know what you can do for me, Feldrin.” Her eyes darted around the deck as if she looked for a route to escape, but then she sagged in his arms.

				“Signal Peggy’s Dream, if you please, Horace; Mistress Flaxal Brelak will be spending the evening with her husband, and Master Edan is to conjure the winds in her absence. And pass the word to Cook; dinner fer two in my cabin, and make it somethin’ special. Mouse,” he said to the sprite, who was clinging to Cynthia’s shoulder and planting kisses on her cheek, “I’m sorry, but you’ve got to keep an eye on Flicker while Cyn’s over here. Nobody else can watch her and keep her out of trouble while Edan is busy.”

				Mouse frowned, then saluted and darted off even as Horace called out orders to the signal man.

				“Come on, love,” he said gently. He turned them toward the cuddy cabin and the companionway to the lower deck. “The world won’t end if you take a decent meal and a bit of rest.”

			

			
				By the time the couple worked their way to Feldrin’s cabin, one sailor was clearing away the charts and navigation tools, while another set out two delicately gilded plates, crystal goblets, and spotlessly shined silver—souvenirs of his time in Marathia. A third man, a nervous foremast jack named Jamis, was just drawing the cork from a bottle of wine as they entered. The cork left the bottle with a pop, and the man grinned in triumph.

				“Wine, sir?” the fellow said, then nodded to Cynthia. “My lady?”

				“Bloody fine idea!” Feldrin said. “Pour ‘em full, if you please, Jamis.” He released Cynthia long enough to draw two chairs over to the open transom windows, then led her to one and bade her sit. Jamis approached, balancing two goblets of blood-red wine on a silver salver.

				“Here ye are, sir. If ye be wantin’ anytin’ else afore Cook has yer dinners ready, just give a holler.”

				Very good! Thank you, Jamis. That’ll be all fer now.” Feldrin took the goblets and handed one to his wife. As the door closed, he took his seat and lifted his glass. “Here’s to bein’ one step closer to findin’ our son.”

				“Oh yes, Feldrin, to that more than anything else,” she agreed, lifting her glass to his and smiling through the tears that brimmed in her eyes.

				The wine went down smoothly—one of the few vintages that would keep well in the sweltering temperatures of the tropics—and washed away the tightness in his throat.

				“Did you…want to decide on a name, Cyn?” he asked timidly. “I mean, we discussed it before, but now that we know it’s a boy, you mentioned naming him after your father.”

				“I don’t…” She looked into her wine glass, as if she could see some dark future in the crimson depths. “I don’t think so. Not yet. I feel like it would be hoping for too much, tempting fate.” She looked at him then, and there were tears brimming in her eyes. “When I hold him in my arms, I’ll let myself believe he’s safe, and we can name him after father, or maybe after you.”

				“Oh, not after me, lass, please. But I understand.” He did understand, and his thoughts mirrored hers; neither of them wanted to hope too much.

				The ship lurched suddenly, and Cynthia coughed out a weary laugh. Feldrin lunged up to snatch the wine bottle before it could tumble off the chart table. “Edan?”

			

			
				“Yes. He’s still got a bit to learn about fine control, but he’s coming along.” Cynthia sipped her wine again, then followed the sip with a gulp. “Damn, but that’s good.”

				“Aye, it is.” He took a mouthful and let it sit on his tongue, savoring the heady flavors before swallowing. “And don’t be bashful; the bilge is full of the stuff.” He drained his glass and refilled both. “Ill-gotten booty, don’t ya know.”

				“You got this in Marathia?”

				“Off one of the war galleys we took back for the sultan. They’d been pirating for almost a year, and had some good stuff tucked away.”

				“My husband, the pirate,” she said with a wry smile, raising her glass.

				“Privateer, if you please.” He sipped and grinned.

				“What was Marathia like?” she asked. “You never told me much about it.”

				“Dangerous,” he said in a deep, cautionary tone as he propped his elbows on his knees and leaned close to her. “Beautiful, though, with all manner of fantastic people and beasts.” He returned her smile, grateful that she was willing to talk about something other than their current problems and relieved to see her relax into her seat.

				They whiled away an hour in benign conversation, finishing the first bottle and opening a second, before Jamis knocked to announce dinner. Feldrin was pleased to see that Cook had truly outdone himself: curried lamb and potatoes, mango salad, and fresh-baked bread, then a round of sharp cheese, and finally a flaky pastry filled with red berry preserves.

				Food, wine and conversation softened the lines around Cynthia’s eyes, and as the afternoon wore on to evening, she surprised him with an urgent plea. Their lovemaking was more than passion, more than love, and more than the simple comfort that two despairing people take in one another. There was a desperation in Cynthia that urged him—no, demanded him—to scour her pain away, to make her forget, if only for a moment, all the horrors that had invaded their lives

				As the bell struck four times in the first watch, she slept soundly in his arms, the light of a million stars blazing down on them through the overhead hatch. Her breathing deep and steady, her features peaceful and flushed from wine and their lovemaking, Cynthia finally rested.

				When Feldrin woke with the first bell of the mid watch, just two hours later, she was gone.

				≈

			

			
				“Four shorts and a long! That’s the Cutthroat, lads and lasses!” Sam cried, pointing to the flashing lantern light ahead. It didn’t matter that her crew didn’t understand a word she said; her own voice made her feel less alone amid the crowd of cannibals chatting away in their own guttural language. She snapped her spyglass closed and shouted orders in the few words that her new boatswain, Uag, knew. “Heave to. Helm to windward. Signal Manta to stand in our lee.”

				She peered astern; even with the moonlight, she could barely see the low, black hull of Manta behind them. A shuttered lantern flashed from First Venture’s poop, and another answered from the smaller craft. She smiled; these flesh-eaters learned quickly.

				Canvas cracked overhead and she looked up as the mainsail and main-topsail luffed. The jibs were still drawing, but the big square-rigged sails were useless when the bow was within sixty degrees of the point of wind.

				“Slack sheets on the square rigs! Furl mains’ls and tops’ls!” she shouted, and Uag repeated the orders with an additional stream of gibberish. Dark shapes swarmed aloft and hauled on the furling lines, punching the canvas into wads and binding it tight. “Trim the tris’ls and cross-sheet the jibs!”

				In a few minutes the ship was hove to; they could stay on station for hours with little effort while she went over to Cutthroat and met with Parek. Thankfully, here in the lee of Carbuncle Shoal, the seas were mild, which should keep the puking to a minimum. Her newly conscripted force—recruits for their attack on Plume Isle—had not done well with their first sea voyage, and the close-packed accommodations were not helping. The hold was a mass of bodies, overflowing buckets and chamber pots, but she’d be damned if she’d be the one to teach them how to keep it clean. Not that it mattered; all of the valuable cargo had long since been removed to Cutthroat, and First Venture was too big and slow to make a good corsair, so it was no loss to let the cannibals have her. After the attack on Plume Isle, they could let the ship rot from the inside out for all Sam cared.

				“Prepare the launch!” she shouted, and Uag relayed her order. In moments Sam was sitting at the tiller of the longboat, shouting for her crew of six to row her over to the corsair. The trip was bumpy for the small boat in the confused chop behind the shoal, and there was some muttering among her crew after being doused by a wave, but they made it without anyone falling overboard.

			

			
				“You’re right on time,” Parek said with a grin as she scrambled aboard. “How many did you bring along in that great tub?”

				“Damn near all of ‘em, I think. Maybe four hundred. I didn’t count ‘em.”

				“Four hundred? By the Nine Hells, Sam; that’s a bloody army!” He eyed the sodden oarsmen as they climbed aboard and stood there, their muscled bodies glistening in the moonlight. “Any…uh…problems?”

				“None other than a lot of pukin’ and a few squabbles. They’re not sailors, not by anyone’s reckoning, but they’ll fight, and that’s all we need ‘em for.” She waved her hand at the wallowing galleon and gave a laugh. “I told ‘em they could keep the Venture. Any luck, the emperor’s warships’ll find ‘em and think they did the deed alone.”

				“Good thinking! It’ll be rather hard on your new friends, though, won’t it?”

				“They’re not my friends, Captain,” she said, giving him a feral grin. “I might keep a few of the hands to crew Manta, but the rest…” She wrinkled her nose and shrugged. “Bilge water. The sooner pumped over the side, the better.”

				“You’re a hard woman, Sam,” he said, clapping her on the shoulder and breaking into a relieved grin. “A proper pirate in all respects! Cheers for the captain of the Manta, boys! Cheers for Captain… By the hells, Sam, I don’t even know your last name, and Captain Sam, won’t do.”

				She grinned at him. “Captain Bloodwind made me. He’s the only father I’ll ever claim.”

				He looked appraisingly at her for a moment, then nodded. “Very well, then! Cheers for young Captain Bloodwind! Let’s hear it, boys!”

				Three cheers rang out through the night, and Sam grinned her shark smile, thinking that it was the sweetest sound she’d ever heard.


				


			

				Chapter 8

				Blood and Toil

				“I bet you all my chores that I catch the biggest lobster today,” Wika said. He and his friend Balki topped the low hill and started down the dark path toward the lagoon. Most mornings Paska had chores for them, but with the Shambata Daroo and so many people gone, they had the rare luxury of time off, and were taking full advantage. They liked to hunt lobsters early in the morning, before the rising sun sent the tasty creatures scurrying into their holes, where they were more difficult to capture.

				“No bet!” Balki cried to Wika’s wager. He poked his friend with the butt of his fishing spear and laughed. “Next time you play five-card mango, don’t let Palla put his latrine duty in the pot!”

				They pushed and shoved each other, laughing and reveling in their freedom. But the laughter died on their lips as the boys emerged from the jungle trail onto the beach.

				In the gray pre-dawn light they could see three ships entering the channel through the reef, heading single-file toward Scimitar Bay. A stout hawser linked one ship to the next, running from stern to bow. The largest ship was in the rear, a galleon flying only jibs and a small spanker; four skiffs aided its passage, all crowded with dark-skinned men straining at their oars. The middle ship was smaller but more maneuverable, it seemed, and it flew all sails, her yards braced close to the wind. The smallest of the three was in the fore, gaff-sails sheeted close and drawing hard as she pulled the others along. Though it had been painted black, the boys knew that ship instantly.

				“It’s Manta!” Wika cried, but Balki grabbed his arm and jerked him back into the trees.

				“Get down, fool!” Balki hissed as he pointed to the decks of the ships, all crowded with dark figures brandishing weapons. “They’re pirates! Look; that’s a corsair.”

				“Pirates?” Wika squinted and slowly shook his head. “They’re cannibals…”


				“Whatever they are, they must know the mistress is gone!” Balki grabbed Wika’s arm and pulled him back along the path. “We’ve got to go tell Paska! Quick! Come on!”

			

			
				The boys dashed up the trail, their bare feet a frantic patter on the fallen leaves and palm fronds. They had perhaps fifteen minutes before the three pirate ships were in the bay. A quarter of an hour before all Nine Hells broke loose.

				≈

				“Miss Cammy!” Paska pounded on the door hard enough to rattle the hinges, bellowing at the top of her lungs. Little Koybur wailed from his accustomed perch on her hip, adding to the din. “Miss Cammy! Yer Countship! Get up! We got trouble!”

				Camilla had been drowsing in the crook of Emil’s arm, watching the sky lighten with the coming dawn, trying to decide if she should let him sleep a bit longer or wake him with a kiss. Paska’s urgent summons sent her vaulting out of bed. She grabbed her robe and ran toward the door. Before she reached it, she heard Tim’s voice shouting.

				“Father! Miss Cammy! Pirates are coming!”

				Camilla stopped short. Pirates? A chill ran up her spine; she felt frozen, unable to move. Pirates here? Emil flew past her, pulling on his own robe. He flung open the door to find both Paska and Tim with fists raised to bang on it once again.

				“Pirates? Paska, what’s going on?” Emil asked.

				“We got maybe ten minutes afore t’ree ships full of ‘em are right here in da bay. Da boys goin’ out fer lobsters saw Manta and a corsair comin’ up de channel towin’ a big galleon behind, all chockablock full.” Paska pushed into the room and nodded to their robes. “You’d best get dressed right quick! Wit’ da mistress gone, and more’n half our good fighters wit’ ‘em, we can’t fight dat many in da open. We gotta run.”

				“Manta? That’s Samantha! I should stay and—”

				“No, Father!”

				The panic in Tim’s voice snapped Camilla from her fear-induced paralysis. She looked at the boy standing in the doorway, wide-eyed, his fist clenched white on his cutlass as if he intended to fend off an entire army of pirates alone.

				“Sam’s gone, Father,” the boy said, his eyes pleading. “We can’t save her! We’ve got to go!”

				“But I can’t—”

				“Don’t argue!” Paska said, even as she bounced little Koybur on her hip to try and soothe him. The woman’s eyes were wide, but her voice was calm. “Get dressed! We gotta make shua ever’one else is up an’ out.”

			

			
				Camilla watched Emil look around uncertainly, then looked at the others. Emil, Paska, Koybur, Tim… Realization and cold resolve settled into her mind in an instant. She crossed to Emil and put her hand on his arm.

				“They’re right, Emil,” Camilla said softly. “You’re the emperor’s representative. Any pirate would gladly kill you—including, I’m afraid, your daughter. You’ve got to run.”

				Norris finally acquiesced, dashing into the bedroom. “Run where?” he called through the doorway. “We’ve got no ships.” He returned a spare moment later, fastening the buttons of trousers and a shirt, his sword belt flung over his shoulder.

				“The caves,” Tim said. “There’s room there for everyone, and even if they find us, a few can hold the entrance, or we could block it up from inside. But we’ve got to leave now, before they get here! Come on, Miss Cammy! You have to get dressed!”

				“I’m staying.”

				The three of them looked at her as if she had gone crazy.

				“Oh, no you’re not staying!” Emil said. He grabbed up her dress and brought it to her, his tone that of a man used to being obeyed. “They’ll kill you!”

				“No, Emil, they won’t,” she said.

				The vaguest outline of a plan had risen in her mind. Cynthia had taken most of the warriors with her to Akrotia, and though the natives were all handy with weapons—even the children—they stood no chance against so many pirates. Camilla remembered Bloodwind’s ruthless horde, and she knew what would happen to anyone who stayed behind; anyone but her. Her resolve strengthened, though she had to push down a cold ball of fear in her throat that threatened to choke her.

				“No,” she repeated. “In fact, I’m just about the only person they won’t kill. I was Bloodwind’s woman—damn near his wife. I can convince them that I’m still one of them. If they find no one in the keep, they’ll know something’s up, and they’ll hunt everyone down.” She pushed Emil before her, Tim pulled his father by the hand, and Paska ushered the two of them toward the door. “Take all the children, Paska, but ask for volunteers to stay and fight; the pirates will be suspicious if there’s no resistance. But make sure they all know that there’s little hope of surviving the attack.”

			

			
				“Shua!” Paska said, and raced down the stairs.

				“But, Camilla, I…” Emil stammered, indecision and panic vying for control of his face.

				“I know, Emil.” She grasped his hands for a moment. “But this is the only chance we have. You have to believe me; I’ll be all right. But in order for me to do this, I have to know that you’ll be safe, and that you’ll keep the others safe.” Camilla kissed him, and then, while she still had the courage, whirled away and dashed up the stairs to her own rooms.

				“Come on, Father,” Camilla heard Tim say from the landing below. “We gotta go!”

				 Tears streaked down her cheeks, but she forced down her turbulent emotions. If she let her fear overwhelm her, she knew she would be killed, or worse. She concentrated on her resolve and stoked her hatred. A cold, deadly calm settled over her as she closed and locked her door. That door would eventually come crashing in, she knew, and when it did, the pirates had to find someone other than Camilla. They had to find Bloodwind’s wife.

				≈

				“Bloody pirates aren’t gettin’ their grimy paws on these, anyway,” Dura said, upending the bottle of twelve-year-old single-malt whisky onto the pile of priceless ships’ plans. When the bottle was half emptied, she stopped pouring. “Or this!” She lifted the bottle to her lips and took a healthy pull, ignoring the shouts, cries and screams from outside. The doors were bolted, but she knew they wouldn’t hold for long.

				She lifted the lamp from its peg and raised its chimney, then looked around the drafting room one last time. She sighed, took another swig from the bottle, and dropped the lamp onto the alcohol-soaked plans. The fine paper ignited with a whoosh, and Dura turned away as the fire roared behind her; it would be years before the plans could be replicated. She strode out into the empty lofting shed, remembering the fine vessels she had built there, and sighed again. She surveyed the tool rack, then lifted a heavy adze and checked its edge with a thumbnail.

				“Good enough.” She tucked a couple of chisels into her belt, took one last pull from the bottle, set it aside, and glanced behind her. Smoke and flames billowed out of the drafting room, and the walls already smoldered. As she watched, the resin in the buckets that lined the wall burst into flames, a blaze which quickly spread among the other combustibles until the entire back of the building was afire. Stiffening her back, she strode toward the barred side door where a rhythmic pounding had begun. She flipped up the bar and flung the door wide just before the next impact.

			

			
				Six startled figures, dark skinned with bits of white bone piercing their flesh, lunged forward with the timber they were using to bash the door and fell at Dura’s feet. The dwarf kicked one in the face with her sturdy boot, and the man fell back unconscious. She swung her adze at another, and the top of his skull peeled away in a spray of blood and shattered bone.

				“Two down,” she muttered, stepping over the twitching corpse, and swung the adze once more. She bellowed dwarvish curses and chopped the sharp edge of her weapon across an astonished face. Two of the remaining attackers, scrambling to their feet, were sprayed with blood. One prone figure rolled and stabbed out with an obsidian knife. The blade pierced Dura’s thigh, but the haft of her adze met his jaw, smashing it to splinters.

				“That’s a bloody poor excuse fer a blade, bucko!” She jerked the knife free and cast it aside. “Now who’s next?”

				The two remaining warriors stood their ground, hefting heavy clubs and eying her dubiously. Dura spared a glance beyond them, and her stomach clenched. She gaped at Manta, beached on the sand, enemy warriors jumping off her bows like rats deserting a sinking ship. A big galleon at the pier was disgorging hundreds more. The defenders were outnumbered four to one, and corpses littered the beach; some were pirates, but most looked like her friends. Several were being dragged away alive in cargo nets back toward the galleon. Closer at hand, a crowd of warriors—more than she could hope to kill—charged toward her carrying their own heavy cargo net. The two natives in front of her smiled. Their pointed teeth gleamed red in the light of the fires that consumed the lofting shed.

				“Bloody hells,” Dura growled between clenched teeth. She realized that death might not be the worst thing that could happen to her. “Ye ain’t takin’ me fer yer supper, ye bloody-handed cannibals!”

				She drew one of the heavy wood chisels from her belt and flung it with all her strength. The tool met flesh with a crack, and the stunned man looked down at the handle protruding from his chest before he fell. Dura lunged at the second man, blocking an overhand sweep of his club and swinging her adze at his legs. The curved blade lodged in the man’s knee joint, and would not come free. The wooden handle slipped from her fingers, and she reached for her other chisel, brandishing it like a dagger as she backed up.

			

			
				“Better to burn than boil in some cannibal’s pot,” she muttered, but as she turned, a hand grasped her ankle and she fell. The man she’d kicked had regained consciousness and grasped her leg. He swung his club, but she blocked the blow with her forearm. She kicked, and stabbed with her chisel, but he held on grimly, lips curled back from his broken and bloody teeth in a malicious and hungry grin.

				“You ain’t eatin’ me!” she cried, planting her boot in that grin. “Yer teeth ain’t sharp enough ta chew dwarf!” His grip went limp as her boot connected again, and she lunged up.

				Something heavy hit her head, and she blinked; the world went gray at the edges of her vision. A heavy net fell over her, and she tried to struggle, but then another blow whacked her skull and the gray plunged into black.

				≈

				Redtail puffed water through his gills in disgust. He pried with his short harpoon at the thick growth of barnacles and mussels covering the strange gray stone from which Akrotia was constructed. The harpoon was dulled by the work, and would be useless either as a weapon or for hunting now. He stopped to rest a moment, fatigued and disappointed. He was tired of searching, and tired of the stink of this water.

				He had expected—naively, he realized—that they would reach the fabled city of Akrotia, enter it, and begin their new life. The design of the city was ideal for mer: twisting tunnels branched into thousands of grottos, each with nooks and crannies perfect for rearing finlings. But the walls were overgrown; it would take great effort to make them livable. Eelback had fostered such high expectations for his school that reality was a shock. Redtail had seen the other mer flash the dark colors of discontent, too.

				He glanced around. He was in one of the passages that bordered Akrotia’s inner hull, the interface between the uppermost level of the mer city and the air-filled, landwalker area above. According to Eelback, there were inner grottos that could be partially flooded so that landwalker and mer could meet. Eelback had set everyone searching for an entrance to these grottos. “Doors,” he had said they were called; hard plates that prevented water from entering the city when closed, but that could be opened to admit the sea. Their ultimate goal was the Chamber of Life, the room that held the secret to the city’s restoration. In private, Redtail had asked Eelback how he knew all this. “The scrolls,” was Eelback’s answer to every question of late. Redtail was beginning to think that perhaps Eelback put too much faith in these scrolls.

			

			
				Positioning his harpoon tip once again, Redtail wrenched and pulled. The water about him was thick with bits of floating debris and small fish that had come to feast on the meat of the shattered barnacles and mussels. Finally a large mat of crusty growth peeled away. Peering through the cloud of silt, he saw the unexpected, and blinked. It was part of a metal circle with clear-cut lines spiraling out from its center: a door. Gulping water in his excitement, he dropped the harpoon and darted through the passage to where Eelback worked.

				*I have found it!* Redtail signed, waving his arms for attention. *I have found a door!*

				*Excellent!* Eelback clapped him on the shoulder. *Show me!*

				Redtail flipped his fins and led Eelback to the portal. They cleared it completely and peered at the strange circle. It was perfectly round, only slightly wider than their shoulders and made of interlocking metal plates. The metal was smooth, with none of the pitting or decay that most metals showed in seawater. Eelback picked at some stubborn barnacles around the edges and pushed on the plates. When nothing happened, he twitched his tail in irritation.

				*How do we open it?* Redtail asked. The joy he had felt at finding the door was dwindling.

				*If Akrotia were alive, it would open by magic when I placed my hand in this recess.* Eelback indicated a round depression beside the door. *Now, I do not know. The scrolls speak of a way to open and close the doors without the magic, for they were built before the first seamage joined with the city to give it life. Look for something that might be used to open the door.*

				The two began picking at the wall around the door, peeling away more growth. An arm-span to one side of the door, Eelback discovered an unusual clump of growth. Scraping it clean, they found a circle of metal with spokes attached to a shaft that entered the wall.

			

			
				*I think this will open the door,* Eelback signed.

				They grasped the circle and pushed, but nothing happened. Eelback worked the tip of his blade around the edges of the shaft to clear out the coralline algae and tube worms encrusted there. They pushed again, and pulled, but the circle would not move in or out. When they tried again, the circle turned minutely.

				*It turns!* Redtail signed, shifting color in excitement.

				*I will turn this slowly, while you watch the door to see if it opens,* Eelback signed, fluttering his fins. Eelback’s good mood was contagious, and Redtail darted in a quick circle before dashing back to the door.

				Redtail watched the door carefully as Eelback turned the wheel. He heard a faint scraping sound of metal on metal and the door moved a tiny bit, the plates rotating. The door opened in the way that an eye opens when darkness falls.

				*It opens!* he signed, looking to Eelback with a grin. *Turn it more!*

				Eelback complied, and the plates shifted again; a tiny bit of water began to flow through the hole in the center of the door, just big enough that Redtail could poke a finger inside.

				*More!* he signed, and Eelback turned the wheel further, and further, but now the plates did not shift, and the opening did not get any larger. *What happened? Is it stuck?*

				*No,* Eelback signed back, *it turns freely.* He demonstrated this by spinning the little wheel several turns with one hand.

				Redtail peered at the door and tapped it with the haft of his spear. Metal screeched, and the door snapped wide open. Before he could even think, a torrent of water flooded from the tunnel through the door, pulling him toward it. Redtail flipped around and swam, flicking his tail hard against the maelstrom. He glimpsed Eelback’s startled face before he was pulled all the way through. At the last moment he flung out his harpoon, and it caught across the doorway.

				Redtail managed to maintain his hold on the weapon, bowing his head into the horrific flow, straining to keep his grip. He could barely breathe with the water moving so fast over his gills, and debris and detritus caught in the flow pummeled him. Just when he thought that the flow might be easing, the large clump of barnacles that he had dislodged from the door was caught up by the current, and cracked him sharply on the knuckles. He lost his grip and found himself falling. Tumbling backward through the air, he caught a fleeing glimpse of the interior of the chamber. It was cavernous, with ornate arches and fluted columns. The walls glittered with glow crystals.

			

			
				Beautiful, he thought the instant before his head struck the far wall, and the twinkling lights faded to black.

				


			



			
				Chapter 9

				Payment

				Parek stepped from Cutthroat’s gunwale to the pier and looked around with distaste at the carnage the cannibal warriors had wrought. Corpses littered the pier and beach. Even now, a few stalwart defenders were being clubbed down, netted or spitted alive to the ground with spears to prevent them from fleeing or fighting. He watched as one woman, wounded but surrounded by the corpses of those she had slain, slit her own throat rather than be taken by the cannibals. Her foes cried in dismay, but immediately grabbed her body and dragged it to a growing pile near the end of the pier.

				“Bloody mess,” Parek muttered. He followed four of his best fighters—his designated bodyguards, since he didn’t trust the cannibals as far as he could toss them—down the pier. Sam swaggered toward him from the beach. Her cutlass was bloody to the hilt, and her face, arms and torso spattered with gore.

				“That went well!” she said jovially, stooping to wipe her blade on the hair of a fallen native. She inspected the weapon and wiped it again, this time with the hem of her shirt, before snapping it into its scabbard. She nodded to the single burning building. “Except for the lofting shed, we took everything intact.”

				“The keep?” Parek asked, watching a group of cannibals haul a short, stocky shape onto First Venture, which was docked across the pier from the Cutthroat. Prisoners, he realized, cringing as he considered their fate in the hands of these savages.

				“I haven’t been into the keep yet,” Sam said, “but there may be a few holdouts in there.”

				“We should go in ourselves before these maniacs destroy everything.” He motioned for a few more pirates to follow, then started up the path to the keep. “Do you know where Flaxal kept her valuables?”

				“Nope, but they shouldn’t be hard to find; she couldn’t have taken everything with her.” Sam looked toward the burning building again, then gazed up at the pall of smoke rising into the sky. “We should post a lookout on the peak with a good glass. From there, we’ll have plenty of warning if any ships approach.”

			

			
				“Good idea. Kori, you go, and take my glass.” Parek handed the instrument to the man, who saluted and ran toward the trail up to the mountain’s peak. The captain lengthened his strides, eager to explore the keep, but noticed that Sam had stopped dead in her tracks. She stared at the bodies on the beach, then peered toward the jungle. “You coming, Sam?”

				“I’ll be up in a bit. I want to check something first.” She trotted off toward a path that wound through the huts that formed the little village, some of which had already been put to torch by the cannibals.

				“Suit yourself,” he said, turning and climbing the blood-slicked steps. “More for us, ay lads?”

				His men cheered and drew their weapons, and proceeded eagerly but carefully into the seamage’s keep. After all, who knew what treasures or terrors they might find within.

				≈

				Camilla watched the horrific assault on the beach through the sheer drapes of her balcony, silent witness to the deaths of so many of her friends, people she had joked with, whose children she had taught, whose babies she had seen born. She fought back her sorrow so that tears wouldn’t give her away, funneled the heartache into an anger so hot that it burned back her fear—her fear of becoming her old self, the person she had never, ever wanted to be again: a slave. She actually breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the pirates enter the keep, grateful that they would find her before the cannibals did.

				She turned away from the grim spectacle as the shouts of the pirates rang through the halls of the keep. She sat on the divan, arranged her dress and waited.

				The door handle rattled.

				“It’s locked,” someone said.

				“Break it!”

				A heavy impact rattled the stout door.

				“Again!”

				Splinters flew from the doorjamb as the door burst open and two pirates tumbled into the room. A third, the leader from the look of him, walked in behind them, his eyes fixing upon her as if acquiring a target.

				“It’s about time you arrived,” Camilla said, her tone steady despite her trembling nerves. “I expected you sooner. I mean, it’s been more than two years, Mister…Parek, isn’t it? First mate of the Cutthroat?” Pleased that she had managed to dredge up the name after so long, Camilla rose and smoothed her crimson dress. “I’m—”

			

			
				“Captain Parek, if you please. You’re Camilla, Bloodwind’s slave.” He nodded toward the other room as he advanced. His men fanned out, checked the bedroom and returned with a shrug.

				“Bloodwind’s wife, if you please, Captain,” she shot back, lifting her chin haughtily. She prayed that her former position might earn her a reprieve from the pirates’ usual treatment of female prisoners.

				“Widow, don’t you mean?” Parek advanced another step, looked at her curiously. “And what do you mean, you expected us sooner?”

				“I mean, Captain, that the seamage has kept me prisoner here for two years, flaunting the fact that she stole Bloodwind’s hoard right out from under me. And never, while she was out gallivanting in one of those blasted schooners of hers, did you have the fortitude to come to my rescue.”

				“Your rescue?” He squinted at her skeptically and waved his cutlass in a broad arc toward the sumptuous room, then lifted the lace cuff of her sleeve with the tip of the blade. “You mean she kept you here under duress? You’ve got some nice things for a captive.”

				“All dressed up with nowhere to go.” She ran her hands slowly over her trim waist, then her hips, drawing Parek’s eyes to her body as she’d hoped…and feared. “Fine clothes don’t mean much when the door is locked. I certainly don’t have a key.” In fact, she had thrown the key far over the balcony into the thick vegetation below, so she wasn’t lying about that.

				“So,” Parek said as he licked his lips, “do you know where the sea witch keeps her gold?”

				“I know where she keeps everything, Captain,” Camilla said, advancing until their faces were only a few inches apart. “Would you like me to show you?”

				“I’d like that very much…Miss Camilla,” he said, reaching down to take her by the wrist. “Where shall we go first?”

				“Cynthia Flaxal’s chambers. The ones that used to be Bloodwind’s.” She smiled at him, ignoring his painful grip. She was old friends with pain. “You remember, I’m sure.”

				“That I do.” Parek grinned and pulled her out of the room into the hall almost faster than she could walk in the restricting dress. “Upstairs, lads! First door on the right!”

			

			
				≈

				Almost there, Eelback thought. He rounded one more corner, taking care not to scrape Redtail’s limp body along the jagged barnacles that covered the walls of the tunnel. Just ahead was the grotto he sought, but it had been a long swim, and his gills pumped hard with the exertion of pulling his friend in his wake. He rounded the corner and stopped. Only three mer were here; the rest were out hunting for doors. Tailwalker huddled in one corner, facing the wall. Kelpie floated across the grotto from him, the seamage’s baby in her arms, her eyes on Tailwalker. Slickfin, who was supposed to be guarding the other two, lay against the near wall, half asleep. The currents from Eelback’s hurried entrance roused her. Flipping her tail, she darted over, her eyes wide and her scales flushing red with panic.

				*What happened to my brother?*

				*He was injured,* Eelback signed as he pushed her aside and nudged Redtail toward Kelpie. *Kelpie! Heal him, quickly!*

				Kelpie looked at him, then at Redtail, but made no move to help. Instead, her eyes narrowed.

				*Release Tailwalker, and I will heal Redtail,* she signed.

				Eelback recoiled at Kelpie’s demand. *I cannot do that! I must keep Tailwalker to ensure his father’s cooperation. Without him, Trident Holder Broadtail will seek to destroy us. But I also need Redtail. If you do not help him, he will die.*

				*What is one more death, Eelback? You have caused hundreds, thousands, to get what you want. What is one more?*

				*Yes, what is one more?* Slickfin signed. She shot across the grotto, her long dagger in her hand. She held the blade to the priestess’ chest, and blew harsh bubbles. *Heal him, Kelpie, or I will—*

				*You will what? Kill me?* Kelpie scoffed. *You cannot! If I die, the seamage’s heir dies, and Akrotia remains dead!*

				In a flash, Eelback saw all his efforts, his dream of a new world, threatened. He looked at Redtail’s slack features, and at the thin stream of blood that trailed in the current. He smelled it in the water. Redtail had been his friend since they were finlings, had supported him during all the seasons he had sought a means of rebellion, and had followed him willingly on this venture despite the fact that it would forever estrange him from his home school. Redtail could not die; Eelback would not allow it. He pulled Slickfin away from the priestess, then nudged Redtail toward Kelpie again.

			

			
				*He is my friend, Kelpie,* he signed. Before she could refuse him again, Eelback drew his dagger and lunged at Tailwalker, stopping only when the blade was at his throat. With his hands tied behind his back, Tailwalker could not struggle, and he could not sign, but he glared at Eelback. *I will make you an oath, Kelpie; if you heal Redtail, Tailwalker will live. If you let Redtail die, then you will watch the one you love die before your eyes, knowing you could have saved him.*

				Kelpie’s eyes widened, then her colors muted in resignation, though her tail still twitched with distrust. *Your oath…* she signed. *Eelback, I do not know why I should trust you, but know that you will earn Odea’s curse if you go back on your word.* She placed the seamage’s baby in a small nook and sculled over to Redtail. *What happened to him?*

				*He was drawn into a chamber by a strong flow of water. He may have hit something. I did not see how he was hurt; I only found him floating, after.* Eelback watched the priestess closely, while Slickfin hovered nervously by his side.

				Kelpie placed her hands on Redtail’s head and clapped her mouth a few times in consternation. Her eyes closed and her tail twitched, and a soft blue glow emanated from her palms. Eelback relaxed; she was not trying to trick him, for he had seen this before, the power of Odea’s healing. It was the same Kelpie had used to heal Cynthia Flaxal, the day the sea-goddess birthed her into their world as a seamage. He prayed to Odea that Redtail would be all right, willed it to be so…

				Redtail’s tail twitched once, then again. His gills fluttered, then pumped more deeply, and his scales flushed through a spectrum of hues from light to dark, then back to light. Kelpie removed her hands, and the glow of Odea’s power faded. Redtail remained still, his gills pumping slowly but steadily. Eelback sighed with relief.

				*He will live,* the priestess signed. She swam back to her corner and retrieved her charge, the seamage’s child. *He will sleep for a time, but he will live.*

				*Thank you, Kelpie,* Eelback signed, moving to his friend’s side. Slickfin nudged him aside and took her brother in her arms, rocking him slowly as a parent rocks a sick finling. *Stay with him, Slickfin. I must go. There is still much work to do. Redtail discovered a way into the inner grottos of Akrotia. Now we must find the Chamber of Life.*

			

			
				≈

				Camilla knelt before the chest, worked the key in the lock, and flipped back the heavy lid with a mental apology to Cynthia. This was the only card she had to play, the only card she could think of that might keep her and her hidden friends alive.

				“Holy mother of…” Parek and his men gaped at the gold and jewelry that filled the chest, the incredible hoard that Bloodwind had amassed over his decades of piracy. Cynthia had never bothered to organize it. She had only dumped it out to have it appraised, then put it right back in the same chest, keeping back only the softer gems that might be damaged by the weight of the gold. She spent some when she had to, but that was rarely, since her merchant fleet was doing so well. Most of Bloodwind’s ill-gotten loot was still there.

				“It’s quite a haul, I’ll admit,” Camilla said, running her fingers through the heavy gold coins, jewelry and gems. Atop the hoard lay a golden-hilted cutlass in an ornate scabbard, Bloodwind’s own. Cynthia had kept it as a trophy, had never displayed it, but kept it locked in the chest. Camilla lifted it out and handed it hilt first to Parek. “You may recognize this, too; it belonged to Captain Bloodwind. It’s yours, if you want it. The chest is too heavy to lift. You’ll have to bag it up to get it out of here.”

				“By the Nine Hells, men,” Parek breathed, taking the sword and examining the golden hilt with wide eyes, “we’re bloody stinkin’ rich! Every one of us!”

				Camilla heard their excited whispers and saw several hands reach toward the chest. Abruptly, she closed the cover, leaning on it in the barely veiled pretence of using its support to get to her feet. The pirates grumbled in protest, but she looked directly at Parek and said, “I’m sure that Captain Parek would like to inventory his treasure before it gets scattered on the four winds. That way, he can ensure that everyone gets their fair share.”

				Parek cocked an eyebrow at her, then smiled slyly. “There’s plenty to go around, lads, and I’ll see that you get what you deserve, so keep it out of your pockets for now. Go find smaller chests, boxes, bags, whatever you can to carry it in! And do it quiet! We gotta get this aboard Cutthroat before those cannibals get their hands on it.”

				The men dashed into Cynthia’s study, and Camilla heard the clatter of upturned furniture. Two returned with the small coffers in which Cynthia had stored mer scrolls—Camilla cringed to think of the priceless documents being shredded under the pirates’ careless feet—and began shoveling treasure into them from the larger chest. The others dashed from the room in search of more containers.

			

			
				“And you, Miss Camilla,” Parek said as he tore his eyes away from the treasure and looked to her, then back to the treasure. “What do you want in return for this?”

				“As Bloodwind’s wife, I expect a share of the treasure, and I would appreciate a lift away from this bloody island.” She waved a hand at the balcony and the vista beyond, trying to ignore the stench of smoke and carnage that wafted past the curtains. “This place has been a prison to me for two years, and I want off it. Drop me in any port you come to; I don’t care.”

				“A king’s ransom and a lift.” He eyed her again and sheathed his cutlass. “Seems like a bit much for showing us something we’d have found on our own.”

				“It’s what I’m due, Captain,” she said, steeling her nerve. “As Bloodwind’s wife, I—”

				“You keep saying that, but I don’t remember any ceremony.” He stepped up to her, fingering the laces of her bodice. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re not even his widow, just his slave whore. What makes you think you de—”

				Her open palm cracked against his cheek, hard enough to leave a red imprint in its wake. “I was once his slave, but never his whore, Captain Parek. He intended to wed me, and everyone knew it.”

				He glared at her dangerously, then grinned. “Fair enough,” he said, rubbing his cheek. The other pirates returned with more bags and small chests. He glanced over, watching the men pile treasure into the bags, laughing as they did so. “I’ll grant you a share of that. A mate’s share. But as for a lift, well…” He raised a hand and ran his fingers through the crimson cascade of her hair. “I think we might just have to negotiate that.”

				“I’m always open to…negotiation, Captain,” Camilla said, forcing a sultry smile though her stomach roiled. In her years with Bloodwind, she had learned well the art of disguising her real emotions. “What did you have in mind?”

				He grinned like a wolf, took her by the wrist and pulled her toward the bedroom. “See to the treasure, boys, and don’t stop with the chest. Search the entire place, take anything we can carry, and burn the rest. I’ve got some negotiating to do!”

			

			
				The door slammed behind them, and Camilla could hear the chorus of cheers from behind it over her hammering heart. Parek flung her at the bed, and she caught one of the elaborately carved bedposts. Curving herself around it and running her hand over the wood, she smiled back at Parek. A fleeting image of Emil Norris penetrated her shield of hate, her armor of loathing, but she thrust it out of her mind; such thoughts would be her undoing. Besides, it was better not to sully her memories of their lovemaking with the act she would perform with Parek. She watched as the pirate unclipped his baldric and let it fall to the floor, then advanced on her. She swung around the post and draped herself across the bed, gazing at him with sultry eyes.

				“So, Miss Camilla,” he said, first pulling his shirt over his head, then unbuckling his trousers, “where shall we begin our negotiations?”

				≈

				“Smoke o’er the island, sir!” the lookout called from the foremast top. Captain Pendergast looked through his glass toward Plume Isle, some four miles to windward, but could only tell that the isle’s characteristic white pillar of smoke was tinged gray at its lower reaches. The Iron Drake was running under reefed mainsail, forecourse and forestaysail only. Her topsails were doused to lower her profile and make her harder to detect from afar, but if they ventured any closer, they would surely be spotted.

				Captain Pendergast lowered his glass and swore under his breath. “Mister Jundis, please take my glass to the foretop and bring me a report. I can’t tell from here whether it’s smoke from a fire, or the natural plume of that smoldering mountain.”

				“Aye, Captain!” The mate took the captain’s glass, a far finer instrument than that of the foremast lookout, and climbed the rigging. Ten minutes later, the lieutenant stood once again on the deck next to his captain.

				“It is smoke, sir.” He handed the glass back with a salute. “No doubt of it. It’s lower and darker than the plume, and it’s coming from the cove. I can’t see any masts, but they could be inside the inner bay that Captain Veralyn told us about.”

				“Your assessment, Lieutenant?” Pendergast scowled windward again.

			

			
				“I’d say the whole place is afire, sir. I’ve seen towns burn. The seamage may have left, burning what she couldn’t take with her. Or perhaps whatever magic burnt Clairissa got loose and set on the seamage’s holdings. No way to tell without closer inspection. Should we send the gig in?”

				“Too risky.” Pendergast’s tone brooked no argument. “Whatever’s burning, it can’t be good for the seamage. I’ll not put men at risk to learn more.” He snapped the viewing glass back into its case at his belt and nodded, his resolve firm. “Wear ship, Lieutenant. Shake the reefs out of the main and forecourse, and raise tops’ls and skys’ls when we’re well away. Set course for Rockport. The admiral will find this very interesting indeed!”


				


			

				Chapter 10

				Deceptions

				Norris paced back and forth in the dim light of the cave, his hands clenched tightly together behind his back. Why did I let Tim go out there? he chastised himself silently. He’s just a boy! If I lose him now…


				Everyone who hadn’t volunteered to fight had hidden in the cave—mostly women with young children, or the elderly—tucked in and quiet, praying that they wouldn’t be discovered. After hours of sitting and worrying, Tim had volunteered to reconnoiter. He had been restless, sitting with nothing to do. “Besides,” he had told his father, “I’ve explored every inch of this island. I’m the one who led us here to the cave, remember? I’ll be quiet, and I’ll be back soon.” All sound reasoning, and Paska had agreed that they could use some information. But that had been several hours ago, and it seemed a lifetime to Norris.

				The vines draped over the mouth of the cave shifted, and Tim scooted through. Norris sheathed the sword he had half-drawn and rushed to his son.

				“Are you all right? Did you see anything?” He could tell from the haunted look in Tim’s eyes, and the tears streaking his dirty face, that his son had seen too much. “What’s happened?”

				“I’m fine, Father. They’ve killed or taken everyone we left behind, and they’re burning everything,” Tim’s teeth were clenched, the knuckles of his hand white on the hilt of his dagger.

				The anger that shook Tim’s voice caught Norris off guard. He had expected fear, sorrow, confusion perhaps—but not this cold, steely tone. But then, he thought, this is not the boy I knew. He did not know all Tim had endured at the hands of Bloodwind and his pirates, but it was clear that the boy was older than his years. He opened his mouth to speak, but the tightly packed crowd of natives surged forward with questions, a few voices rising in tone and volume. One sharp word from Paska silenced them.

				“Everyone?” She asked, stepping to Norris’ side. “Dura? Miss Cammy?”

				“I didn’t see Miss Cammy, but the cannibals hauled Dura aboard their ship. Maybe two dozen were taken. The rest are dead. And the things they did to the bodies…” He hawked and spat, and Norris could see that the boy had been sick. “They’re playing with the corpses like they’re toys! Kicking heads around like balls, and cutting them up. They’ve built big fires from the huts and furniture from the keep, and they’re…they’re cooking them, roasting the bodies on spits!”

			

			
				“Good gods!” Norris felt bile rising in his throat, and swallowed.

				“Anyone comin’ up de trails?” Paska asked, a more pragmatic question than the one that was forming in Norris’ mind. There was no chance of getting aboard the ship to rescue any of their friends. Not without risking everyone’s lives.

				“Not that I could see. One pirate went to the hilltop, but he’s only keeping watch out to sea. There aren’t many real pirates, maybe a dozen or so, and they’re in the keep and on their ship. The cannibals,” he spat again, this time in disgust, “are just burning and destroying things. They’re not interested in taking anything but people. Oh, and Father,” Tim’s voice softened and for the first time, Norris thought the boy look frightened, “I saw Sam.”

				“Samantha? She’s here?” A faint hope rose in his soul, a hope that somehow, some way, he could talk to her, convince her that he still loved her, still wanted her to be his daughter.

				“She’s here, Father. She was giving orders to the cannibals like she was in charge or something. And…and she seemed to be looking for someone.” Tim swallowed and his eyes flicked from Norris to Paska and back. “Maybe us.”

				≈

				Sam raced up the stairs two at a time, fuming more with every step. Toffin, one of the Cutthroat’s crew, had told her that Parek was questioning a captive up in Bloodwind’s old quarters, but only after he had coerced Sam into helping him haul boxes full of porcelain, crystal, and silver out to the ship. The other pirates were similarly occupied, emptying drawers and cabinets in search of valuables; a true and proper pillage. Sam’s own search—not for baubles; she’d get her share of those when they split the treasure from this raid—had been much less fruitful, and she was frustrated.

				Well, she thought, if Parek’s got a captive, maybe he can provide a little information. She strode into Bloodwind’s quarters, but saw no one. Then she heard Parek’s rough laugh from behind a closed door and smiled. She crossed the room, slammed open the door, and stopped, staring.

			

			
				“What the hells is this?” Sam demanded. “We’re busting our arses pillaging every silver spoon and plate from this place, and you’re up here waxing your willy with the seamage’s schoolteacher?”

				Parek lurched out of the bed and snatched a cutlass from the floor where it lay with his clothes. The schoolteacher lay on the bed, her crimson hair tousled on the pillow and her wrists bound to the headboard with a silken cord. The woman’s voluptuous curves lay stretched out on the rumpled sheets. Sam felt a stab of jealousy, considering for a moment her own scarred, skinny physique, and—now—her filed teeth. It hadn’t bothered her that Parek hadn’t propositioned her since her return…until now. But she realized that she didn’t care, and the disturbing emotion passed quickly. She and Parek had used each other—he for pleasure, she for power—but she didn’t need him anymore. She had her eye on real power, and this woman might be the means to finding it. Besides, the woman didn’t look like she was having an easy time of it. There was blood on the bonds around her wrists. Several bruises and marks, conspicuous on her fair skin, testified to Parek’s none-too-gentle attentions.

				“You need to learn to knock, Sam!” Parek snapped. He rounded the bed, brandishing a golden-hilted cutlass.

				She stared at the blade and her heart skipped a beat; not out of fear, but out of recognition. She knew that sword, would have known it anywhere. It had been Bloodwind’s. What in all Nine Hells was Parek doing with it?

				“I gave orders not to be disturbed by anyone, and that includes you!”

				His comment snapped her out of her reverie, and she realized that, like the woman, the sword was plunder. It was his by right of first claim; if she wanted to take it, she’d have to fight him for it, and she had seen Parek fight. She was not fool enough to think she could beat him.

				“My pardon, Captain,” she said, grinning and raising an eyebrow at the bed. “And my apologies. Toffin didn’t say anything about not disturbing you, and I can see what kept you…occupied. Did you get any information about the sea witch, or were you too busy to ask?”

				“Cut me loose, Parek. We’ve already been interrupted; we may as well use this time to discuss things and take some refreshment.”

				Sam was surprised by the woman’s commanding tone, doubly so when Parek bent and cut the bonds on her wrists. The woman stood and wrapped the sheet around herself as Parek retrieved his trousers and sword belt. What the hells…she thought, still speechless.

			

			
				“So, do you want your information first, or can you wait until I’ve dressed and eaten something?” The woman glanced sidelong at Parek with a sultry smile. “I know I worked up an appetite.”

				“Information,” Sam insisted before Parek could open his mouth. Was he was so besotted with this woman that he hadn’t even questioned her yet? Maybe, but Sam wanted answers, and she wanted them now. “First, what the hells do you think you’re doing, Parek? That bitch is the seamage’s friend!”

				“Now hang on, Sam, she’s not—”

				“My name is Camilla, Samantha Norris, and I’m a lot of things, but I was never Cynthia Flaxal’s friend.”

				Sam’s cutlass was out in a flash, the tip at the red-haired woman’s throat. “Don’t ever call me that!”

				“Put the sword down, Sam,” Parek warned, his hand on the hilt of his own weapon. “She’s been playing the sea witch for a fool for two years, waiting for us to come.”

				“You believe that?” Sam asked incredulously, though she lowered the sword. “She’s duped you, Parek. She’s playing you like a fiddle!”

				“Let me fill you in on a few things, Samantha,” Camilla said, her defiance intact. “My father was the one who betrayed Cynthia Flaxal, on Bloodwind’s orders, and it almost worked. If not for that Morrgrey bastard, Feldrin Brelak, it would have worked. My father was killed thanks to Cynthia Flaxal, and then she killed Bloodwind, my husband, right in front of me. What was I supposed to do?”

				“Your father? That’s the first I heard of—”

				“So you admit that you don’t know everything? Well that’s something, anyway.” Camilla brazenly dropped her impromptu robe and picked up her dress, foregoing the underclothes that lay scattered about the floor. “I played the grateful victim and she took me in, but she never let me alone long enough for me to get away. Not with what I wanted.”

				“What you wanted? And what was that?”

				“Bloodwind’s treasure,” Parek said, pulling on his shirt. “It’s already aboard Cutthroat, Sam. We’re all filthy rich! There’s enough for everyone!”

				“Okay, that’s a good start.” Sam slipped her sword into its scabbard. “So, next question: where’s the sea witch gone, and where’s everyone else? Specifically, where are my brother and that fop of a count who claims to be my father?”

			

			
				“They all went with the seamage.” The woman pulled the dress up over her alabaster curves and began tightening the bodice. “She was betrayed by the mer during the battle with the emperor’s ships. By the way, nice little ploy you pulled off, firing that catapult at the Clairissa. It certainly provoked an attack from the warship. Unfortunately, Feldrin Brelak survived, though he’s minus a leg now. Anyway, the mer stole the seamage’s baby, and she’s gone after them.”

				“Stole her baby?” Parek’s jaw dropped. “Why?”

				Men are such idiots, Sam thought, her opinion of Parek dropping like a stone. You’ve been with this woman all day, and you haven’t gotten the least bit of information out of her? You need to start thinking with the right organ, Captain!


				Camilla waved her hand absently. “I didn’t really understand it. Something about the mer wanting to sacrifice the baby in some magic ceremony. Anyway, Flaxal and Brelak went after them to get the baby back.”

				“And everyone else?” Parek interrupted before Sam could ask her next question. “Sam said that hundreds of people lived here, but we’ve only seen a few score, at most.”

				 “They all went with the seamage,” Camilla explained. “They knew the emperor would send another force once he learned that his ships were destroyed, so she took the natives who wanted to go back to their home island. She left me to negotiate with the imperials if they arrived before she got back.” The woman laughed bitterly. “What did she have to lose? If I convinced them that she didn’t have anything to do with sinking those two ships, she got to keep the island, the treasure…and me. If I wasn’t convincing enough, they’d arrest me and take the island and the treasure, and she’d sail away. She’s still rich, and she’s got her baby.”

				“And they took everyone with them?” Sam asked suspiciously. “The count and my traitor brother?”

				“Count Norris wanted to stay and wait for the emperor’s ships, probably so he could get back to Tsing, but Cynthia wouldn’t have it. She took him along as a safeguard, figuring the emperor wouldn’t attack her if a noble was aboard. Of course, your father took your brother with him.”

				Sam seethed at the reference to her so-called father, but let it slide. She didn’t know if she bought the woman’s story, but it was almost too incredible to be a lie.

			

			
				“Okay, one more question. Where’s she taking Edan?” she asked.

				Camilla stiffened, then looked at Sam curiously. “Brelak clapped him in irons after he burned the emperor’s flagship. As far as I know, he’s still in the hold of Orin’s Pride. Cynthia insisted on taking him along to fight the mer.”

				Tim, Norris and Edan all in one place, Sam thought. Perfect! A new plan developed in her mind.

				“One last question, then,” she said with a sly smile. “Where exactly have they gone?”

				≈

				Now is the time, Kelpie thought. She set the baby down in a nook and swam casually toward Tailwalker. Slickfin was the only other mer in the grotto, with all the others either guarding the entrances or exploring the inner grottos with Eelback and Redtail. Predictably, Slickfin swam to block her way, dagger extended.

				*You will not approach him,* Slickfin signed, and pointed back to Kelpie’s corner.

				Kelpie puffed her gills full and sculled herself higher in the water so she looked slightly down at Slickfin, and put on her most solemn mien. *As Odea’s high priestess, it is my duty to see to the wounded,* she signed. *I healed your brother, did I not? Now I must see to Trident Holder Broadtail’s son. His wrists and throat are worn scaleless from being bound and dragged about.* Her bluster, as well as her mention of both Odea and the trident holder, was effective. Slickfin was not stupid; she yielded to Kelpie’s goddess-given authority.

				*You may heal him, but be quick about it,* she said, and returned to her position beside the grotto’s entrance to await the others. They had found more of the doors, and had opened several of them in their search for the Chamber of Life, though Eelback warned about opening too many. Each one allowed water into the city, and Akrotia settled a bit lower in the sea with each flooded chamber. If it settled too far, water would spill in from the top and the entire city would sink.

				Tailwalker turned away as Kelpie approached, but she positioned herself so that Slickfin could not see, and tugged on his bonds. When he whipped his head toward her, grimacing with pain, she signed covertly.

				*Eelback’s plan is a lie.*

				With his hands tied, Tailwalker could not sign, but his cold glare chilled her bones and stabbed her heart like a dagger.

			

			
				*You hate me,* she signed, fighting to prevent her colors from shifting to the pale hues of anguish. *I understand this, and I am deserving of your hatred. But know this, Son of Trident Holder Broadtail; I have earned your hatred by loving you.*

				Tailwalker’s eyes dilated and his color shifted, then he clapped his mouth twice in anger and glared anew. Kelpie continued signing.

				*Eelback would have killed you if I did not do as he said, if I did not betray my friend, Seamage Flaxal. I have sealed my own fate, Tailwalker, and knowing you hate me is the most dire punishment that could have been dealt. But see my words!* she signed quickly as he started to turn away. *I have read the scrolls, and Eelback’s plan will not work as he has told us! The Chamber of Life must receive a seamage, a willing seamage! Seamage Flaxal’s Heir is not a seamage! Putting the infant into the Chamber of Life will not restore Akrotia!*

				Despite his hatred, Kelpie could see that she had captured Tailwalker’s attention. His eyes flickered over her shoulder to Slickfin, and she knew she had lingered too long. She hastily invoked Odea’s grace and gripped Tailwalker’s chafed wrists; the raw flesh healed under her touch. Before she turned to go, her fingers flew, relaying her suspicions.

				*It is a trap.*

				Kelpie returned to her nook and picked up Seamage Flaxal’s Heir. Settling back against the grotto wall, she glanced first to see that Slickfin wasn’t looking, then turned toward Tailwalker, who looked at her with wide eyes.

				She held out the baby and signed, *Bait.*


				


			

				Chapter 11

				Nearing the Truth

				“Hold station here, Captain.” Admiral Joslan viewed the row of sails towering in Indomitable’s wake. The flagship was the first out of the Rockport Channel, as was only proper, but this meant she would have to wait hours for the rest of the armada to take their stations around her. “Signal the drakes to the van and the frigates to the perimeters. The three first-rates will sail with the supply ships in the middle of the armada.”

				“Aye aye, Admiral!” The captain gave the orders and Joslan turned back to his armada as the signalmen swarmed aloft.

				Joslan noted that the Iron Drake was taking her proper position at the fore, and nodded. He didn’t feel particularly good about the report he’d received from Pendergast, but that meager information was better than nothing. With it, he could hardly delay further. Something was amiss on Plume Isle, and he had to take advantage of it. He’d served under three successive emperors and fought many sea battles, but his stomach grew queasy when he considered a foe with the capacity to so easily destroy a first-rate ship of the line like Clairissa. He watched the fleet form up: sixteen ships in all, nearly seven-thousand souls, all his responsibility.

				“I have never ventured south of Rockport, Captain.” Admiral Joslan stiffened at the sound of Upton’s thin voice, but he continued his survey of the armada, refusing to turn. “How long is it to Plume Isle? For the entire armada, I mean, not just the fastest ships.”

				“We’ll be there morning after next, Master Upton,” Joslan heard the captain answer. “We are slowed by the supply ships, of course, but we cannot leave them unprotected.”

				“I understand completely, Captain. Thank you.”

				Joslan hoped Upton would simply go away, but he could feel him hovering like an unseen insect. He steeled himself for yet another bout of irritating questions and suggestions.

				“I commend you, Admiral. Getting this armada underway in so short a time is a laudable and monumental task.”

				Was that a compliment? If so, it was certainly not genuine. He turned to Upton and inclined his head, then turned back and raised his viewing glass. Coming from a lubber like Upton, the praise meant less than nothing; a blind man’s opinion of a room’s décor. What are you up to, you weasel? he thought.

			

			
				“I would be interested in your interpretation of Captain Pendergast’s report; obviously you found it stirring enough to warrant immediate action.”

				“My interpretation, Master Upton, is simply that something untoward has occurred on Plume Isle.” He glanced down at the man, keeping his expression neutral. “Whatever it is, it cannot be good for the seamage, so it may be good for us. I intend to find out.”

				“And the possibility of a ruse?”

				“A ruse?” His eyes snapped to the little man’s face. “You suggest the seamage set fire to the island as an attempt to lure us in? She doesn’t even know this armada exists!” He didn’t know whether he was more irritated that he had not thought of such a ploy himself, or that Upton had pointed it out to him.

				“We do not know what the seamage does or does not know, Admiral,” the spymaster said, his tone suddenly cold. “There could very well be more forces at work here than just ours and hers, or she could have informants here in Rockport. The mer, for instance, could have been in and out of this harbor a dozen times without our knowing.”

				“For the last week you have been urging me to act in haste, to commit this armada to immediate action, and now you preach caution?” Joslan scowled. “Make up your mind, Master Upton. You cannot have it both ways.”

				“Can I not, Admiral?” One corner of Upton’s mouth twitched upward, imperceptible had Joslan not been standing so close. “In my experience, I find that I can—and often do—have exactly that. Prompt action, Admiral Joslan, is not the antithesis of caution.”

				“An axiom which gives you the opportunity to be contrary, no matter what decisions are made or actions are taken. This, Master Upton, seems to be what you do best.” The admiral turned his back squarely on the spymaster and pretended to survey the deployment of his armada, spurning any further banter. He gritted his teeth, refusing to let the irritating little man goad him into a temper, but no matter how he tried, his thoughts always returned to the same question: What exactly, he wondered, might Upton know that I don’t?

				≈

			

			
				Huffington clambered up the ladder onto the naval dock and accepted the watch officer’s hand for the last step. The palm was damp, as was his own; the sweltering afternoon temperature had them all sweating. He took a deep breath, the thick, stinking miasma of humanity as familiar as the voice of an old friend. Tsing, he thought, wiping his hand surreptitiously on his trousers. Welcome home.


				“Your business at the naval dock, sir?” The young lieutenant took a step back and raked him from head to toe with his eyes. “My pardon, but you don’t look like a navy man. Your crew wears the livery, but that boat is certainly not one of ours. I must have an explanation before I allow you to land.”

				“My name is Huffington. I’m secretary to Count Norris, and I bear urgent dispatches for the hands of the emperor.” He patted the satchel at his waist and nodded back to the boat. “We acquired this vessel in Rockport, since it would make the trip faster than any of the fleet’s launches, and a larger ship could not be spared. Admiral Joslan and Master Upton, the emperor’s Master of Security, commissioned this trip. There are documents in here for the emperor from them both.”

				“You bear news of the destruction of Clairissa?”

				Huffington was taken aback, but hid his response. How did word get here before I did?

				“Your pardon, Lieutenant, but the contents of my dispatches are for the emperor alone.”

				“Oh, quite right, but you may as well know that the news arrived yesterday. A boat from the seamage herself, crewed by three of her dark-skinned savages, they say. Come with me, please.” The lieutenant turned and strode up the dock. “And I’ll tell you something else: the emperor is fit to be tied about it. Rumor is that he nearly had those three messengers strung up, just on general principle. I’m sure he’ll be eager to receive a naval account of the loss, but watch yourself. He might not be inclined to a more favorable response just because the admiral sent you.”

				The lieutenant whistled, and a carriage pulled up before them, the imperial seal emblazoned on its door. Huffington boarded the coach without a word, as disturbed by the lieutenant’s yammering about the incident as he was that news of the disaster had beaten him here. He used the ride to collect his thoughts.

				Upon his arrival at the palace, he presented Upton’s letter and was ushered with all haste through a maze of halls and chambers to a pair of ornate double doors where four royal guards were posted. His escort presented the letter to the guard in charge, who scowled at him.

			

			
				“Not armed, are you?” the man said, glancing at the letter and handing it back to Huffington.

				“Yes,” he admitted. His life would be forfeit without time for explanation if they caught him with a weapon in the presence of the emperor.

				“Place your weapons there, please, sir,” the guard said, nodding to a silver tray on an ornate stand beside the door. Huffington noticed the subtle shifting of position as the other three guards gripped their halberds and rose onto the balls of their feet, ready to strike should Huffington show any intention to disobey the order.

				“Very well.” Huffington disarmed himself, an unusually long process for a diplomatic secretary. Of course, he had cultivated his benign appearance, and to good effect. The guards’ eyes grew wide as Huffington filled the tray with four daggers, a belt-buckle knife, one slim dart from a sheath sewn into the back of his waistcoat, and the garrote secreted under his collar.

				“Is that all?” the guard asked, glaring at the tangled pile of lethal instruments.

				“Yes, unless you want to pull my teeth as well,” he said, scowling back.

				“On your own pain if it’s not, sir.” The guard opened the door and rapped the haft of his weapon on the floor. “Mister Huffington, secretary to Count Norris, bearing dispatches from Admiral Joslan and Master of Security Upton.”

				Inside the door stood two more guards, as well as a shriveled little man—obviously the emperor’s secretary—bearing a thick book. In the middle of the room stood a slightly raised dais, and upon it the emperor sat behind a paper-strewn table. A darkly-clad woman stood at his elbow, her hand resting on the hilt of a katana at her waist. Huffington knew of Lady von Camwynn, the emperor’s personal bodyguard, from Count Norris. Glancing at her sword, he remembered the rumors he’d heard—enchanted, haunted, cursed, or all three—and shivered. Huffington was startled to recognize the one other man in the room: Tipos, the seamage’s dockmaster. So he was the messenger.

				“Follow me,” the secretary said unnecessarily, leading him to the table.

				Huffington bowed deeply, eyes fixed on the floor, and began to recite his carefully rehearsed words. “Your Majesty, I—” But he heard the whisper of Lady von Camwynn’s katana leaving its scabbard and the rest fled his mind. The black blade flashed before his eyes and hovered an inch below his chin. The emperor’s bodyguard had moved forward, swift and utterly silent, ready to remove his head with a twist of her wrist.

			

			
				“Caution, Majesty,” she warned coldly. “This man’s clothing has the marks of many weapons. Weapons favored by assassins. Stand, you.”

				Huffington slowly straightened. The dark blade in her hand, gleaming in the light from the windows, hovered much too close for his comfort.

				“We are familiar with Mister Huffington’s reputation, Lady von Camwynn,” the emperor said, waving a weary hand, “and We will trust his word that he bears Us no ill.”

				“If it please Your Majesty, I vow that I bear no ill will toward you, and that I am unarmed,” Huffington said, glancing to the bodyguard. “I will submit to any search you wish, of course.”

				“The satchel, if you please.” Her tone brooked no argument.

				Huffington lifted the strap over his head, worked the clasp and opened the flap for her. To his surprise, she did not look inside, but thrust the tip of her sword into the paper-filled bag, then withdrew it, her eyes never leaving his. She took a step back and sheathed her weapon, backing up to resume her position at the emperor’s elbow, her hand still on the disturbing weapon’s hilt. The emperor’s secretary appeared at his side, took the satchel from his hands, laid it on the table and began to remove the sealed dispatches.

				“So, Mister Huffington,” said the emperor, “you bear news from Admiral Joslan. Please tell Us that he has treated with the seamage and is bringing her here.”

				“I regret that I cannot do so, Your Majesty. At the time of my departure, Admiral Joslan was still in Rockport, deciding how to respond to the loss of His Majesty’s ships, Fire Drake and Clairissa.” He glanced toward Tipos. “News that, I see, you have already received.”

				“Yes, We received a report, but We would welcome a fresh account of the loss of Our flagship and the Fire Drake.” The sovereign’s eyes narrowed. “You were present at the battle?”

				“I was, your Majesty. I was aboard the Lady Gwen. It is all in the reports from—”

				“We will read the dispatches presently, but first We would like to hear your personal observations of the battle.”

			

			
				“Of course, Your Majesty.” He gave as accurate and unbiased an account of that dreadful day as he could manage. There was a long silence after he had finished. The emperor stared down at the table as if he were half asleep. Huffington cast a sidelong glance at Tipos, and detected a faint shake of the man’s head. Apparently, the emperor was not taking the news well. Finally, the sovereign replied.

				“We must read the dispatches and assess this situation.” His eyes rose from the table and flicked between the two men before him. “Until We make a decision as to what actions We shall take, you will not discuss this matter, even with each other, and both of you will stay here in the palace to await Our summons.”

				Huffington and Tipos both bowed and acceded, as if they had a choice.

				“If I may, Your Majesty, a question.”

				“Yes, Mister Huffington?”

				“I would ask if it is known whether my master, Count Norris, is alive. He was on Plume Isle when…during the battle.”

				“It would appear that he is alive and well, Mister Huffington, since many of these other missives are written in his own hand, and have been verified as genuine.” He waved a hand in dismissal. “Await Our summons.”

				“Yes, Majesty,” Huffington said with another bow, and backed carefully from the royal presence. Outside, he recovered his weapons, returning them to their allotted places as Tipos tucked a long dagger from another silver tray into his belt.

				“Well, Mista Huffin’ton, ‘tis good to see you weren’t burnt up or drowned wit’ de rest.” Tipos held out one large hand, which Huffington took and shook solemnly. “’Tis very good, indeed.”

				It struck Huffington as odd to be shaking hands with this man, here of all places. He remembered well their first meeting on the pier at Plume Isle. He had thought the native simple and violent, standing in naught but a loincloth, spear at the ready. Now he wondered if there might be as many sides to Tipos as there were to himself.

				“It is good to see you, too, Tipos. I trust you left your mistress in good health.”

				The man’s face fell, the open smile transforming instantly into a closed, blank mien. “Not ta be discussin’ what we was told not to, Mista’ Huffin’ton, but no, I did no such t’ing. I’m sure da emperor will be fillin’ you in on all dis later, so suffice ta say dat dere’s more goin’ on here dan what da two of us know.”

			

			
				Huffington sighed. “I had a feeling that things might become complicated. But as we are both at the disposal of higher powers in this matter, I see no reason why there can’t be some agreement between us. Let’s find someplace were we can take our ease, and we can discuss…other matters.”

				“Dat would suit me right nice, Mista Huffin’ton,” Tipos agreed, flashing his pearly grin once again. “Right nice, indeed.”

				≈

				Camilla existed in her own private hell…a hell of her own making.

				Parek’s hand traced lazy circles down her torso, his fingers rough on the bruises and scrapes from his sadistic play. She had thought that nothing could be worse than submitting to Bloodwind’s touch, but at least the pirate lord’s caresses had been genuine: he had loved her unto his death. There was no semblance of love in Parek’s touch, no warmth, no caring; there was only lust, hunger…pain.

				Maybe I’m paying for being happy, she thought, suppressing the fleeting memory of Emil’s sweet face on a pillow beside her.

				The physical pain, she knew, would heal. The dull ache in her soul, radiating out through her flesh; that would never go away. She tried to suppress a shudder, but he felt it and misunderstood it, and his mocking caress became more direct, more urgent.

				Not again, she screamed silently. Not again, please, not yet…


				As if from another’s mouth, she heard her own voice: calm, quiet, sensual even. “How long do you plan to stay here?” she asked. Anything to forestall his lust, maybe for an hour, maybe a minute.

				“Oh, I don’t know, lass.” Parek slid his fingers down her body, down. He had learned what made her shudder, what made her moan and cry out, and what made her whimper. He had learned her. “We should probably leave tomorrow morning, since you say there’s no way to tell when the sea witch will get back.” His rough beard scraped her, and his teeth nipped at a sensitive spot…more pain.

				She gasped despite herself, arching her neck, her hand making a fist in his hair. Disgust roiled through her like smoke from a smoldering fire: disgust with Parek, with his touch, and with herself. The false passion came too easily; her former life of silent suffering had found her, and she had slipped into it like one of her dresses. The persona fit like it was made for her…or, maybe, she was made for it.

			

			
				“And you’ll take me with you?” she asked. An errant gust billowed the gauzy drapes, and the cool morning air played on her sweat-damp skin, raising gooseflesh, lighting her abrasions like dry tinder under a match.

				“Oh, I’m taking you with me, lass,” he said, and teased her with tongue and teeth until she flinched and twisted. Her grip in his hair became more desperate, until he hissed. He grinned at her. “I’m taking you, all right. I’m going to take you places you’ve never even thought of.”

				He grasped her raw wrists and pinned them to the bed. The pain of his grip surged through her, like she had fallen into a pool of scalding water. It closed over her head, muffling her other senses. Faintly, she heard her voice crying out, tasted the salt of her own blood, smelled the thick scent of his stale sweat mingling with her own, and felt him against her, piercing her like a dagger.

				Like the dagger she had put into Bloodwind’s heart.

				≈

				“Sun come, we go,” Sam said, pointing to Manta. “Make ready. Food, water.”

				“Aye, Capt’n! Ready! Go with sun.” Uag grinned and trotted off, shouting orders to the crew—the five other cannibals who had been sailing Manta the longest, and whose loyalty and seamanship Sam trusted most. The rest of the cannibals would be taking First Venture and the prisoners back to their own island. Sam chuckled when she considered them trying to sail the galleon themselves; she would help them get out of the harbor, but after that the ship was theirs for good or ill. Parek would take Cutthroat, with all the pirates and the treasure, back to Middle Cay, where she’d meet up with them after she had completed her own task.

				Sam hauled the heavy box of charts and fine navigational instruments aboard Manta; she had pillaged them from the Flaxal witch’s own chambers. She stowed them carefully, then went looking for the other supplies she would need to traverse the Sea of Lost Ships.

				“Some timber to make sweeps, if there’s any that isn’t burnt,” she murmured, squinting at the pile of charred wood that had been the lofting shed. “And some tools.”

				She found a rack of spars that hadn’t burnt, and another rack of planks that had been draped with canvas to keep the rain off. She conscripted a few cannibals to haul the wood to Manta and lash it down on deck. Most of the tools had burned in the shed, but she found one blood-caked adze that was undamaged. For the rest, she confiscated heavy cutlery from the kitchens, cleavers and heavy butcher knives. They would work for shaping the planks into rough sweeps. If, as Parek had said, there was no wind in this gyre of drifting weed, she would need some way to propel Manta.

			

			
				As for her crew, she wouldn’t tell them where they were going until they were in the thick of it. If they didn’t like it, they could swim home. Her only goal was to rescue Edan from the sea witch. Once they were together, and she had a pyromage under her control, everything else would come easy.

				≈

				“We’re comin’ up on her again, Captain,” Horace said, nodding forward. The transom of Peggy’s Dream was closer than it had been only a few minutes before. “Must be the firebug on duty again.”

				“Shorten sail, and try to keep in her wake,” Feldrin ordered, lifting his viewing glass to scan the deck of the larger schooner. “Aye, I see the little rat’s red mop on the foredeck. I hope Cynthia’s gettin’ some sleep this time.”

				It was easy to discern when Cynthia was controlling the winds; Edan had no control over the sea and couldn’t part the endless raft of seaweed that slowed Peggy’s Dream, so Orin’s Pride, unimpeded in the larger schooner’s wake, would slowly catch up. The mer, Feldrin knew, were trying to keep the worst of the floating vegetation from catching on the Dream’s bobstay chains, but they tired quickly. No wonder, since they had been swimming nonstop for almost eight days, albeit slowly for the last five. Cynthia and Edan had settled into somewhat of a rhythm: she would sleep for two hours, then part the raft of weeds for two hours while Edan continued to coax the winds along. Then Edan would sleep for four hours while Cynthia did both. Only two hours of sleep in every eight was leading Cynthia to utter exhaustion. It would not be long, Feldrin knew, until that exhaustion ended in collapse.

				He had tried to lure her over to the Pride again, planning to ensure that she at least ate and slept, but she had balked, arguing that he distracted her from her duties. He couldn’t disagree; distracting her had been his intent. Unfortunately, he had only pushed her away. The only time he saw her now was when he glimpsed her through his viewing glass.

			

			
				Mouse flew up to him, chittered, and handed over a scrap of paper, then hovered while Feldrin read it. It was a reply to the last note he had sent over, more than an hour ago. He frowned to see the spidery script—Cynthia must have written it with a trembling hand—but reading it brought a tight smile to his lips.

				“Good news?” Horace asked, his face a hopeful mask.

				“Aye, good enough. Her fish friends say the scent is strong and clear. We’re gettin’ close.”

				“About bloody time,” Horace replied scratching at his unshaven stubble. “We’re puttin’ a pinch on the water supply with this many people aboard, sir. We’re down by half already.”

				“Cut the rations by a cup per day. I’ll ask Cyn if she might conjure us a little rain. There’s no turnin’ back now.”

				“Aye sir.”

				Horace turned and strode away, while Feldrin sketched a quick reply and handed it back to Mouse. “Hand this to her only if she’s not sleepin’, ay Mouse? You understand?”

				The seasprite nodded, saluted and started to dart off, but stopped as Feldrin called him back.

				“I got another job fer you, my little friend,” the Morrgrey said with a grin. “How high can you fly, and how far can you see? If you get high enough, you’ll be the first to see this floatin’ city. Look for a bit of cloud, like you see over an island, or maybe a reflection. Anything outa the ordinary. Got it?”

				Mouse chittered in agreement, his countenance brightening. Feldrin watched through his glass as the sprite flitted over to Peggy’s Dream, deposited his note, then soared aloft like a silvery arrow.


				


			

				Chapter 12

				Strategic Withdrawals

				Camilla stifled a cough as she followed Parek through the smoke-hazed halls of the keep. The fumes of a dozen bonfires wafted through the passages, heavy with the smells of burned wood, thatch and scorched flesh. She descended the stairs behind two pirates hauling a chest of her personal effects and concentrated on placing one foot in front of the other. Her knees threatened to buckle with every step, and she ached from a hundred bruises, scratches and abraisions—the tracks of Parek’s brutal lust, the price of the lives of the people she loved.

				Camilla stepped out of the keep into the dawn twilight and stopped short. The beach was littered with ash, refuse, bones and bits of rotten flesh, and her legs simply refused to take her any closer to the carnage that lay before her. That she knew what—no who—those bits of bone and meat had been in life, appalled her on a level that made Parek’s brutality pale by comparison.

				No more, she thought, clenching her jaw against the gorge that rose in her throat. No more.

				She tore her eyes from the horrific spectacle and looked toward the pier. The huge galleon had already pulled away, poorly tended sails flapping from her yards as her cannibal crew hauled inexpertly on lines and shouted at one another. Manta, her black sails trimmed smartly, was helping the galleon along, towing her via a bridle and long line that trailed from her twin transoms to the bow of the larger ship. The third ship, Cutthroat, sat low in the water beside the pier, her hold full of finery stolen from the keep, ready to leave…with Camilla aboard.

				A chill washed down Camilla’s spine. An unending hell awaited her if she stepped aboard that ship, an eternity of pain and brutality…forever Camilla the slave. She knew that it would only end when she took her own life, or put a dagger in Parek’s heart and fell to the unmerciful attentions of the pirate crew. There is a way out, she thought, but at such a risk! Her heart beat so hard it pained her, but she knew she only had two options: go with Parek, or save herself and put those she loved at risk. Parek was already at the pier, calling orders to the crew of the Cutthroat to stow the last of the loot and set sail. The two pirates with her chest were picking their way carefully through the shifting sand and refuse of the beach, laboring with their burden. None had noticed that she was no longer with them.

			

			
				Now, or never, she thought, and with a heart-breaking wrench of guilt, she made her decision.

				She turned on her heel and ran back into the keep, not looking back to see if anyone pursued her; she knew they would. Parek would come after her, but she didn’t have far to go to reach the only refuge available to her.

				On the far side of the foyer stood the door to the dungeons and Hydra’s old lair. When Cynthia took over the keep, she had locked and barred the door, and it hadn’t been opened since. The pirates knew what lay behind the door, and had no interest in breaking it down to look for additional spoils. There was only one key, and it had been in Cynthia’s desk until this morning when Camilla had pocketed it, unsure if she would have the courage or opportunity to use it. Now, she thrust the key into the lock with trembling hands and turned it.

				The lock clicked, but didn’t open.

				“No…” she muttered through clenched teeth. Distant shouts reached her ears. She pulled and tugged on the huge padlock, rusted closed by two years of salt air. When she glanced out the door, icy fingers gripped her heart; Parek was walking back toward the keep, his brow furrowed with suspicion. He was coming after her. “No, no, no…”

				Her fight with the lock became frantic. Finally she backed up and kicked it with all her might, slamming it into the iron-bound door.

				It fell open.

				Camilla pulled the lock off the hasp and dropped it, heaved up the wooden bar, and yanked at the door with all her strength. The rusty hinges squealed, but it opened. She glanced again, and Parek was only strides away, rage darkening his face.

				She slipped through the gap and hauled the door closed. Darkness enveloped her, leaving her utterly blind, but she knew this door well; she had passed through it hundreds of times at the end of Bloodwind’s tether. There was a bar on the inside as well; a disused mechanism to seal off the lower regions of the keep against assault. Her fingers found the bar and pulled it down. Its pivot was rusted, too, but the weight of her body and the strength of her panic brought it slamming down just as a hard blow struck the other side of the door.

			

			
				Parek.

				She leaned against the door and felt the tremors of his assault, heard his muffled curses through the rough wood. No more pain, no more submitting to his touch…no more Camilla the slave, no more Camilla the whore. Once again, she was free. Laughter bubbled up from her throat, and her knees failed. She slid to the floor, her back to the stout wooden door, and laughed until tears rolled down her cheeks.

				She was safe.

				≈

				“Bloody lying bitch!” Parek shouted, hammering the door with his fists, pulling on the handle until the skin of his palm split. “When I’m done with you, you’ll regret the cannibals didn’t get you first! Open this gods-damned door!”

				“Sir?” one of his men said, his tone bewildered. “What’s wrong?”

				“That red-headed bitch has locked herself in!” He cast about for something, anything, to bash the door to splinters. “Find me a ram, and be quick about it!”

				“Aye, sir!” The man turned to dash away, but ran into Kori, the lookout.

				“Sir! We got trouble!”

				“What now?” Parek snapped.

				“Sails to the north, sir, and not just a few. They gotta be warships!”

				“Warships?” Parek stopped short. His hand slipped from the door handle, rage subdued by this more pressing threat. “How many, and how far?”

				“A whole damn fleet, Captain. More’n a dozen.” Kori’s eyes were wide, his breath coming in gasps. “I could just see ‘em with a glass from the mountaintop, sir. They’re still far enough that they can’t see us yet. We got maybe an hour ‘til they sight our tops’ls, another hour ‘til they’re here.”

				“By the hells!” Parek glared at the door and considered his prize behind it; a rare beauty, to be sure, but not worth risking capture. He shook his head. “No time, my dear,” he whispered, leaning close to the door. “No time to break down this door and give you what you deserve for lying to me, but I’ll thank you for the treasure, and leave you with a parting gift.”

				Parek threw down the bar, flipped the hasp closed and picked up the lock. The key was still in it. He put the lock through the hasp and closed it with a click, then pocketed the key.

			

			
				“Have fun in the dark, my sweet Camilla.” He rapped on the door with his knuckles, then turned away, grinning with the memory of their brief but rewarding time together. He’d never had a woman quite like her, and likely never would again, even with a king’s fortune at his disposal. But he’d take what he could get; if gold couldn’t buy quality, it could certainly buy quantity.

				“To the Cutthroat!” he ordered, and strode toward the doorway. “We’ve got to get around the southern point and up the windward side of the island before they spot our sails, or we’re done for, lads! We’ll never outrun ‘em, laden like we are. Make sail, and don’t spare the canvas!”

				Parek followed his men and leapt aboard Cutthroat. The ship, her foresail already aloft and billowing in the breeze, strained at the dock lines, and Parek ordered them cut. They made for the channel, piling on more canvas, and left the smoldering ruins of Scimitar Bay behind. Captain Parek glanced back once, and tipped his hat to the lady he had left in the dark.

				≈

				Cynthia leaned against the foremast, staring into the distance through slitted eyes that saw nothing. Though her eyes were unfocused, the rest of her senses were keenly attuned: she felt the water around the ship as if it bathed her own skin, sensed the winds as if they were her own breath. She pushed the slick of seaweed away from the bow to ease their passage and urged the winds to fill the sails, propelling the ships ever forward. She felt the solidity of the mast against her stiff back, grateful for its sturdy support; she doubted she had the strength to stay upright without it.

				Beyond exhaustion, she kept herself going with blackbrew and sheer stubbornness, refusing to relent, refusing to sleep. Feldrin thought her determination was spurred only by love for their child and her resolve to get him back. To a certain degree that was true, but Cynthia knew that something darker drove her: guilt.

				This was all her fault.

				She had overlooked the true nature of the mer, had not seen Eelback’s subtle manipulation. She had never dreamed any mer would do what he had done: call the mer to war, sacrifice so many lives, lure her into a confrontation that she had promised them she would not back down from, all just to steal her child. She had let herself be blinded by the dream of peace, but the dream had ended up a nightmare that she relived every time she closed her eyes. Behind her lids loomed no sweet unconsciousness, but images of a blood-choked sea, slaughtered men, dying mer, the war she had vowed to prevent, and an innocent child in the cold clutches of traitors. So many lives had been sacrificed because of her own failure.

			

			
				She felt the wind falter as she brooded on these thoughts, so she pushed them away and concentrated on her tasks. There was naught else she could do. She ignored the torrid heat, the sweat trickling down her ribs, the dull ache behind her eyes…there was only the wind, the sea, and the ships.

				An earsplitting screech snapped her from her half-trance. She ducked instinctively—a rigging failure? A metal ring or bolt sheering under too-heavy a load?—but a silvery streak of gossamer-crystal wings, accompanied by another screech, told her that it was only Mouse.

				“Gods, Mouse! You’re going to scare me to death with your—”

				He snapped to a hover before her, his tiny face alight with excitement. He grabbed the lapel of her blouse and tugged, chattering like an insane cricket and pointing off into the heat-hazed distance.

				“What? Wait, Mouse. Stop!” He stopped, even to the point that his wings stopped fluttering. He would have fallen to the deck had he not been gripping her shirt. She snatched him up and said, “Now, what is it? You’ve seen something?”

				He nodded, eyes wide, and pointed in the same direction.

				“Something bad?”

				He gave a non-committal “Eeep,” and shrugged, but pointed again.

				“Chula!” she called.

				“Aye, Capt’n?” He joined her beside the mast. “Somethin’ amiss?”

				“I don’t know, but Mouse spotted something about two points off the port bow. Rouse your lookout. I want to know what it is.”

				“Aye, Capt’n.”

				He relayed orders. While they waited, Cynthia squinted against the glare of the sun. The flat, weed-covered sea spread in all directions, and mirages played on the horizon. She rubbed her eyes to dispel the bright spheres that dotted her vision. After a few minutes, the lookout called down, “Dere’s a cloud on de horizon dere! It’s small, but dark on de unda-side, like.”

			

			
				“That’s it!” Cynthia said, surging with sudden energy. “Change course, Chula, and signal Orin’s Pride that we’ve sighted something.”

				Orders were relayed, and in the span of a minute every hand on watch stood in the rigging, squinting into the distance. Cynthia urged on the winds and parted the weeds that slowed their progress, her concentration renewed. In less than an hour, the fore-top lookout called down again.

				“Capt’n! Dere’s somet’in’ ahead! Looks like an islan’!”

				“Yes!” A grim smile creased Cynthia’s face, her bleary eyes watering with sudden relief. “We’ve found it, Chula! Get me a quill and paper. I need to write a note to Feldrin, then I’ve got to go over the side to talk with Chaser; we don’t need the undine anymore. Oh, and make sure all hands are up and armed. Who knows what surprises Eelback may have in store for us.”

				The ship stirred with a flurry of activity that would have put a warship preparing for battle to shame. Steel glinted everywhere as swords and boarding pikes were readied, and the four great ballistae were cranked back and loaded. Ghelfan appeared on deck bearing paper, quill and ink for Cynthia, an ornate rapier at his hip.

				“I gather from the commotion that we have discovered the lost city?”

				“It looks that way, Ghelfan.” She scrawled a quick note, rolled it up and handed it to Mouse. “To Feldrin, Mouse.” As the seasprite streaked off toward Orin’s Pride, another voice drew her attention.

				“What’s going on, Cynthia?” Edan had come on deck, rubbing sleep from his eyes, his hair rumpled like a carrot-colored dandelion. “Trouble?”

				“Not yet, but there could be. I suggest you arm yourself and get ready.” She raised her viewing glass and stared at the dark smudge on the horizon. “We’ve found Akrotia.”

				≈

				Chaser watched Seamage Flaxal Brelak rise on the water that carried her back up to her ship. Her news that they had sighted Akrotia both excited and disturbed him. To be able to see the legendary city with his own eyes…what a thrill! But the reason they sought the city in the first place hung over his elation like a suffocating cloud of silt.

			

			
				He watched as the two undine scouts swam away with a five-mer escort, pleased with the large blue and yellow fish the seamage had given to them as a gift. She had complimented them on their keen sense of smell, thanked them for their service, and asked that they give her regards to the schoolmaster, whom she considered a true ally. It was all prettily done, though Chaser didn’t think it would amount to much; she and the schoolmaster had not parted on the best of terms. At least the seamage had shown more excitement in her movements than the brooding anger she had exhibited of late.

				Maybe she doesn’t hate us as much now, he thought wistfully.

				He pulled a deep, cleansing draught of water through his gills. Odea, he was tired! He and his school had been swimming steadily for many tides now, clearing weeds from the ships and resting in the wakes of their bows or trailing from their rudders as often as possible. He would send the dolphins in the direction the seamage had indicated. They could determine if Eelback and his school had already reached Akrotia, and perhaps give Chaser information that would help them take the traitors as quickly as a barracuda snapping up an unsuspecting fish.

				Hopefully, he thought, before they have time to sacrifice their captives.

				≈

				“They’re leaving!” Tim reported, breathless from his dash down the mountainside to the cave. His clothes were tattered and filthy, and his face and arms scratched from crawling through brush and up trees over the past couple of days, but his mood was light. “The pirates are leaving, Father!”

				“Finally!” his father said. “Did you see Camilla?”

				“No, sir. I just saw the pirate ships sailing out the channel, and ran right back here to tell you.” He accepted a halved coconut shell full of water from Paska and drank it down in one gulp.

				“All of dem leavin’?” she asked. “Even dat big galleon?”

				“Yes, ma’am.” He gave them a brief report of what he’d seen. “And they looked like they were in a hurry, too. They cut their dock lines.”

				“What would scare them away?” his father asked, directing the question more toward Paska than him.

				“Dunno, Mista Count. What’s bad for dem should be good for us, but we should not be so hasty to go runnin’ out inta whatever has scared dat bunch of murderin’ basta’ds.” She clutched little Koybur closer and frowned. “Maybe someone should have a look see.”

			

			
				“I’ll go up to the summit lookout,” Tim said turning to duck under the foliage that covered the mouth of the cave. “I can see more from there.”

				“I’m coming with you.” Emil snatched up his sword and clipped it onto his belt.

				“Are you sure, Father?” Tim asked dubiously, eyeing the count’s well-tailored, though now dirty, attire. Scampering quietly through the brush was hard work even for Tim; he wondered if his middle-aged father was up to it.

				“Lead on.” The count clapped Tim on the shoulder, and they exited the cave.

				“This way, Father,” Tim said, leading the way out of the cave and along the rough game trail that led up toward the summit. After only a few yards, he was cringing at the noise his father was making, breaking his way through the thick jungle growth and cursing under his breath at the sharp rocks and briars that tripped him up. Before they had gone far, Tim stopped and whispered, “We must be quiet, Father. The pirates might have left a lookout, or this might be a trap.”

				“You think they would sail away and leave others behind just to lure us out?” the count asked, keeping his voice low. He wiped away blood from a shallow scratch left on his cheek by a briar and made a face that Tim could not interpret. “That seems rather devious.”

				Tim sighed silently at his father’s ignorance, and explained. “If they didn’t believe Miss Cammy’s story, but didn’t know where we were hiding, they might set a trap. That’s the way pirates think, Father.”

				“Camilla would never tell them we were here,” the count said, obvious disbelief painting his face.

				“Trust me, Father,” Tim whispered, shaking his head ruefully, “if they interrogated her, she’s told them everything she knows, and probably anything else she could think of, true or not. They’re not gentle with questions, and they know their business.” The color drained from his father’s face, but Tim couldn’t make himself regret what he’d said. The man just didn’t understand pirates, and if they were going to survive, he needed to. “Come on, and be as quiet as you can. Watch me; step where I step.”

				“I’ll…try, Tim. Lead on.”

				They proceeded up the mountainside, the count taking more care and making far less noise now. Tim was small enough that he could slip through the underbrush without leaving much of a trace, but his father’s larger frame required a certain degree of trail breaking. The count was learning, however, and by the time they reached the summit, he was moving with an acceptable, if not quite impressive, degree of stealth.

			

			
				Tim raised a hand to halt, and the two crouched in the brush to survey the clearing. It was void of people, though littered with bits of trash, discarded food, bones and an empty wine bottle.

				“It looks clear,” Count Norris whispered, his eyes flicking between Tim and the empty space beyond their hiding place.

				“Yes. Let’s go, but be ready to run.”

				The count nodded, and the two edged out of hiding, ears straining for the slightest rustle of brush that could signify an ambush, but only silence and the twitter of tropical birds reached their ears. Tim motioned them forward, and they crept up the incline to the large, flat stone that marked the exact summit of the island. From here they could see for many miles in all directions; the arc of the Shattered Isles archipelago stretched across the blue sea to the northwest and southeast, the towering plume of Fire Isle to the south.

				“There!” Tim said, pointing to the three pirate ships, already beyond the reef. “They’re headed south. That means whatever sent them off is somewhere to the—”

				“Holy Gods of Light,” Count Norris whispered as they surveyed the northern horizon. More than a dozen sharp pyramids of white dotted the sunlit sea, distant, but visible with the naked eye.

				“The emperor’s fleet, I’ll wager,” Tim said, pulling the small viewing glass from his belt and raising it. “Yep, they’re warships, all right.” He handed the tube over to his father.

				“Yes, and a sizable force, but they are here too soon,” murmured the count. “Tipos may have reached Tsing by now, but to ready a force such as this takes days, and then the trip back... They should have required another week at the very least to return.” He squinted through the tube. “That is the Indomitable, Admiral Joslan’s flagship. They must have been deployed to a southern port to await word of our negotiations, but I knew nothing of it.” He handed the tube back to Tim.

				“So, this Admiral Joslan...is he a decent fellow?” Tim asked, pocketing the glass.

				“Decent? I suppose, but how do you mean?”

			

			
				“I mean, will he hang us all for treason for the destruction of Fire Drake and Clairissa?” Memories of punishments meted out by Bloodwind flashed through Tim’s mind, and he shivered despite the heat of the sun beating on the mountaintop. By his father’s widening eyes, he knew that the thought had not occurred to him, but considering the count’s ignorance in other areas, Tim didn’t know whether to be comforted or worried. Then the count’s eyes hardened, and his mouth took on a grim line that Tim had not seen before.

				“He will not, Tim,” he said gruffly. “Not if I have anything to say about it, and you may be sure that I will.” Then he crooked a smile and patted Tim on the shoulder. “Come on. We must tell the others. I should greet the admiral at the pier, and we can begin to assess the damage that has been done.”

				“And look for Miss Cammy?” Tim asked, trying not to consider her likely fate. He had lived with these pirates and knew what happened to women captives. He knew his father was trying to allay his fears, but wondered if the count had even an inkling what they might find in the aftermath of the pirates’ attack.

				“Yes, Tim. We will look for Camilla as well,” the count said, with a tremor in his voice that told Tim that he did indeed know very well what they might find.

				


			



			
				Chapter 13

				Akrotia

				“It’s huge!” Edan gaped up at the lofty spires of pale gray stone. Tier upon tier of graceful spirals and arches, overgrown with the greenery of long untended gardens and streaked white with a thousand years of seabirds’ guano, towered high above the ships. Narrow avenues wound between lofty edifices, linked high above by walkways that resembled the limbs of trees. Ornate crenulations, both decorative and functional, lined every balustrade and balcony. The architecture was obviously elvish in design, fluid in its grace. Peggy’s Dream and Orin’s Pride, surrounded by their mer escort, sailed within a few hundred yards of the city, and were dwarfed by its magnitude.

				“Akrotia is exactly one nautical mile in radius, Edan,” Ghelfan said. Edan heard him, but his eyes remained fixed on the astounding scenery. No recitation of technical details could compare with the view. It seemed that his opinion was shared, as everyone stood rapt along the gunwales, hushed mumbles and exclamations the only conversation. Even so, Ghelfan continued. “The city was once home to almost a hundred thousand souls, both mer and elvish. It was the most grandiose failure my ancestors ever helped to create.”

				Edan spared a glance at the shipwright and was astonished to see tears glistening in the half-elf’s eyes, his face drawn in a countenance of wonder and desolation. It disconcerted him—he liked Ghelfan, who was the only one who talked with him and didn’t treat him like a pariah—but he looked quickly back to the city, lost in its wonder.

				“How could anything so big float?” he asked. “And it’s made of stone! Why doesn’t it sink?”

				“A metal bowl will float, will it not, Master Edan?” The shipwright looked at him and one corner of his mouth twitched upward. “It is not the weight or composition of the structure, but the mass of water that is displaced, and the manner in which it is displaced, that determine its buoyancy and stability.”

				“Oh. I see,” Edan said, though he didn’t really understand. He tried to imagine the great city as a huge earthenware bowl and saw how it could float, but still wasn’t satisfied with the explanation. “All the buildings and towers must weigh hundreds of tons, and they’re so high. Seems like it would tip over with everything sticking up like that.”

			

			
				“It is what you cannot see that keeps it upright,” Ghelfan explained, his graceful hands scribing arcs in the air as he spoke. “There is much more beneath the surface than above. Not only mer dwellings, which remain flooded, but vast vaults, rooms, chambers and halls, all many floors beneath the level of the sea. The weight of the water being displaced exceeds the weight of the structures being supported, while the flooded portions act like a ship’s keel, pulling down to keep the city from rolling over. Do you understand?”

				Edan nodded, beginning to get a picture in his mind that made sense. “But how could something like this ever be built, Ghelfan?”

				“Magic, of course,” the shipwright said, returning his gaze to the floating city. “Elvish earth elementalists and mages of the merfolk worked together for decades, and designers and architects of both races labored for decades before. The city was constructed where land and sea met, its hull and primary superstructure crafted as one piece, shaped by magic and bound in that form by spells that will resist the ravages of time for millennia. Once it was launched, mer and elves worked on their respective sections, adding their own embellishments but following the master plan.”

				“So, the merfolk lived underneath and the elves lived on top. Ingenious.”

				“Not entirely, Master Edan. The two races lived together in Akrotia. That was the city’s purpose; to unite the races of land and sea. There are many places within, great halls and audience chambers, even theaters and gardens, where both races could commingle, learn from one another, become one.” His voice took on a morose tone. “It was that attempt, not the structure itself, which failed.”

				“But I heard Cynthia say that the city was alive once; that a seamage, an elvish seamage, was sacrificed to bring it to life.” Edan could see that the shipwright was distressed, but his curiosity would not let the matter rest.

				“Not sacrificed,” Ghelfan said with a shake of his head. “The seamage stepped into the Chamber of Life willingly to become the heart and mind of Akrotia. His breath became the wind that circulated air and propelled the city, his blood became the water that flowed through it, purifying the wastes of its inhabitants. In fact, Akrotia was the name of the seamage who was joined with the city, so, in reality, the city became him. Without its heart, Akrotia is just a very large floating barge, incapable of supporting any appreciable population, above or below.”

			

			
				“How do you know so much about it, if it’s been dead for so long?”

				Ghelfan chuckled. “I am a shipwright, Edan. When I decided on the path I would pursue for my life’s work, I sought out all the knowledge I could. Akrotia is the pinnacle of elvish design for waterborne vessels. The principles used to design and build ships are the same as those used to design and build Akrotia. Despite the difficulty I had in acquiring information from the elves—who have tried to put this failed experiment behind them—I learned much by studying the accounts of those who visited or lived here, which made my own creations better.”

				Edan opened his mouth to voice his next question, but Cynthia approached and interrupted without even a nod to him. He felt the presence of her power like a cloying wet blanket, clammy and suffocating, pressing against him. His temper flared; she’d told him not to use his powers around her, but she didn’t seem to mind using hers near him. He stoically refused to take a step back; if she could take it, so could he.

				“Ghelfan, is there anyplace around the city we can dock the ships?”

				“Indeed, Mistress. Akrotia was once a bustling center of commerce, and ships came and went regularly. There are four harbors, equidistant around the city.” His almond eyes scanned the city’s artificial shore, a graceful confusion of convex and concave structures forming pools, hollows, channels and grottos. “There, see that large arch? It is surely one of the harbor gates, and it appears to be open.”

				“Gates?” Cynthia asked, and Edan could hear the concern in her tone. “The harbors have gates?”

				“Yes; should a storm or some other hazard strike, the gates could be closed to protect the ships within.”

				“That’s a gate?” Edan asked, squinting at the tall, perfectly circular arch as they sailed closer. The ring of stone met the water at its midpoint, but there was no apparent mechanism to close it, no hinges or doors to swing shut. Then Edan realized what the answer must be. “Wait! Do the doors come up from under the water?”

				“Possibly,” Ghelfan said, curiosity plain in his voice. “I don’t know precisely how the mechanism works, but it does seem likely that a barrier could rise from below...”

			

			
				“Well, it looks big enough for both ships to enter side by side,” Cynthia said, raising her glass to survey the harbor as they came abreast of the open gate. “And there are docks inside, though it would be difficult to sail in, with such tight quarters. Perhaps they had tenders or tugs.”

				“Perhaps,” Ghelfan agreed.

				Edan wished Cynthia would go away—he had been enjoying his talk with Ghelfan—but she studied the harbor through her glass and kept talking.

				“I can bring the ships in easily enough, though it looks as if there’s a fair amount of weed clogging the harbor. I’ll clear it out before we—” Cynthia stopped in mid-sentence, her brow furrowing. “Wait a minute, I…” She stepped to the rail, and a tendril of water quested up the scupper and pooled about her feet.

				Edan felt her power swell and clenched his jaw against the smothering, nauseating pressure. He stood firmly, refusing to show that it bothered him.

				Her eyes widened suddenly. “Damn! I should have known!”

				“What?” Edan asked, suddenly nervous. The marvelous city had allowed him to forget the menacing ocean for a moment, but if something in the water concerned Cynthia so, it sure as all Nine Hells bothered him.

				“Coral, Edan.” She pointed to the harbor mouth and grinned ruefully. “The entrance is blocked by a reef.”

				Edan breathed deep with relief, willing himself to relax; no catastrophe was imminent.

				“A thousand years of growth,” Ghelfan said, nodding. “In fact, the entire shoreline is likely overgrown. I imagine the city is riding much lower in the water than her designers intended, with the added weight of a circumferential reef.”

				“You’re right, Ghelfan, but…” Cynthia closed her eyes for a moment, and Edan supposed she was looking at things under the water. He shivered. “The city has subsided recently. There’s no growth down to about three feet. No growth, not even the light layer of algae you’d expect after a few weeks.”

				“Three feet is a substantial decline. I wonder what could have caused it?”

				“It’s sinking?” Edan’s voice cracked with another sudden worry; he did not want to go poking around inside a floating stone city that might be sinking.

			

			
				“It’s got to be the mer,” Cynthia said. “Chaser sent his dolphins scouting ahead, and he said they encountered Kip and Fah, the dolphins that disappeared with Eelback’s school, so we know they’re here. They must have broken in from below and somehow caused the city to take on water.” Cynthia looked to Ghelfan, worry on her face. “Any chance of it sinking completely?”

				“I don’t think so, Mistress. The city is designed so that water can be admitted or expelled from certain chambers. This was usually controlled by Akrotia itself, but there should also be mechanisms in place to prevent unwanted water intrusion in the absence of the seamage, doors that close automatically in the case of a hull breach, so the city will remain afloat.”

				“Well, that’s good,” Edan said with a nervous laugh.

				Cynthia flashed him an irritated glare and turned away.

				“What?” he said, but she ignored him. Edan looked to Ghelfan for an explanation, but the shipwright just shook his head minutely, so he let it go.

				Edan felt Cynthia call on the winds just enough to ease the ships nearer to the harbor gate. Then the winds died completely, and the two ships turned their bows toward the towering arch and eased to a stop, as if guided by some unseen hand. The gate stood about three ship-lengths away. He felt an uneasy stirring in his stomach, and knew she had shifted her effort from wind to water. Several mer surfaced next to the ship, and she motioned to them with her hands, arms and head. The mer signed something back, then vanished under the water.

				“What did you tell them?” he asked, refusing to be put off again.

				“To swim clear of the area,” she said without turning. “You may want to move away from me, Edan. This could be uncomfortable for you.”

				“Why? What are you going to do?” He took a few steps back, feeling her building power in his gut.

				“I’m going to clear the harbor.”

				“Clear the…” Her power swelled, and he backed away, moving to the furthest corner of the stern. His knees quaked with the oppressive weight of her magic. The air had suddenly become so thick with it that he had trouble breathing; he thought he might drown right here on deck. Then he felt the ship quiver under him, and he forced himself to watch.

				The sea surged into the artificial harbor, flowing past the immobile hulls of the two ships so strongly that the wood vibrated under Edan’s feet. The flow increased to a torrent, and the sea mounded up within the small bay. Then the flow stopped and the water rose as a wave, an impossibly stationary wall. Edan could see the strain in Cynthia’s hands, clenched white on the rail. His knees quaked, and he leaned on the bulwark at his back, grasping one of the thick ropes as he tried to stay upright, to bear the agonizing discomfort of her power. Flicker chittered in his ear, her flame coursing up the side of his face, and he grasped that flame like a lifeline. He raised his own power just a tiny bit, just enough to drag in an unsteady breath.

			

			
				Do it, he thought. Do it before I drown!


				“Signal Peggy’s Dream, Chula,” Cynthia said, her voice tense. “Tell everyone to hang on.”

				Chula barked orders to the signalman, then bellowed, “All hands; hold fast!”

				Edan wondered for a moment how any hold could be faster or slower than any other, then realized his mistake, and wrapped his arms around the rope.

				The wave thundered outward, bringing with it all the accumulated weed and detritus that had fouled the small bay. But it did not just flow out, it hammered the coral barrier that blocked the entrance, sending spray, weed, and bits of shattered coral flying into the air to the height of the circular arch. The power of it staggered him, even as he felt the force of the wave’s impact shudder through the hull. Crewmen cheered, some punching the air with their fists at the show of their mistress’ power. Others stood in rapt awe, mouths hanging open in astonishment.

				Edan had a slightly different response to Cynthia’s magic: he fell to his hands and knees and retched the contents of his stomach onto the deck.

				≈

				Akrotia shook.

				Silt drifted down onto Redtail’s head, and his mind buzzed as his sensitive lateral lines—the mer’s sixth sensory organ—translated the vibrations in the water into a message in his brain. He looked up from the voluminous maps spread across the floor of the chamber and met Eelback’s eyes.

				*The seamage,* they signed simultaneously. *She is here!*

				Eelback rolled the thick sheaf of sharkskin parchment and stowed it in his satchel. The maps depicted the maze of tunnels and grottos and rooms the mer had explored during the last ten tides. They had flooded many passages and chambers, gaining access to much of the lower regions of the city, rooms that normally had been reserved for landwalkers. But still, they hadn’t found the Chamber of Life.

			

			
				*Come!* Eelback signed, his colors muted with concern shot through with quick flashes of excitement. *We must make sure the seamage’s child is securely hidden. Everyone must move inside the hull.*

				*Kelpie will not want to come,* Redtail warned.

				*She will not want to, but she will come, nonetheless.* Eelback flipped his tail, and Redtail followed. He flinched as they swam out through the door where he had nearly met his end, then they were in the familiar outer city. From there it was no more than a hundred tail flips to the grottos where they had set up their base of operations, but Redtail grew tense as he detected a rank odor, then saw a strand of mucous float by. He saw Eelback’s tail flips quicken, and he kept pace.

				They entered the grotto and stopped short. Against one wall, Kelpie—clutching the seamage’s child—huddled with Tailwalker and Slickfin, who held Tailwalker’s tether in one hand, her dagger in the other. In front of them, the rest of the mer were arrayed in a defensive arc, weapons at the ready, displaying the bright colors and splayed fins of warning. In the middle of the room writhed a squirming mass of myxine, their slimy bodies undulating and coiling about one another, making it difficult to guess exactly how many there were. The water was fouled with their mucus, which stuck to the grotto walls and swayed like sea fans.

				Redtail swallowed forcefully. The myxine disgusted him, and he felt as if they always eyed the mer as if they were food. We are, he thought. Everything is food to them.

				Eelback had insisted that the alliance was necessary to the success of their venture, so Redtail accepted it. No longer did he doubt Eelback or the scrolls. Slickfin had told him how Eelback had saved his life, bringing him back to the grotto and insisting that Kelpie heal him. Redtail was honored to call Eelback his friend, and he intended to do all in his power to see that his friend’s plans reached fruition, so he swallowed his disgust and trusted Eelback to deal with the myxine.

				Eelback swam forward and signed, *What is the matter? Why have you come here?*

				One of the myxine oozed out of the coiling mass to face him, its short arms waving and clawing in a barely understandable imitation of their language. *We come because the great whales of wood have come to Akrotia, just as you promised, Eelback. It is time for us to feed on the landwalkers, as we agreed!*

			

			
				*Not yet,* Eelback signed, making a chopping motion of assertion. *For now, you must wait.*

				*Why must we wait?* the creature signed, its disgusting mouth tendrils waving, their hooked ends flicking and fluttering as if looking for something to grasp. *Our current meal is almost finished, and we grow hungry. We must feed soon, or we will retreat to the depths in search of another source of nourishment.*

				*You must wait because that is what we agreed on,* Eelback insisted. *If you attack now, the seamage will destroy you with a wave of her hand. Only when she is in the Chamber of Life will it be safe for you to feed. But…* Eelback drew out his signal as an enticement, though Redtail doubted that the myxine would understand the subtlety, *if any mer other than those in this room swim beneath the city, they are yours to feed upon.*

				The creature waved its tiny arms in frustration, turned and wormed its way back among its fellows, then emerged again, signing quickly. *You promised us many on which to feed, mer and landwalker alike. We will wait, Eelback, but we will not wait forever! We must feed soon!* And without waiting for a reply, the squirming mass of myxine surged out of the chamber, trailing strands of milky mucus in their wake.

				With a wary look toward the portal, Slickfin swam forward. She sidled up beside Eelback, twisted her tail around his, and stroked his crest with her long fingers. *We felt something, my betrothed.* she signed. *What has happened?*

				 Redtail smiled at his sister’s deliberate posturing and use of intimate address with Eelback before the school. It pleased him to see her staking her claim after so long pretending to desire Tailwalker as a mate.

				Eelback stroked Slickfin’s crest, then shifted away so he could sign for all to see. *The seamage has arrived. Undoubtedly, she is accompanied by mer from Trident Holder Broadtail’s school. We must withdraw into the inner grottos of Akrotia so they do not find us and interfere with our future. Come!*

				Kelpie swam forward with her charge cradled in one arm.

				*I will not go, Eelback,* Kelpie signed. *Kip and Fah cannot go there. Without them I have no way to feed Seamage Flaxal’s child.*

			

			
				Redtail had expected her to balk. Slickfin had told him that Kelpie had healed him only after Eelback had threatened Tailwalker, so Redtail felt no gratitude to the priestess. He moved slowly around behind her as she watched Eelback’s reply.

				*You will come, Kelpie. Everyone must come inside. We have found other entrances nearer to the surface that Kip and Fah can use.* Eelback made a motion of departure, and the rest of the mer began to file out of the grotto.

				Kelpie’s shoulders slumped in resignation, and she flipped her tail to follow.

				She gave up too easily, Redtail thought. There was no arguing with Eelback’s authority, but that had never stopped the priestess from trying before. Looking more closely at her, he noted more than worry and fear in her colors and posture, perhaps a suspicious twitch to her fins, a covert glance at Tailwalker. She’s hiding something.

				Kelpie was dangerous, but danger would have to be tolerated, for she was also necessary to Eelback’s plan. But still, Odea’s priestess bears watching, Redtail thought as he brought up the rear of the school, his eyes on Kelpie’s shapely tail, in more ways than one.


				


			

				Chapter 14

				Agendas

				Smoke and tears heralded the arrival of his majesty’s warships, Cape Storm, Iron Drake and Ice Drake. Few on the beach even looked up as the three menacing craft made their way into the bay, battle ready, weapons loaded and manned. The natives were too busy mourning their dead, collecting the refuse of the cannibals’ slaughter for burial, and quenching the fires that still smoldered. Sailors rowed launches into shore to disgorge more than a hundred heavily armed marines, but there was no opposition for them to face. The place was eerily silent save for the wails of those who wept.

				Norris hurried to the end of the stone pier, tugging his jacket straight to best display the badge of office on his breast. The jacket was the only thing remotely clean about him, but he didn’t care. By the time he and Tim had returned to the cave from the summit and helped everyone else down to the beach, he had only enough time to quickly check Camilla’s chamber, then run to his room—ransacked like all the others—grab his jacket from the pile of clothing that apparently hadn’t appealed to the pirates’ sense of style, and hurry down to the pier. He was sweaty and anxious, and took several deep breaths to calm himself.

				The two drake-class vessels dropped fore and aft anchors, poised for a full broadside within easy bow-range of the beach, while the frigate pulled alongside the pier with the aid of two launches full of straining sailors. The captain called over to Norris even before the docking lines were secured.

				“Count Norris, I presume.” The fifty archers with their arrows trained on Norris’ chest belied the man’s polite tone; caution trumped courtesy. “Captain Donnely, at your service, sir! What happened here? Where’s the seamage?”

				“The seamage is not here, Captain Donnely. Had she been, the events of the last few days would undoubtedly have played out differently.” He paused while the gangplank was lowered and the captain and his guard stepped onto the pier. “We were attacked by pirates, Captain. Pirates allied with the most despicable brutes I have ever witnessed.” He waved a hand at the havoc behind him, the scattered human remains, the burned village, the grieving natives. “Cannibals, Captain. An entire galleon full of them. They have only just departed, and with many prisoners whose fate I fear to imagine if we do not act quickly.”

			

			
				“Cannibals?” The captain presented himself with a short, stiff bow, as warranted by Norris’ rank and office. “Good gods, man. How did you escape alive?”

				“We hid, Captain. Dozens sacrificed themselves so that our lives could be spared, but, as I said, many were taken. If we act quickly, we can rescue them.” Norris realized that he was speaking fast and his tone was nearing an hysterical pitch. He stepped forward and gripped Donnely’s shoulder. “There is not a moment to lose! I must speak to Admiral Joslan immediately, sir.”

				“I will arrange a launch to take you to the Indomitable, Milord Count, as soon as this place is secure.” The captain looked pointedly at the count’s hand until Emil removed it, then turned to bark orders to his officers. File after file of marines left the ship and formed into precise lines, then advanced down the pier toward the keep.

				“Secure?” Norris barked a harsh laugh. “The pirates are gone, and no one is—”

				“Father!” Norris spun around to see Tim running toward the pier from the keep. The marines took defensive positions and Norris’ heart leapt into his throat.

				“That’s my son!” he yelled. “Let him alone!”

				“Stand down!” called Donnely, and the marines sheathed their weapons. Tim deftly sidestepped the troops and dashed down the pier. Here, however, the captain’s guard stood firm, intercepting his advance.

				Tim stopped, his face set with urgency. “Father!”

				“Please, Captain Donnely, my son is no threat to you or your officers. He has just searched the keep, and may bear news.”

				“Let the boy through, Sergeant,” the captain said, though he raised an eyebrow at the sword on the boy’s hip. “Your son, Count Norris? I didn’t know you had family here.”

				“Neither did I, Captain. Not until very recently. But my son he is, and I need to—”

				“Father, I can’t find her!” Tim said. He grabbed Norris’ sleeve, his eyes feverish. “She’s not anywhere, and all her things—dresses, jewelry, everything—are gone!”

			

			
				“Everything?” Emil’s mind raced. Why would they take Camilla’s dresses unless…they took her, too? “Gone, Tim, or destroyed?” he asked, though he was afraid that he already knew the answer; his own clothes had been pulled out and left, neither taken nor destroyed. “We have to know if they’ve taken her.”

				“Excuse me, sir, but I thought you said the seamage left before the attack,” the bewildered captain said, his brow furrowing. “Now you say she’s been taken.”

				“No, Captain, not the seamage. The seamage’s confidant, Miss Camilla, a…a dear friend of ours. She must have been taken.” His mind raced with the dreadful possibilities. “Tim, search the fires for any scraps of material that might have been her dresses. If her dresses were taken, it may be that she coerced them into believing her tale, and has gone with them for our sakes.”

				“Yes, Father! Oh, and Father, we should send someone up to the peak with a glass. We might be able to see where they’re going.”

				“Of course! Ask Paska for someone with sharp eyes! Go now, Tim.” Tim dashed off, and for a moment Emil marveled at the boy’s stoicism. Then he turned back to the captain of the Cape Storm.

				“Captain, I must see the admiral directly. Lives depend on it.”

				“You will see the admiral, Milord Count, when I deem that this place is secure, and not before,” the captain said curtly. He squared his shoulders, seeming offended at being ordered about by a civilian, albeit a count. “Is that understood?”

				Emil opened his mouth to fire a volley of his own ire, then thought better of it. He was at the mercy of these military menials for the moment. But later, he vowed, there will be a reckoning.

				≈

				“Keep all hands at stations and alert, Horace,” Feldrin commanded. He levered himself up onto the low stone pier. Four of his stoutest sailors, all armed to the teeth, followed him, but Horace remained in the launch. “The fish folk are patrollin’ the harbor, an’ Cyn said they’ll give us warnin’ if there’s an attack from below, but I don’t trust ‘em.”

				“Aye, sir. I know I said it before, but I don’t like this.” Horace waved a meaty arm at the circular harbor and the relatively narrow gate leading to the open sea. “No room to maneuver in here, no wind, no bloody tide even! It’s like bein’ stuck in a bottle.”

			

			
				Orin’s Pride floated at the center of the harbor, her anchor firmly planted in the deep sand there—a clever addition by the city’s builders, Ghelfan had surmised, to accommodate more ships than could fit at the dock. Peggy’s Dream was tied to one of the stone piers some distance away. Feldrin had insisted that the ships be kept separate so that any attackers would have to split their forces.

				“Aye, I agree.” Feldrin looked around the empty harbor. Above the piers, the city’s towers glared down at them, gray stone streaked with guano, like the tear-streaked skeletons of the elves that had built it. Though life still thrived here—weeds and ivy grew rampant along the walls, fish swam in the waters around the coral-crusted shore, and the raucous cries of gulls filled the sky—the lack of people lent the city a distinctly haunted air. Surreptitiously, he made a gesture, the sailors’ ward against evil. “Keep the launches ready. We got enough muscle aboard to haul the ships out of here by force if need be.”

				“Aye, sir,” Horace said, frowning. But worry was a first mate’s job, just as much as a captain’s, and Horace took his job seriously.

				“Ready, Feldrin?”

				He turned toward Cynthia’s voice and knew instantly that she was even less happy than his first mate. He regretted their recent argument, but on this point, he would not back down. After destroying the reef that blocked the harbor entrance, Cynthia had come aboard Orin’s Pride, looking more animated than she had in days. Physically, she was still wan and weary, but her eyes shone with a hard light when she told him her plan. Ghelfan had stressed that they should seek out the Chamber of Life, the place where the seamage was magically joined with the city. She wanted to double their efforts in the search for this chamber by splitting into two groups: Feldrin and the others would explore the upper, while she and the mer explored the lower.

				“Absolutely not!” He’d been aghast that she’d even consider it. “You already said that your fish friends smelled some kind of…of…critter near abouts; somethin’ that even they don’t like.”

				“That’s why I have to go with them,” she insisted, “Nothing can hurt me! I can use the sea to—”

				“They knocked you on the head easy enough once, Cyn. You’re not invulnerable, and I’ll not have you taken from me again. If I have to lock you in my cabin and row these bloody ships all the way home, I will, but I’ll not lose you again!”

			

			
				Finally—thankfully—she had relented, though she would not meet his eyes as she left the ship to tell the mer to guard the harbor and give warning should an attack come from the water. She looked sternly at him now, but at least she was looking at him. He could live with that.

				“Aye, we’re ready.” He nodded at the throng of armed men and women crowding the pier around her. They had left enough men on the ships to defend in the event of attack; everyone else would help search the city, including Mouse, who hovered over Cynthia’s shoulder, his tiny rapier strapped to his hip, his face as grim as Feldrin had ever seen it. “They know their jobs?”

				“Yes. I’ve organized search parties. They’ll head out in different directions, marking and mapping as they go.”

				“And him?” Feldrin asked, nodding toward Edan, who stood nervously shifting from foot to foot. The young pyromage sported a wide leather belt that the sailors had fashioned to hold several bottles and flasks; his arsenal of combustible liquids. Flicker perched on his shoulder, her flaming hair blazing. “He knows his job?”

				“He does. He’ll go with Ghelfan’s group at first. We’re both more comfortable with some distance between us.”

				“So long as he also knows we’re his only ride home.” He noticed her hands fidgeting with the clasp of her belt, and said, “And you, lass? Are you all right?”

				“I’m fine, Feldrin.” Her hands clenched into fists and her posture stiffened. She put on a good front, but Feldrin could see her anxiety and fatigue, and wondered how long she could keep going on nerve and will alone.

				“Fine, then.” He moved next to her. “Shall we?”

				“Yes.” She pointed to an archway leading into the bowels of the dead city. “That way.”

				“Bloody fine.” He reached out and took her hand then, and her eyes snapped to his, a flicker of suspicion in them. He refused to let go, and finally felt her relax. “Let’s go then.”

				≈

				“You sent for me, Your Majesty?” Huffington bowed low as he entered the small sitting room. The emperor once again sat behind a large desk. His secretary and Lady von Camwynn were the only others present. Huffington straightened and stood.

			

			
				“We did, Mister Huffington.” The emperor looked at him steadily, one finger tapping the desk top in a slow cadence. Huffington dared not move under that piercing gaze, hardly dared to breathe. He fixed his eyes on the drumming finger and thought suddenly that he knew now what a slave must feel on the auction block under the eye of prospective masters, his life in someone else’s hands. He suppressed a start when the emperor finally spoke.

				“We belatedly read the report of your counsel regarding the seamage Cynthia Flaxal, which you provided after Count Norris’ first diplomatic visit to Plume Isle. We regret that it was not given more consideration prior to the sailing of Clairissa. We thank you for your honesty and insight.”

				The emperor paused, then nodded to his secretary, who bent to lift a heavy leather satchel and place it upon the desk.

				“Unfortunately, the situation is now changed, and We daresay all will tread more cautiously in the future.” He gestured to the satchel, which was closed with a hasp and a small brass lock. Beside it he placed a tiny key on a golden chain, which he then pushed across the polished wood toward Huffington. “We have prepared a valise for you. In it, you will find sealed folders for Admiral Joslan and Master Upton. You will deliver them into their hands.”

				Huffington breathed deep with relief. He was not to be censured for his previous impertinence of bypassing Count Norris to deliver his own opinion. As to being a messenger, it would suit until he could return to the count’s service. He reached for the key and satchel.

				“We know a great deal about your past, Mister Huffington,” the emperor continued. Huffington froze, a sudden chill running up his spine and invading his bones. “Master Upton compiled a dossier, quite detailed. Your history and your repertoire of skills are quite…impressive. This is why We are recruiting you into Our service. In the satchel you will also find several items for your own attention: instructions, a writ of Imperial Sanction, gold, and the…tools you will need to carry out Our assignment.”

				Huffington swallowed and withdrew his hand. “May I ask, Your Majesty, what that assignment might be?”

				“You shall read it for yourself once you are underway to the Shattered Isles.” The sovereign eyed him with an unreadable expression, but his eyes glinted like twin diamonds. “Rest assured; the task is well within your…abilities.”

			

			
				He nudged the key a bit farther toward the edge of the table.

				Huffington took a slow, deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment. He knew very well what skills the emperor alluded to, and had a good idea what the assignment might be. I’ve tried so hard, he thought heavily, to distance myself, but my past continues to haunt me. He saw from the emperor’s stony gaze that he had no choice in the matter.

				“So, am I now solely in Your Majesty’s service, or do I still serve as Count Norris’ man?”

				“Your service to Us takes precedence. However, when you have completed this assignment, you may return to Count Norris.” The emperor’s lips pursed for a moment, then relaxed into their former neutral line. “Take the key, Mister Huffington.”

				“Yes, Your Majesty.” Huffington took the key from the table, though he would much rather have picked up a live asp. “Has my transport back to the isles already been arranged, Your Majesty?”

				“The seamage’s fellow, Tipos, has agreed to take you back to Plume Isle. And We daresay, his vessel is faster than any We could supply. We have given him missives for the seamage and Count Norris, which he has agreed to deliver.”

				“Does Tipos know of my instructions, Majesty?”

				“He does not, Mister Huffington. As far as anyone else is concerned, your mission for Us is to carry dispatches to Admiral Joslan and Master Upton. Is that understood?”

				“What of Master Upton, Your Majesty? Am I to keep my purpose from him also?”

				“Master Upton will know your orders. If you need his assistance, you may ask for it.”

				“Very well, Your Majesty.” Huffington bowed deeply. He was well and truly cornered, and he resented it, but he kept his mien carefully neutral. If anything, he was a master of dissembling.

				“Take the satchel, Mister Huffington,” the emperor commanded.

				“Yes, Your Majesty,” he said, and hefted the heavy leather case to his shoulder. He didn’t even have to put the key into the tiny lock to know what was inside. The only question was: who was going to die?

				≈

				Camilla woke with a start, blinked in panic, then remembered the darkness.

			

			
				She was safe.

				A deep calming breath brought the musty smell of the long-disused chambers that lay below. She had no idea how much time had passed since she’d sealed the door, but if her thirst and hunger were any indication, it must have been hours. She sat for a few more moments, her head resting against the iron-bound oak, before she gathered the strength to move.

				Surely the pirates have gone by now, she thought, forcing herself to her feet. She nearly cried out as the aches and pains of the last two days awoke, intensified by the time spent sitting on a stone floor. Clutching the wall, she stretched and twisted to loosen her aching muscles. The sting of the abrasions, especially the rope burns around her wrists, would take longer to fade, but they would heal with time. Everything healed with time.

				Camilla leaned heavily against the door, felt the bar that kept it locked…kept her safe. The image of Parek’s rage revisited her; were they still out there waiting for her? Surely they’ll have gone by now, she thought. She reached for the bar, then hesitated: What if they hadn’t gone? What if Parek waited on the other side of the door, like a spider waits for prey to enter its web? How long would he wait? How badly did he want to punish her for deceiving him?

				Very badly, she thought, again remembering his thunderous expression as she’d ducked through the gap and slammed the door in his face. And if he did get her back, she knew what her fate would be. She’d seen it before, when she belonged to Bloodwind: women who didn’t cooperate were given to a pirate crew for play. Some survived, but none wished they had. Her hand eased away from the bar, and she scrubbed her sweaty palm on her dress.

				“How long?” she asked, startled to hear herself speak aloud. Her voice seemed to echo in the darkness, and she wondered if anyone had heard; if perhaps someone stood just on the other side of the door, listening.

				She pressed her ear to the door and listened for a long while, but all she heard was the sound of her own heartbeat. She remembered how thick the door was, how heavy as she pushed it shut, built solid and closely fit so that Bloodwind wouldn’t be disturbed by the screams of the prisoners and Hydra’s prey. Likely, she wouldn’t hear the pirates even if they were singing drunken chanties right outside.

				I can’t be sure, she thought. They could be still out there, waiting for me. She could stay a bit longer without undue discomfort. Hunger was not an issue; she was familiar with hunger, knew how to ignore it. Water was the problem; she couldn’t survive more than a few days with nothing to drink. She’d seen Bloodwind with prisoners, driving them to desperation by withholding water, then tricking them into drinking seawater, and laughing as they died in convulsions.

			

			
				“Water, then,” she said quietly, this time comforted by the sound of her own voice in the darkness. “I need to find water to stay alive.” And I need to stay alive, she thought, because when it’s safe, Emil will come for me.

				That thought solidified her resolve; sweet, gentle Emil, who had made love to her so carefully, so tenderly. Perhaps he would forgive her for what she had done, hiding here instead of continuing her charade by leaving with Parek. She might even be able to forgive herself, someday. But for now, she had to stay alive.

				Camilla felt along the wall, found the torch bracket, but it was empty. She bumped into the wall perpendicular to the door, then followed it, feeling ahead with her toe until the floor ended. It seemed that a vast empty space stretched open before her: the stairs. Stretching out with her foot, she found the first step, lowered herself down, then found the next. Swallowing her fear, she made her way down into the darkness.


				


			

				Chapter 15

				Orders

				“I implore you to take action on this, Admiral Joslan.” Emil Norris clenched his hands behind his back. It took all of his diplomatic training to keep the anger, despair and impatience that tore at him from registering in his face and voice. The dullest, most inbred sovereign he had ever dealt with during his long career had greater wit than the addlebrained twit seated behind the broad teak desk in the great cabin of the Indomitable. “Lives are at stake here. You saw the carnage on the beach. The same, or worse, will be perpetrated upon those who were taken prisoner.”

				“Lives are always at stake, Milord Count,” Admiral Joslan countered. He shoveled the last forkful of his lunch into his mouth, nudged the plate away, and dabbed his mouth with a silk napkin while the steward whisked away the plate and refreshed the admiral’s blackbrew. Joslan took a sip of the steaming beverage. “Lives were at stake when Clairissa and Fire Drake were destroyed. Until we know more about that—”

				“I’ve told you how that happened.” Norris’ throat was raw from his hours-long account of the horrible chain of events that had led to the sinking of the Fire Drake and the burning of the Clairissa.

				“Yes,” the admiral said, narrowing his eyes. “According to you, the seamage is completely innocent. The mer took down Fire Drake, a pyromage burned Clairissa, and a pirate stowed away on Brelak’s schooner fired the first shot. What you seem to be ignoring, Milord Count, is that the seamage is allied to both the mer and the pyromage—as if having one bloody sorcerer wasn’t enough—and is married to Brelak! If that doesn’t make her complicit, I don’t know what does. But that is for His Majesty to decide, not me. As to the cannibals taking captives, as commander of this armada, it is my responsibility to decide if the lives at stake warrant additional lives being put at risk, and I will not commit the emperor’s forces to an unknown situation.”

				“The situation is not unknown, sir. Our lookout watched the ships sail away. The cannibal ship went south. There are few harbors of refuge available to a galleon of that size in that direction, and none, Paska tells me, large enough to hide the ship from view.” Norris was grateful that Paska had allowed him to speak on her behalf; a screaming woman and a crying baby would not have aided his negotiations, though, at this point, he was doubtful if they would have hurt much. “We must not delay our decision! Every moment could mean torture and death for those who were taken. It’s already been a full day!”

			

			
				“We are not making this decision, Count Norris. I am!” The admiral cast down his napkin and glared across the desk, his face flushing dangerously. “You say there were hundreds of cannibals, and you would have us venture into their territory where there could be hundreds more, as well as unknown deployment, fortifications and terrain. Such an exercise would be costly, and as much as it pains me to say it, I believe it would be more costly than is warranted by the lives of a few natives.”

				“Not only natives were taken, Admiral,” Norris argued. “The shipwright’s assistant, Miss Dura, was taken by the cannibals. She is a dwarf of renown in shipbuilding circles. And Miss Camilla, the seamage’s confidant and business partner, was almost surely kidnapped by the pirates who sailed north. Only through her courageous actions were the rest of us saved!”

				“I am sorry, Milord Count, truly, but you’ll not sway my thinking.” The admiral stood, his broad fists firm on the desk top. “My orders are to secure Plume Isle and neutralize the seamage threat, which has now become a pyromage threat, too. We will fortify our position here and await their return, if they return. Splitting my force to search for pirates and cannibals is not, in my opinion, wise or warranted.”

				“Admiral Joslan, I—”

				“My decision is final. Once we have dealt with the seamage and pyromage, we will consider exploring the rest of the Shattered Isles. You, Milord Count, will sail north immediately aboard the Lady Gwen. I’m sure the emperor will be interested in your account of the situation.”

				Emil clenched his fists to stop his hands from trembling—or throttling the bull-headed man before him—and tried one last plea. “Please, Admiral, for the sake of those abducted, at least loan Paska and the other natives a sailing skiff so they can reconnoiter the southern islands. They may be able to—”

				“So they can rally their friends and attack? I think not!” Admiral Joslan tugged his uniform into taut lines. “Milord Count, I will dispatch no imperial vessel to search for the captives. My answer is no.”

			

			
				≈

				Dura woke to a throbbing head and the stench of blood, vomit and human waste. Bile burned her throat, but she swallowed hard and focused her mind until the nausea receded. When she tried to move, pain in her wrists and ankles jolted her more fully awake. She moaned and opened her eyes.

				“Quiet!” a voice said from close by. It was dark enough that Dura had to squint to see who spoke, though she could discern shapes.

				“Wh—” She choked on her parched throat, and tried again. “Where are we?”

				“We’re still in de hold of dere ship. Keep your voice low.” The man next to her moved, and she could tell that he was bound as well. “Dey been arguin’, and dey run de ship aground twice. I t’ink dey tryin’ ta get her into a lagoon or an inlet, but I can’t hear…”

				His voice faded as a bout of shouting broke out over their heads, dull through the thick timbers of the deck. Rattling chain and a splash from forward signified that the anchor had been dropped. The ship lurched and heeled, and more shouting rang out.

				“The buggers don’t know much ‘bout anchorin’ a ship, do they?” Dura muttered, shifting to try to alleviate some of her aches and pains. She managed to sit up, but her wrists and ankles were bound tightly with thin cords fastened, in turn, to a support timber. From the darkness, she guessed that she and the other prisoners were in the lower hold, well below the waterline. There were two decks above them and only the bilge below, which explained the smell. “Nor much about cleanin’ one out proper.”

				“Nor much ‘bout sailin’,” her companion agreed.

				Squinting into the darkness, Dura was able to discern more prisoners, perhaps two dozen in all, also bound to the ship’s timbers. Some were sitting up, others were lying motionless: either sleeping, unconscious, or dead. The dead are gonna be the lucky ones, she thought, flexing her numb fingers to restore some feeling. The motion of the ship settled, and there were several loud thuds from overhead. Voices were closer now, a harsh gibberish that she could not understand, though it sounded vaguely like the language of the other natives.

				“Can ye understand any o’ that gobbledygook?” she asked her companion as she felt the bindings on her wrists for a knot.

			

			
				“Some,” her companion admitted, his voice despondent. “Ya don’t wanna know.”

				“Oh, I know we’re in a pickle, lad,” she mumbled, working at the bindings with her teeth. The cord was too tough to chew through, but if she could just find a knot... “It’s plain enough that they mean ta eat us, but they took us alive fer a reason, too. Ach, the bloody buggers know a bit about tyin’ knots, don’t they.”

				“Dey talkin’ ‘bout de ship, arguin’ ‘bout it, what to do wit’ it. Dere’s no argument ‘bout what dey gonna do wit’ us. Dey brought us back fer sport, not just food.”

				“Ah, well that’s somethin’ anyway. Might be good, and might be bad.”

				The deck shook as the hatches above were thrown open, and a sliver of light stabbed down through the darkness; their captors were opening up the hold. Another loud thud sounded, then rapid footsteps on the deck above. Dura cursed silently; they didn’t have much time. “One thing, lads; if ye get the chance, a quick crack on the noggin or a blade across the throat fer me. I’d rather die quick than as some plaything fer the likes of these butchers.”

				Mutters of agreement swept through the bound prisoners as the hatch over their heads was lifted and light poured in, but the illumination offered little hope. Their captors descended and began methodically preparing them to be taken off the ship, Dura gritted her teeth and stiffened her resolve. Getting out of this alive seemed unlikely, but she might just be able to fight her way to a quick death.

				≈

				*We have found it!* Eelback swam into the chamber, Redtail, as always, at his side. Eelback’s colors shifted in waves, so great was his excitement.

				The wake of their entrance rocked Fah, rousing her from her invocation-induced stupor. With a flip of her tail, the dolphin shot out of the chamber, trailing a stream of thick white milk. Kelpie signed a curse and slashed her tail in agitation. It was hard enough to coax Fah into the chamber, much less into relaxing enough to provide the milk. Then the priestess had to get the baby to ingest the milk. It was a losing battle, and Cynthia’s baby was the victim; the infant looked thinner than it had immediately after birth, and she was afraid that soon it would perish. The rest of the mer in the chamber ignored her outburst.

			

			
				*Found what?* Slickfin signed, flipping her tail to propel herself to Eelback’s side.

				*The Chamber of Life!* he replied. *The seamage has not yet reached it, and when she does, we will be waiting for her!*

				Kelpie’s signs were sharp and quick. *There you will tell her that if she agrees to enter the Chamber of Life, you will let her child live.*

				Eelback’s gills fluttered in laughter. *So, you finally figured it out?* Slickfin and the others echoed his mirth. *When the seamage nears the chamber, you, Kelpie, will use Odea’s blessings to allow me to breathe air, and I will bargain with the seamage for the life of her child.*

				The priestess’ heart sank; she had been foolish in hoping to foster discontent by revealing Eelback’s treachery. Of course the others already knew his plan. Only she had been kept in the dark. She restoked her anger and turned again to Eelback, flipping her fins in contempt. *And if I refuse to do as you ask?*

				*Then we will all die,* he signed, his humor dissolving into cold anger. *There is no going back to Trident Holder Broadtail’s school; we are outcasts now, including you. If you refuse to do as I say, then everyone dies: you, me, the seamage and her child, even Tailwalker. Without the protection of a living Akrotia, the myxine will see to that.*

				*You have already sealed the deaths of all of the landwalkers, including this child!* She turned to the rest of their school. *Why do you not see that he will betray you? He will betray anyone if it serves his purpose! He spent Sharkbite’s life just to trick me into subduing Seamage Flaxal. Do you think he will stop at sacrificing any of you, all of you, to further his ends?*

				*I did not sacrifice Sharkbite!* Eelback signed, flushing dark with rage. *The seamage killed him!*

				*Just like you knew she would,* she signed, leveling a glare at him. *I saw you promise the myxine the landwalkers on the seamage’s ships, and the mer that swim with them; your own school! Why do you do this, Eelback? Why murder them like this?*

				*Because I know the landwalkers,* he signed. *If they are allowed to go, they will be back, and they will bring their warships, and they will destroy us. You sign of betrayal; the landwalkers know naught but betrayal. They betrayed the mer so many seasons ago, when they rejected the mer request for more grottos in Akrotia for our finlings. And again, when Akrotia died and they refused to bring it back. They have betrayed us at every turn, and will continue to do so. So we must take what we want. Akrotia will be ours, Kelpie. Ours alone! We will not share it with the landwalkers and allow them to betray us again.*

			

			
				Kelpie had never been so angry. She swelled her chest, ready to call Odea’s curse down on Eelback…then realized that if she did, his school would kill her…the baby…Tailwalker. She deflated and made her decision, the one she had been struggling with for days: if she could not save all her friends, she could at least save one.

				*It is time for you to agree to my bargain, Eelback,* she signed, flaring her fins defiantly. *I will do as you ask, but only if you vow, before all of your people here, that you will allow me to take Tailwalker away when I have done this thing for you.*

				Eelback glared at her, his eyes narrowing dangerously. All looked to him, some of them with indecision plain in their shifting coloration. Her mention of Sharkbite’s suspicious death had shaken their faith in him. Kelpie knew that if Eelback hoped to keep their loyalty, he would have to keep his promise to her.

				*Agreed,* he finally signed, his coloration fading to more sedate hues. *I promise to you, Kelpie, that when you do these things I have asked, you and Tailwalker will swim free.*

				Kelpie closed her eyes and nodded. She and Tailwalker would leave Akrotia alive, but she wondered if she would ever be able to live with herself after keeping her end of such a promise.

				≈

				Huffington carefully reread the paper in his hands. This, his third pass through the document, revealed nothing new. The orders were plain enough: kill the seamage if she refused to come to Tsing to answer charges. Kill the pyromage…period, no options.

				His gut clenched when he considered the task. It wasn’t the thought of facing magic that really bothered him; even a mage succumbs to a knife slipped between the ribs. Truly, it wasn’t even the killing—he had grown up in the downwind streets of Tsing, where one killed to survive. It was killing at someone else’s order that twisted his gut. It had always bothered him. It was a part of his life was that he had tried very hard to put behind him. The tasks he performed for Count Norris were one thing; a little theft, some covert listening, occasionally a bit of sabotage…just tools in the repertoire of diplomacy. Taking a life at the whim of another, even an emperor, was what Huffington loathed.

			

			
				Frowning, he re-rolled the paper and held the end over the chimney of the lantern. It smoldered, then burst into flame, not unlike the emperor’s flagship had done. A bloody pyromage, he thought as the flames consumed the document. Only when the heat touched his fingertips did he drop the last burning scrap into the chamber pot at his feet.

				He delved into the satchel again to see what “tools” had been provided for his task. The array of vials was impressive, if somewhat depressing, each with its own tiny instruction printed on a paper label: Morphia—five drops imbibed for unconsciousness. Curare—four drops allowed to dry on dart or blade for paralysis. Arsenic—two drops imbibed for death… Most of the names of the substances were familiar, but some were new. He sighed; he’d hoped to never see, let alone use, anything like them again, but he knew their uses well enough.

				At the emperor’s command… he thought grimly.

				There was also a selection of implements for delivery of the poisons. Droppers and tiny darts, rings with needles set in them, tiny blades to be fitted to the toe of a boot, and even a complicated mechanism that strapped to the wrist and shot a small dart when triggered. Huffington smiled without humor at such an elaborate means for taking a life, when a simple blade in the right spot would do the trick. He wondered about the two people he had been ordered to kill, people labeled as “dangers to the Empire of Tsing.”

				He wondered if he would ever earn that label.

				He closed and locked the satchel, then wedged it under the tiny locker set into the forward section of the Flothrindel. Picking up the chamber pot, he worked his way aft and up the companionway steps into the cockpit. Tipos and his two friends saw what he was carrying and edged out of his way.

				“Careful wit’ dat, Mista Huffington,” Tipos said with a grin. “And empty it downwind, if you be pleased.”

				“Of course.” He leaned over the low bulwark and dumped the mess overboard, then dipped the pot into the rushing sea for a rinse, careful to keep a firm hold on the handle. When he was done, he sat down in the cockpit and placed the chamber pot aside. “Something I ate, I think. City food never did agree with me.”

				The others chuckled and muttered their agreement. Tipos tugged on a line that trailed out in the Flothrindel’s wake. “Mayhap we’ll be catchin’ somethin’ dat’ll settle yer stomach, Mista Huffington. We got a spot o’ rum down below, too, if ya wish.”

			

			
				“No, thank you,” he said. He was, truly, feeling a little off his norm, but he knew that it was just nerves. It would pass. It always had. He just wished that things had not come around in such a full circle; he already had enough blood on his hands for one lifetime.

				≈

				“Make her fast and fetch up some of that fancy grub we took from the sea witch, lads,” Parek ordered, thumbs in his belt as he strode Cutthroat’s deck among his cheering crew.

				They were back in their hiding place in Middle Cay, safe and sound, moored fore and aft to the giant mangroves that hid them from curious eyes. They would wait here for Sam to return with Manta, and Farin with King Gull. They couldn’t go anywhere in Cutthroat; outfitted as she was, and laden with loot, she would be recognized as a corsair in any port in the realm. They needed the anonymity of King Gull to make port, sell their spoils, divvy up the profits, and disappear. When some of the men had grumbled about having to share the wealth with the pirates aboard Farin’s ship, Parek had reminded them of their oaths—loyal as one, or a watery grave.

				“Besides,” he’d said, “you saw that chest of treasure. There’s enough for all.” Encouraging them to feast now would mollify them, make them think they’d got one up on the King Gull crew.

				“And break out some of that fancy wine, too! We gotta get used to eating and drinking like rich men if we’re gonna fit in with the blue-blood crowd, ay boys!”

				Cheering, the crew threw open the main hatch. The hold was chockablock with all manner of stores and finery plundered from the keep, but the booty had been stowed with care; perishables were within easy reach, and the crates of vintage wine were stacked at the edge of the main hatch coaming.

				A crewman pulled a dark green bottle from a crate and tossed it to his captain. Parek laughed as he caught it in one hand, drew Bloodwind’s golden-hilted cutlass and broached the wine in true pirate fashion. The sword met the neck of the bottle, spraying the deck with broken glass and blood-red wine.

			

			
				“There ya are, lads! Bring your tankards and taste what the finer folk drink!” He poured wine from the bottle’s broken neck into the offered cups until it ran dry, then broached two more to finish filling their mugs. “To the sea witch!” he called, raising his own pewter cup. “May we put all her finery to good use!”

				They cheered and drank the wine down like cheap grog, bottle after bottle. Shanks of beef and lamb were hauled up and put on the spit to roast, and hams and smoked fish were eaten cold. While the men feasted and drank, Parek retreated to his cabin. There he had set aside a few things for himself: a rare bottle of brandy, a roast fowl, several loaves of bread and a crock of butter. And pastries for dessert; he took a bite of a flaky crust and closed his eyes, savoring the flavors. He had tasted nothing so fine in more years than he could recall.

				Parek swirled his brandy in a stolen snifter and considered the empty chair across the table. He had hoped to share this meal with a particular red-headed doxy, but that was not to be. He refused to bemoan his loss, though. He stretched out his legs under the table, propped his feet up on the coffers that had been set apart from the rest of the treasure. Camilla had helped him choose the best of the jewels from the sea witch’s hoard to fill these two small chests: one for her, one for him. Well, they were both his now. Once they made port, he would be a very rich man indeed. And that, he knew, would bring him all the feminine companionship he desired.


				


			

				 Chapter 16

				A Light in the Dark

				Luminous patterns came to life in the flickering torchlight, drawing Edan’s eyes to the gray walls of the corridor. For a moment, he had seen something there, peculiar symbols and lines, he was sure of it. He ran his hand over the smooth gray stone. Nothing. He frowned, then shrugged; it must have been a trick of the light. He kept his hand on the wall as they advanced, running his fingers along curves like flows of melted wax or the rolling swells of the sea, not a single sharp corner or edge in sight.

				This was their third day exploring the depths of Akrotia, and Edan was finally becoming comfortable with its unusual architecture, though the fact that they were actually below sea level still made his blood run cold. He gripped his torch tightly, a warm, comfortable lifeline in a sea of cold stone surrounded by a smothering ocean. On the upper levels, sunlight had been caught and transmitted down the corridors by an ingenious network of strategically placed mirrors and crystal prisms. Down here, fire was their only light. Flicker hovered in the torch’s flame at the end of her golden chain, chittering nervous nonsense, as comforted by the flame as he.

				“There’s another stair,” Rhaf whispered. “Mark it, Billy. I counted eighty-three strides from the last chamber, at about thirty degrees to starboard.”

				“Got it,” Billy said, scribbling notes on a roll of parchment. The notes would be used to expand the map that Cynthia, Ghelfan and Feldrin were putting together. But despite numerous exploration parties, all returning at the end of each day to add new pieces to the puzzle, it seemed to Edan like they had barely scratched the surface of Akrotia’s labyrinth.

				“Down or onward, Master Ghelfan?” Rhaf asked, looking to the shipwright for direction.

				“Down, I think, Mister Rhaf. We are not likely to find the Chamber of Life so high in the structure. My readings about Akrotia led me to believe that the chamber lies at the very center of the city. Since the mer-occupied sections are considered part of the city, the chamber must lie deeper still.”

			

			
				“Great,” Edan muttered, peering down the peculiar staircase. They had seen many of these: long rectangular bronze frames with a hinge at one end, connecting the stair to the frame. The stair itself was a narrow box, also of bronze, topped with flat panels hinged side by side. When the room below was empty of water, the box swung down to the floor, the panels rotating to remain horizontal, acting as the steps. Should water flood the room below, the air in the box made it float up until it met the frame, effectively sealing the portal. While Ghelfan had been fascinated by the unique safety precaution, Edan was decidedly less so. He had visions of being trapped in the room below as water rushed in and sealed the hatches above, allowing the sea to smother him in a cold, wet embrace.

				“Do not worry, Master Edan,” Ghelfan said, one slim hand patting his shoulder. “We are still many levels above the main hull. We should encounter water no time soon.”

				“But you said the mer were letting the water in, flooding the lower sections.” Edan descended the stair behind Rhaf and two other sailors from Orin’s Pride. Ghelfan followed, with another five stout hands from Peggy’s Dream behind him. All of them were armed to the teeth, which made Edan feel marginally safe, though weapons did nothing to ease the claustrophobia that clenched his chest ever tighter the deeper they went. Their troop reformed at the base of the stair, which occupied the end of a corridor. There was only one way to go.

				“Yes, I believe that to be the case,” the shipwright continued, as they proceeded down the corridor. “Eventually we should reach one of these hatches that is closed, and that will signify that the levels below have been compromised.”

				“By compromised, you mean sunk, right?” Edan asked, letting a little sarcasm into his comment. He looked to Ghelfan and almost laughed at the indignant expression on the half-elf’s features. “You don’t have to try to make me feel better about this, Ghelfan. I don’t think anything could do that.”

				“It was not my intent to patronize you, Mas—”

				“Sssst!” Rhaf raised a hand, and everyone froze in their tracks.

				For an instant, the sputtering torch was the loudest noise to reach Edan’s ears. Everyone seemed to be holding their breath, and even Flicker had fallen silent, sitting on the end of the torch, her eyes glowing yellow in the flames.

			

			
				“What is it?” Ghelfan asked, his whisper echoing about the stone walls of the corridor.

				“Thought I heard somethin’,” Rhaf replied. “There’s a bend up here, or maybe a fork. I can’t tell yet.”

				He motioned for Jamis to move up with his torch. Billy tucked his parchment and quill into a satchel slung about his shoulders, pulled out his sword, and joined his two fellows. They moved forward three abreast, swords at the ready as they neared what resolved into a branching of the corridor. Between the branches loomed an open door, an oval pit of black in the gray wall. Rhaf tapped Jamis’s shoulder and motioned toward the door. The sailor moved forward flanked by Rhaf and Billy, who watched the branching corridors. They had done this dozens of times, checking rooms as they passed and adding their dimensions to the growing map. It was tedious and nerve-wracking, but their actions had become rote.

				Edan caught a flicker of motion in the torchlight an instant before Jamis’ scream shattered the silence.

				Something large stepped through the doorway. It was half again as tall as a man, three times as broad, and covered from head to foot by matted gray-green hair. With no visible neck, its face sported four round, black eyes under a protruding brow, and the light seemed to madden it. One long arm lashed out. A hand with webbed fingers as thick as Edan’s wrist and tipped with two-inch claws grasped Jamis’ arm and lifted him toward a maw that seemed to have too many teeth. Jamis thrust his torch into the beast’s face by reflex, and its howl shook the stone under Edan’s feet. It flung Jamis aside like a ragdoll, and the sailor hit the wall hard, his arm red with blood, his torch tumbling to the floor.

				“Swords!” Rhaf shouted, lunging at the thing with his cutlass. His thrust seemed to strike home, but the creature just howled again and swung one of its massive arms. Rhaf ducked under the blow and slashed, but the weapon did not penetrate the thick mat of hair. Men rushed forward, but only three could effectively reach the creature at one time. Edan backed away, while Ghelfan advanced with the second rank of sailors, his ornate rapier glinting in the torchlight.

				The cries of the men rang in Edan’s ears, their swords unable to deter the beast. Dagger-like claws glinted in the torchlight as the beast swept its arms in wide arcs. Billy was caught on the shoulder by such a blow and knocked flat. The creature stepped forward, pinning the man’s leg beneath one huge, clawed foot. Billy’s screams and the beast’s incessant howling beat at Edan’s ears like great wings, nausea and terror gripping his stomach as he saw blood darken the man’s trousers. He stared, unable to move, and not sure how to act if he could.

			

			
				“Edan!”

				Ghelfan’s shout snapped Edan’s paralysis, and his eyes flicked to the half-elf. He and the sailors had retreated to avoid the creature’s advance, but Billy still lay pinned beneath its foot.

				“Edan, burn it!”

				Fire, he thought, recalling how the beast had recoiled from Jamis’ torch. Of course!

				All his hours of practice rose to the fore, and he reached without thought for the bottles at his belt. With the men so close, he would have to use the wind to control the flames, and doubt gripped him as he wondered if he could even call on the winds down here. But his questing plea brought a howling tempest down the corridor, and he felt a smile begin to tug at the corners of his mouth.

				“Everyone down!” He flipped a small bottle over the heads of the men, right at the creature. The instant before it struck, Edan called to the fire, and it leapt in his mind like a hungry beast to devour the combustible liquid.

				The bottle of alcohol exploded into a blue nimbus that enveloped the creature, and Edan urged the wind into a cyclone to keep the burning liquid from raining down onto the men. The creature howled in terror and stepped back, and Rhaf lunged in low to grab Billy’s arm, pulling him to safety. But the alcohol burned away quickly, and already the monster was stepping forward again. It had been frightened, but Edan knew that alcohol did not burn with great heat; the matted hair was singed, but the fire had dealt little real injury.

				Edan let the torch slip down in his grip until his hand was in the flames, reveled in the sensation, drew strength from it as Flicker chattered in his ear, egging him on. He barely saw the men in front of him, just the massive creature…that feared fire. And he was fire.

				“Get back!” Edan shouted as he stepped forward through the line of armed men.

				Time for something hotter, he thought, freeing another bottle from his belt. This one was made of clay, with a wide mouth and a waxed cork. Creosote, harder to ignite than the volatile alcohol, but once alight it burned long and hot, and it stuck. He threw the heavy bottle at the beast’s broad chest, and called both the hungry fire and playful wind. The jar exploded in a cascade of burning creosote and shards of shattered pottery, but he caught the deadly spray with a twitch of his wrist to shape the wind. The flaming syrupy liquid struck the howling creature, and clung to the thick mat of hair.

			

			
				The creature’s cries changed from howls to shrieks, and it stumbled back through the oval door into the room beyond. In the light of the flames, Edan could see that there were three more creatures, one large, two smaller, crouched within a nest of dried seaweed. Edan followed the burning creature, now gibbering and batting at its flaming fur, into the room. With the power of the fire surging through him, his fear waned. The chaotic light illuminated the room, a perfect half sphere of onyx set with a glittering mosaic of colored stones in a flawless semblance of the night sky. The starscape was marred only by the ovals of three additional exits, and the mounded nest on the far side of the room.

				Edan flung another bottle, arcing it high. He called the winds, and at the apex of the missile’s path, he detonated it in a fiery cyclone. The creatures howled in fright, throwing up their wooly arms as the burning liquid rained down on them. Edan grabbed yet another bottle, this one distilled naphtha, and smashed it on the floor in front of the nest. It went up with a whoosh, and the winds carried it forward to ignite the dried seaweed.

				The creatures fled, screeching in terror as the flames rose. Edan gloried in the multi-hued display, the inferno and the thousand-fold reflections from the starscape overhead. The fires raged, and Edan breathed deep of the sweet smoke. Over the roar in his ears and Flicker’s screeching delight, the howls and the sound of men’s voices, Edan’s laughter rose like flames on the wind.

				≈

				Something skittered in the darkness, tiny sharp claws on stone. Camilla stirred from her torpid state, stamping her foot and swishing her skirts to scare the rat away. The rats were a problem; she’d received several bites during her bouts of fitful sleep. At first, she had been heartened by their presence as a sign of life. Rats needed water to survive, and Camilla was determined to find the source. But after days of searching the dungeon—she thought it had been days, though she couldn’t tell in the eternal darkness—all she had found were empty cells and racks and torture devices that Bloodwind had used to coerce information from his captives before giving them to Hydra.

			

			
				“Hydra…” she muttered through parched lips. Camilla gritted her teeth and pushed herself to her feet, felt her way back up the stairs. There was a door that opened onto a landing here, and another door, one she had not yet opened…one she dreaded opening. She had been through that door and down the stairs into the cavern many times, pulled along behind Bloodwind on a leash into Hydra’s lair. She shuddered, and tried to push back the memories of the horrors she had witnessed there: the blood, the screams… Only Bloodwind had kept Camilla from Hydra’s grasp, for Hydra had wanted her—wanted her badly.

				Camilla felt chilled despite the warm air. If she was to survive, she would have to explore thoroughly. There was no water in the dungeon, so she would have to keep looking, and that meant through the door and down to Hydra’s lair.

				She felt the door and found the latch, the iron cool in her hand. She wondered if rust and time had frozen it in place—secretly hoped it was so—but when she pressed the thumb catch it opened easily. Too easily. The air from beyond the door wafted up like the breath of some deep-dwelling dragon, fetid and wet, cloying. She shuffled slowly forward to find the edge of the stair, then put her hand on the wall to guide her way down, and felt a dampness.

				Moisture, she thought, pausing to cautiously lick her fingers. A mineral tang tickled her tongue, but there was no salt. She felt the stone again with a flicker of hope, but it was only damp, not dripping; there was not enough to drink. Maybe deeper… She knew there was abundant fresh water on the island; the keep had two wells that drew sweet water from underground, and rainfall fed the stream that splashed down the cliff face near the keep. So it made sense that there might be water down here in the cavern. Surely Hydra drank something besides blood.

				Camilla eased her way down the shallow, rough-hewn steps, one hand on the wall. The sole of her shoe slipped on a stair, and she gasped, envisioning a tumble down the rough stone in the dark, broken bones, dying in agony… She steadied her stance and felt with her fingers a thin layer of slime on the stairs; the result of the humid environment and more than two years with no foot traffic. It was slick as ice, slick as blood…and in the dark, she had no way to tell. What if it is blood. More memories of this place rose in her mind, unbidden and unwelcome. Her steps faltered and she stopped, knees quaking. She steadied herself against the wall, eyes closed, marshaling her nerve.

			

			
				“Hydra is dead,” she reassured herself as she closed her eyes against the darkness and coaxed her fear into submission. “I watched her die. The witch is dead.”

				In her mind’s eye she saw Hydra again, sometimes a beautiful young woman, other times an old crone, and at the last, as the tentacled demon fought its way out of its mask of human flesh. The visions nearly broke her fragile nerve, and she was about to flee back up the stair before remembering that she had nowhere to run. Parek could still be waiting for her up there, would be waiting for her until something drove him away, either Cynthia’s return or the arrival of another warship. Camilla had no idea how long Cynthia would be gone, but she knew there would eventually be a response to Emil’s messages from the emperor. She occupied her mind by estimating the days since the departure of the Flothrindel, the number of days it would take to ready an expedition, then the return trip from Tsing, warships slower than the shipwright’s nimble craft by at least a day.

				“Six more days, at least,” she said through clenched teeth. She had no way to tell the passage of time, of course, other than her own hunger and thirst. Six more days…she wouldn’t survive that long without water. She was already parched, her lips cracked, her tongue swollen in her mouth. “Water…” She focused her mind on survival—as she had in the past with Bloodwind, and more recently with Parek—all the things she had done in the name of survival.

				She opened her eyes and blinked; eyes open versus closed had been the same for so long, she had forgotten what it was to see. Perhaps her mind was playing tricks on her, but now she thought she detected a faint glow from the cavern below. Not enough to reveal details of her surroundings, but enough to lead her onward.

				Light… But, from where?

				She moved forward, taking one careful step after another, trailing her fingers along the wall as she descended. Camilla navigated the familiar turn in the passage; the walls receded, and the cavern opened wide before her. Camilla blinked again, startled that she could actually see. The walls and floor were as rough and uneven as when nature had formed them long, long ago. Stalagmites and stalactites jutted from the floor and ceiling like huge teeth, all illuminated by a blood-red glow.

			

			
				Camilla’s blood froze in her veins, her pulse hammering in her ears. Ahead of her, in the center of the cavern, stood a stalagmite carved into a pool-topped pedestal. It was Hydra’s pool, and it glowed with a crimson light that pulsed like a beating heart.

				≈

				“What happened?” Cynthia asked, aghast to see Ghelfan’s disheveled party limp out of the main entrance of the city. They were the last to return from the day’s exploration, and she could see why they had been delayed: of the ten men, two were injured. Billy was limping badly, supported by Ghelfan on one side and Rhaf on the other, and Jamis had several nasty gashes on his arm, his sleeve torn and bloody. Edan was flushed, but seemed steady on his feet and unharmed. Feldrin and several sailors rushed forward to help with the wounded.

				Ghelfan relinquished his burden and sighed in relief. “We met with some…opposition,” he explained, smiling weakly. “Elves call them hukkol—water trolls, in the tongue of men. Big, dumb brutes, very tough and evidently territorial. Fortunately,” he clapped Edan on the shoulder, “they are not fond of fire.”

				“You were attacked?” Cynthia asked, and furrowed her brow. This was the first sign of animal life they had found besides bird nests and some fish bones. She had thought the mer their only danger; apparently she had been wrong yet again.

				“I don’t know if it attacked us, or if we stumbled into its nest,” Ghelfan said, grinning down at the red-haired pyromage. “But without Edan’s talents, things would have been much worse.”

				“Aye, I’ll say!” Jamis said, raising his lacerated arm. “Bloody beastie near took my arm off! Would have if Master Edan hadn’t put the fire on it.”

				“Take ‘em to the Pride,” Feldrin ordered. “Janley’s good with wounds, and we’ve got medicines to keep those cuts from goin’ septic.” He turned to Edan with an appraising look. “Well, lad, it looks like that fire of yours is good fer somethin’. One roasted beastie, ay?”

				“There were four, and though I don’t think the fire killed them, it certainly ran them off!” Edan smiled through the soot as Flicker made a rude gesture at Feldrin from her perch upon the young man’s shoulder. The gesture looked suspiciously like something she might have learned from Mouse, and the seasprite’s cackle of laughter all but confirmed it. “Master Ghelfan’s right; it didn’t like fire at all. Everyone should carry torches, just in case there are more.”

			

			
				“I agree,” Ghelfan said, patting Edan’s shoulder again. “At least when delving into the deeper sections of the city. The creatures are purportedly nocturnal, so we should keep a close watch at night in case they come out of the city to feed.”

				“Aye, we’re doin’ that already,” Feldrin said. “We’ll know if they come prowlin’. Cyn, we’ll have to rethink our strategy for searchin’ the city.”

				“We’ll take all the precautions we can, but we can’t let this slow us down.” Cynthia started toward the Dream’s gangplank, and Feldrin and Ghelfan fell in step beside her, Edan behind. “We need to discuss this, Ghelfan. Akrotia is far more complicated than we thought, and we need to find this chamber soon.”

				Edan turned toward the main hold hatch. “Excuse me, but if you don’t need me, I’m going to get cleaned up.”

				“Wash with seawater, this time, ay lad,” Feldrin warned.

				Edan stopped and turned back, his face flushing deeper red. A sailor had found him washing with fresh water the day before and had reported him to Feldrin, who had advised the young man in no uncertain terms that they were under strict water rations.

				“But that cistern we found should be enough for—”

				“That cistern may be all that keeps us from havin’ to drink our own piss before we get home, lad.” Feldrin scowled, folding his tree-trunk arms over his chest. “Seawater only for washin’, or you’ll find yerself swimmin’ in it.”

				“Yes, sir,” Edan said tightly as he stalked away, his narrow shoulders stiff.

				“That boy’s got a lot to learn about—”

				“We’ve all got a lot to learn, Feldrin,” Cynthia said sharply. She ran a hand through her hair in frustration. “And right now, we need to learn all we can about this damned city. If we don’t find that chamber soon, Eelback will, and our son will die!”

				“Pardon, Mistress,” Ghelfan said, stopping short of the cuddy hatch, “but I am afraid that the mer may have already found the Chamber of Life.”

				“What?” Cynthia stopped short. Her breath quickened and her heart pounded, the panic rising in her like a tide she could not control. Please, Odea, no, she prayed. He must still be alive!


			

			
				“Now wait! There’s no proof that they’ve found it.” Feldrin braced his shoulders. “You said you’d know if the city came back to life, right?”

				Ghelfan raised a calming hand. “Yes. I daresay we would all know immediately if Akrotia came back to life. And therein lies the dilemma; it has not yet come back to life, though there is evidence that the mer have stopped their search for the chamber.” He gestured toward the stone pier beside the ship. “We know they were here many days before us, and the elevated waterline was evidence that they flooded many chambers. However, I took the liberty of marking the water level upon our arrival. It has not risen appreciably since then, so we can assume that no additional chambers have been flooded.”

				“So, Eelback’s already found the chamber?” Cynthia forced down the panic, tried to think straight. Since their arrival she had gotten some rest, since she no longer had to spend hours manipulating wind and water to move the ships, but she was still exhausted. She clutched Feldrin’s arm, drawing strength from his comforting solidity. “So why hasn’t he…” She could not make herself say it, could not even allow herself to think it.

				“I do not want to raise false hopes, Mistress,” Ghelfan said carefully, “but it may be that we have misread our situation. We have been working under the assumption that the mer will use your child to bring Akrotia back to life, because that is what your mer allies told you. And we assumed they were correct because we know that your son has the blood of a seamage in his veins, and the mer have scrolls about Akrotia, which presumably told them that your son would suffice.” He looked at her expectantly.

				“Of course!” she said. “Their scrolls are ancient, probably written while Akrotia was still alive.”

				“But,” Ghelfan held up a warning finger, “had the mer who told you so actually read the scrolls themselves?”

				“I don’t know…” Cynthia wracked her brain, trying to figure out where the shipwright was going with this, but between her weariness and panic, her thoughts were muddled. “The mer don’t make copies of such things, and Eelback has the original. Please, Ghelfan, tell me what you mean.”

				He complied. “The tales of the elves talk always of a seamage—a trained, adult seamage—as the life of the city. A seamage’s gifts were required to control the city, keep it functioning. How can an infant—even one with the potential to be a seamage—suffice?”

			

			
				“So you think…” Feldrin started hesitantly.

				“I think there are two possibilities: either Eelback’s own interpretation of the scrolls was incorrect, and he is unable to use your child to resurrect Akrotia as he planned, or we are walking into a trap…for you.” Ghelfan stared intently at Cynthia. “And your child is merely the bait to get you to the Chamber of Life. There, the mer will somehow attempt to force you to bring Akrotia back to life.”

				The confusion in Cynthia’s mind disappeared. She closed her eyes and tried to picture her son; did he have her eyes, or Feldrin’s? Her fair skin, or Feldrin’s dusky hue? She didn’t know, but for the first time she truly believed that she would see him. She would find him alive.

				“Okay.” Cynthia heaved a deep, cleansing breath and let it out, then turned to meet Feldrin’s anxious gaze. “This can work for us. It gives us time, and an element of surprise if Eelback doesn’t suspect we think it’s a trap.”

				“Right,” Feldrin said, laying his huge hand on hers where it rested on his arm. His touch solidified her resolve. “Let’s go over them maps again, and figure out where to look next.”

				


			



			
				Chapter 17

				Discoveries

				“The wind goes, Capt’n Sam,” Uag said, nodding up at the flapping canvas.

				Manta was still making reasonably good headway—maybe five knots, Sam estimated—but that was a far cry from the fantastic pace they had enjoyed down the island chain and across the Fathomless Reaches. The farther south they ventured, the lighter the winds became, and the more surly her crew. They had every stitch of canvas aloft, and the heat of the day was oppressive. There were only six crew on board: four men and two women. They were the ones she had deemed the most loyal, and least likely to crack her skull if things went poorly.

				“Yes, Uag. The wind goes away. Soon there will be none, and we will have to use the new sweeps.” She gestured to the long planks they had laboriously carved into four long oars. They were small enough to be wielded by one person each, so they should be able to propel the slim-hulled Manta at a decent pace if they took turns. “We have plenty of water still, and we can catch fish if we need more food.”

				“Yes, Capt’n Sam. Food and water.” He stood and peered out at the calm sea, his dark skin glistening in the sun, his coal-black eyes sweeping in a full circle. “Dis man we look for. He big magic, you say.”

				“Yes, Uag.” She smiled, remembering the emperor’s flagship exploding in flames. She also remembered Edan’s other talents, the ones she had discovered before he gained his mastery of fire. “He has big magic. Much power.”

				“He kill enemy for us. All enemy die.”

				“Of course,” she lied. She wasn’t sure yet how she was going to coax Edan into helping Uag’s people, or if, indeed, she should try, but right now her promises were the only currency she had. Once Edan was back with her, she would have all the power, all the friends, she needed. The rest could burn for all she cared. She watched Uag make another circuit of the horizon with his eyes, then sit down under the small awning they had rigged over the cockpit. She didn’t like the worry on his face, but there was little she could do about it.

				The heat, however, was something she could try to deal with. She picked up the bucket that they were using to dip seawater, and lowered it over the transom with the rope. It filled with a jerk, and she hauled it aboard. She stepped out of the cockpit onto the port hull and upended the bucked over her head. The water was tepid and hardly refreshing, but the breeze blew over her sodden clothes, and in moments she was cooler. Laughter and muttering from the cockpit made her smile. One of the others, a woman named Sepa who had more body piercings than seemed humanly possible, came out and grabbed up the bucket, dipped it and followed her example, grinning at her. She then dipped the bucket again, and doused the awning.

			

			
				“Good!” Sepa said, which pretty much exhausted her language skills.

				“Yes, good!” Sam agreed, climbing back under the awning to revel in the cooler air. The others were smiling now, too. Even Uag, her anxious first mate.

				Sam checked their course, then sat back and closed her eyes for a moment. She let the cooling breeze calm her worries; she would find Edan and everything would be better. She eased into a light sleep, but her hand never strayed from the dagger at her belt.

				≈

				“Sail off the starboard bow!” came the call from Lady Gwen’s lookout, high atop the foremast.

				Tim automatically looked to the north, though he didn’t expect to see anything; the lookout would see a ship miles before she was visible from the deck. He went back to watching the rocky shore of the mainland, only three miles to windward, amazed that anything could be so big. He’d been among the islands so long, he’d nearly forgotten even the idea of a continent. He kept expecting to round a point and see the land’s end, but beyond every cape the same huge land mass continued on.

				“Where away?” the lieutenant on watch shouted up, raising his viewing glass to look.

				“One point starboard, near the shore, sir! She just came hull up, makin’ good time. A fishing smack, from the look of her!”

				“A fishing smack?” Emil Norris looked up from where he’d been writing in a small leather-bound journal. “Isn’t this a bit far from anywhere for a fishing smack?”

				“Not really, Father,” Tim said. “Could be a courier, a root runner, or even a smuggler. Bloodwind used them as messenger boats. Want me to go up for a look?” he asked hopefully. He loved climbing to the foretop, though he knew it made his father nervous.

			

			
				“We’ll see it soon enough,” Emil said absently, turning back to his journal.

				Tim shrugged and looked back out over the water. He was bored with the view, the sailors’ conversations, the ship and their current predicament. They’d been ordered aboard the Lady Gwen two days ago, and had done nothing since but sit and watch the scenery pass by. He could tell his father was depressed, and Tim could hardly blame him; after meeting with the admiral, he had paced their room, raving about beating his head against a rock and pig-brained peacocks stuffed into uniforms. And they still had no idea where Miss Cammy or the captured prisoners were, or even if they still lived.

				Too antsy to stand in one place any longer, Tim strode to the foredeck and peered to the north. He could barely make out a triangle of white ahead of them, just nearer to the shore than their course.

				“Can I borrow your glass for a look, Lieutenant Fenley?” he asked, smiling up at the tall officer. He’d made friends quickly with all of the crew and some of the officers, and he liked Fenley. He’d taught the man two knots that he didn’t know, and won half a crown at Five-Card Mango with him and the boatswain during one of the night watches. He didn’t know until later that playing cards while on watch was against the rules, but the lieutenant had been the senior officer, so it didn’t seem likely to come back to bite him.

				“Sure, Tim. Just be careful with it.” Fenley handed the glass over.

				“Thank you, sir. I’ll be careful.” He raised the viewing glass and focused it, wondering idly why all adults thought anyone under the age of twenty was clumsy, stupid, and ignorant. He wrapped an arm around the foremast shroud and brought the glass to his eye. One glance at the sweep of Flothrindel’s graceful bow and he recognized her instantly. He opened his mouth and said, “It’s the—” but managed to stop himself.

				“What’s that, Tim?” Fenley squinted down at him, curiosity written on his narrow face.

				“I was gonna say it’s the sweetest little smack I’ve ever seen, sir, but then I remembered another one, elf-made, that had nicer lines.” He handed the glass back to the lieutenant with a polite nod. “Thank you, sir.”

				The officer took the glass back with a nod and looked again, making a “Hmm,” sound in his throat.

			

			
				Tim sauntered back to where his father sat and took a seat right next to him, so close that he jostled the man’s pen. “It’s the Flothrindel!” he whispered.

				“The—” Emil Norris’ eyes widened, and his pen clattered to the deck. “Tipos! He’s on his way back already!”

				“Shhhh!” Tim warned with a finger to his lips. “It’s got to be, Father. Unless the emperor took the Flothrindel and is using her as a messenger boat.”

				“We should be able to see who’s at the helm, but the question is, what can we do if it is Tipos?” The count’s eyes were wide, his jaw set.

				Tim opened his mouth to answer, then looked at his father for a moment, wondering if he was really ready for what Tim was about to suggest. After all, Tim had been a pirate, and was used to breaking the rules. His father was one of those people who made the rules. Then he remembered the way Emil had cursed when he wasn’t allowed to send out a search party for Miss Cammy or the captives, and he thought that maybe, just maybe, he was ready. Well, he thought, we’re about to find out. “The jollyboat,” he hissed beneath his breath, barely loud enough to hear.

				The Lady Gwen, being a supply ship, had several launches at her disposal. One, the jollyboat, was barely larger than a bathtub, and might fit three men if they were not too large. It stood on davits well aft, just forward of the stern castle, and Tim knew he could cut it loose and lever it over the side in a flash.

				“I can cut it loose, if you go forward and make sure it’s Tipos at her helm. If I borrow Fenley’s glass again, he’ll get suspicious. Tell him I told you it was a pretty boat, and that I said you’d like to see it. If you see Tipos, just drop your handkerchief, and I’ll cut the boat loose.”

				“But how will I…” The count’s eyes widened even further, then they narrowed, the muscles of his jaw bunched up, and he nodded.

				“You can swim, can’t you?” Tim asked. If not, their escape might turn into a rescue.

				“Yes. Or, at least, I used to. Not for years, and certainly not in a waistcoat!” He sounded worried, but determined. “I shouldn’t have to swim far.”

				“Just stay afloat, and I’ll come get you.” Excitement rose in Tim like an inexorable tide. Finally, they could do something. “Don’t jump over until you see the jollyboat fall.”

			

			
				“Right.” Norris stood, tucked the small book in the belt of his trousers and tugged his waistcoat over it. “It’ll probably be ruined, but I dare not leave it to be read.”

				“Okay.” Tim stood, trying not to grin. “Oh, and Father, if you can manage it, a sword might be useful.”

				“A sw—” The count blanched, as if dubious what another three pounds of steel might do to his swimming ability, then he tightened his belt a notch and nodded. “Very well, Tim, but wait for my signal.”

				“Right.”

				Tim turned away without another word and sauntered aft. He leaned on the rail near the jollyboat and gazed out at the passing shore, glancing furtively first at the approaching sail, then at his father. It looked like the Flothrindel would pass within a half mile, close enough to recognize Tipos, he hoped. He drew the dagger he had hidden under his shirt—they’d confiscated his cutlass before hustling him and his father onto the Lady Gwen, saying he was too young to be armed—and held it along the underside of his arm. He watched his father speak to Fenley and receive the man’s viewing glass, then peer at the smack. Tim edged toward the davit lines. They were hemp, and as big around as his thumb, but the edge of his dagger was shaving sharp. One stroke where the lines were spliced to the beckets and the cut line would burn through the blocks as the boat fell, slowing its descent and hopefully ensuring that it would land right side up. He hadn’t mentioned that possible complication to his father, but if the little boat flipped, they would be in trouble.

				He watched out of the corner of his eye, his arm with the dagger resting casually on the block. His father took off his coat; his mouth moved but Tim could not hear the words. He folded the jacket over his arm and withdrew a handkerchief to mop his forehead.

				Tim tensed.

				For a scant instant their eyes met, and his father gave a quick nod. The handkerchief fluttered free.

				Tim cut the line without another thought, then whirled to cut the other as the little boat’s keel thumped against the rail. He braced his shoulder against the boat’s hull and heaved it over the side. The hemp line sang through the blocks, and he leapt up to the railing between the davits. A sailor’s shout reached his ears, but he ignored it, held the dagger carefully away from his body and dove over the falling jollyboat. The boy and the boat hit the water almost at the same instant. A quick sailor had already reached the railing where he had jumped, trying to grab the lines that had held the jollyboat, but the little boat bobbed free on the choppy sea.

			

			
				Tim surfaced and looked toward the bow of the Lady Gwen in time to see his father leap from the railing, Fenley’s cutlass in hand. The count hit the water with somewhat less grace, but he surfaced and started to swim away from the ship. Tim was up and over the jollyboat’s transom like an otter, and had the oars set in their locks before the water had even emptied from his pockets. He turned and rowed for his father’s bobbing head, the shouts from the deck of the Lady Gwen fading in his ears.

				“Father, are you okay?” he shouted over his shoulder as he turned the nimble little craft, presenting the lower stern for the man to climb over.

				“Yes, I…” His father’s claim was drowned by a gurgle, but one hand reached up to grasp the transom. The other held the stolen cutlass up by the hilt and handed it over.

				Tim took the weapon and flung it forward, then grasped his father’s hand and helped him, coughing and sputtering, into the little boat. Tim grinned, grabbed the oars and rowed like mad toward the white triangle of the Flothrindel’s sails.

				“That was…” Emil Norris coughed again and then sneezed mightily, shaking the water from his hair like a dog. “That was exhilarating!”

				“Glad you enjoyed it,” Tim said, pulling hard but grinning like a fiend. “Good job nicking his sword, by the way.”

				“It was easy! When you cut the boat free and jumped from the rail, every eye on the ship was on you. I just grabbed the hilt, pulled it free, and jumped! Exhilarating! Why, I never thought to do such a thing in my entire life!” He clapped his knee with one hand and turned to look at the receding ship. “They are preparing to bring her about, Tim. Hopefully we can get aboard the Flothrindel before they do, or all of this adventure is for naught, and I’m afraid we’ll be in a great deal of trouble.”

				“It’ll take her a quarter hour to get turned and back to this spot, Father. The problem will be if Tipos doesn’t see us.” Tim glanced over his shoulder but the swells blocked his view. “Where’s the Flothrindel?”

				“She’s about two points to port. You’re on a perfect line if she…wait! She’s turning! I think they’ve seen us!” Norris stood and waved his arms, shouting, “Tipos! Ahoy!”

			

			
				“Ahoy?” Tim muttered with a grin, wondering at such simple sailor’s jargon from Count Emil Norris’ mouth. “Does he see you, Father?”

				“Yes, I think he does!”

				“Good. Now please sit down before you tip us over.”

				“Oh! Sorry. Yes. I got a bit carried away, but they’re coming toward us, and I can see Tipos clearly now.” He shaded his eyes and squinted, then said, “And there’s someone else aboard besides his two crew. Holy Gods of Light, it’s Huffington! Huffington! Here!”

				The smack came up into the wind and hove to right before them, and Tim rowed the jollyboat alongside to leeward. There was so much shouting and laughing and hands grasping that he almost could not tell who was who as they were hauled bodily over the side. Tim’s father clasped hands with his man Huffington, and the two went below, leaving Tim in the cockpit with the three natives.

				“Young Tim!” Tipos clapped him on the shoulder and grinned, then hauled on Flothrindel’s tiller to point them south while one of his crew tended the sheets and the other paid out a long painter to trail the jollyboat behind. “What’re ya doin’ here, lad?”

				“Pirates attacked Plume Isle, Tipos,” he said, his elation suddenly deflated. “They had a ship full of cannibals with them.”

				“Cannibals! Bloody hells!” Tawah exclaimed.

				“What happened, Tim? Tell us everyt’in’,” Tipos insisted, his brow furrowed. “We’re headin’ back dat way on His Emperor’s very own orders, so let us know what we’re up against.”

				Tim filled them in, near tears at times, but he managed to not skip anything. He finished his tale with his account of watching the pirate ships sail away, the galleon and Manta to the south, and the corsair Cutthroat to the north.

				“A big galleon, you say? T’ree-master wit’ gold trim and a black hull?” Tipos looked to his two companions. “Dat sound familiar, lads?”

				“Familiar? What do you mean, Tipos?”

				“I mean we seen a big galleon just like dat one anchored in a cove in Middle Cay on our way up north, and we wondered if dey might be pirates. I guess we was right.”

				“Middle Cay! That must be where they are!” Tim turned and shouted down the companionway. “Father! I know where they took Camilla! I know where the pirates are!”

				≈

			

			
				Camilla woke in pain, and with it came the memory of Parek.

				Where… Her thoughts were muddled, thick, and her eyes and mouth were glued shut for lack of moisture. Did he catch me? she wondered, trying to remember. Am I being tortured? She tried to think, tried to stir her torpid mind.

				The pain in her shoulders, back and buttocks was from underneath her, as if she lay on a field of stones, or upon a stair. A fleeting memory of her foot slipping on a step…Had she fallen? She shifted, and the pain eased, only to be renewed in new spots. She raised a hand—incredibly heavy—and rubbed her eyes until she could open them. A crimson blur…stone…a cave…

				Hydra’s lair.

				The realization brought a surge of fear, and with it her memories. She was safe.

				She breathed slowly, the air thick and warm as the breath of a deep-dwelling monster. From the feel of the stone under her, the rough hewn steps, she knew exactly where she was. The worn column of stone above her head was Hydra’s pool, where the demon-witch had performed her profane magics with blood and water.

				Water…

				She had checked the other pools, the ones back in the corner, but they were all seawater. She had not tasted the pool atop the pedestal above her head, not with the memories of blood swirling in crimson eddies and dripping from the crone’s hooked nails so vivid in her mind.

				She watched the ruddy light pulse on the cavern wall, and she wondered. She wondered how long she had slept, and how long it would be before she slept never to wake. She listened to the water lapping over the rims of the other pools; the grottos were open to the sea, and the water rose and fell with the tide. She would have laughed if she had the strength, thinking that if she only had gills, she could escape.

				Her hunger had faded, as she knew it would, but her thirst…her every waking thought was about water. The smell of water, the sound of a stream, laughing with Emil in a bath, drinking a cool glass of watered wine…water…

				Camilla snapped her eyes open and blinked, afraid to sleep now for fear that Emil would find her desiccated corpse propped against this pedestal days or weeks from now. She tried to moisten her parched lips, but her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth, dry as old slate.

			

			
				Getting close to the end, now. She wondered if she had the strength to make her way back up to the door and rattle the bar until Parek, or someone—anyone—opened it. She shifted again, painfully stiff, all vigor leached out of her for lack of water. No hope, now…maybe just a few drops, just enough to moisten my mouth.


				She reached up; her hand a lead weight and her coordination poor, she fumbled at the edge of the pool. She heard a splash, felt the moisture, and brought her fingers to her lips. The cool dampness in her mouth was startling: sweet and fresh, with a mineral tang. It was not enough to wet her mouth fully, just enough to taste.

				Maybe a bit more… She reached up again, twisting her hand to cup a tiny bit of the water, if water it was, and bring it down to her lips. The moisture, barely a teaspoon, dribbled between her lips, and her mouth came alive. Her lips moistened and became full. Yes… Just a tiny bit had been so good, so reviving. Now she could rest some more.

				But she was already reaching up for the pool’s rim again. This time she did not cup her hand, but turned and gripped the edge to pull herself up. Water lapped at her fingertips as she peered over the rim, the pool’s glow bright in her eyes. She could not tell where the glow came from, but surely it was from the stone, not from the water. For that matter, she could not tell where the water had come from. There was no opening in the bottom of the pool, and there was no drip from above that would fill it. Perhaps when it rained water fell from the cavern ceiling…

				Shifting onto her knees, she submerged one hand in the water. She could see her fingers beneath the surface, her palm in shadow. The glow must be coming from underneath, from the stone, to cast that shadow, she reasoned. Magic, surely, but what kind, what source, and who or what put it there?

				Camilla had seen Hydra use the pool for scrying, for seeing distant places or people, and for casting her magic from afar. Blood had been a crucial part of Hydra’s magic, but there would be no blood in the pool now, not after so long. The water did not taste stagnant or putrid, so a fresh flow must have somehow washed the corruption away.

				“It’s just water,” she heard herself say, surprised that she could articulate words with her parched throat. If the water was tainted, what difference would it make? Dying from thirst could not be much better than dying from poisoned water, could it?

			

			
				“Just a mouthful.” She lowered her hand into the water, let it fill her palm. She lifted her hand to her lips and drew the moisture in. Just a mouthful. Tangy, wet, and so sweet, the life-giving water flooded her mouth, and she savored it for a moment before swallowing. A drop lingered on her lip, and she flicked it in with her tongue.

				So sweet…she thought, lowering her hand again into the pool’s depths, letting her fingers play in the moisture.

				Just water… Camilla almost laughed at her self-imposed torture; sitting here for days, parched and dying of thirst, when cool, clean water stood waiting for her only inches away. She was a victim of her own fears, but it was time to stop being afraid. It was time to drink, to take life and drink of it.

				She lowered her lips to the pool and drew the liquid into her mouth, slowly, tentatively, at first. Sweet water filled her, and she drank, closing her eyes in bliss. She opened her lips and drew in another glorious mouthful, and another. It was wonderful, the taste like fine wine, like an intoxicating liquor, like…

				Blood.


				


			

				Chapter 18

				Unwelcome Guests

				“Of all the terrible luck!” Emil Norris waded ashore, hauling on the jollyboat’s painter line until the little boat was high and dry. He looked back at the boat, where Tim was inspecting the damage an unseen coral head had done to the hull. Water was leaking out of a two-foot gash; they had made it through a gap in the reef easily enough, but a wave had pushed them into a lone coral head. Beyond the reef, Flothrindel was continuing her way south. “How bad is it?”

				“Bad enough, Father,” Tim answered, reaching inside to retrieve the stolen sword. He wiped it on a dry portion of his shirt and handed it over. “I’m afraid we’ll need another boat, but this one wasn’t going to get us back to Plume Isle anyway. We should haul it up into the trees.”

				“Right.” Emil grabbed one gunwale and Tim grabbed the other. The little boat was light enough that two could drag it easily, and they soon had it hidden in the deep foliage of the jungle. Tim recovered one of the oars, propped it carefully on a fallen log, then jumped on it, snapping off the blade. He picked up the shaft, drew his dagger and started sharpening the broken end.

				While Emil used a palm frond to smooth over the sand where they’d dragged the boat—Tim’s precautionary directive—he considered his encounter with Huffington. He’d wanted the man to accompany them, but Huffington had explained that he was under an order from the emperor to deliver messages to Admiral Joslan and Master Upton. He had assured the count that, once he’d completed the task the emperor had assigned him, he would welcome reassuming his position as the count’s secretary.

				All well and good, the count thought, wondering why the emperor had chosen Huffington to deliver his messages, but we could use someone with his skills along.

				“How long do you think it will take us to find the pirates?” Emil asked as Tim stood and hefted his newly fashioned spear. “Without food or water, we won’t last long.”

				“There’s water here, Father,” Tim explained as he started into the jungle. “And there’s food, if you don’t mind coconuts and bananas. The good news is that we know where they are. Tipos said there’s only one spot through the reef deep enough for a ship, and that’s where they saw the galleon anchored. The bad news is that it’s at the other end of the island. I’d thought we would come in on this end to keep from being spotted and row through the lagoons, but then I holed the boat.” Tim shook his head, looking shamefaced.

			

			
				Emil stretched out his hand to ruffle the boy’s hair, but thought better of it and clapped him on the shoulder instead. “It wasn’t your fault, Son. But it can’t be more than a few miles; we can be there before sunset.”

				Tim quirked a rueful smile at him. “A few miles in this terrain can be impossible, Father. We can’t go along the shore without getting cut to pieces by the rocks, and there’s mangrove swamps, and quicksand. And we’ll have to be careful, which means slow. It’ll probably take a couple of days.”

				“Days?” Emil started to remind Tim that every moment they were delayed was another moment that Camilla would suffer in the hands of the pirates, but then realized that, whereas he’d only known and loved Camilla for a few short weeks, Tim had known and loved her for two years. His son needed no reminder of the stakes here, but the thought of what the pirates might be doing to Camilla enraged Norris.

				“Days…” He gripped the hilt of his stolen sword, and clenched so hard his knuckles whitened.

				Tim stopped short, glanced at his father’s face, then down at the sword. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, Father. Can you use that?”

				“I am no fencing master, but I can use a blade. I have fought before, though more duels than battles.”

				“And killing? Do you have a problem with that?”

				Emil gaped at the question. He had to remind himself once again that Tim was older than his years, though the thought of what the boy had been through sent shivers down his spine. From Tim’s frank tone, he guessed that the boy would have no compunctions at all about killing. “I assure you, Tim, that I will have no qualms about killing the beasts that perpetrated such atrocities. Trust me.”

				“Very well, Father.” Tim tested the tip of his makeshift spear and grinned in a manner that disturbed his father even more. “Let’s go, then.”

				≈

				 “If we reduce the size of each party, we can explore a wider area.” Cynthia referred to the notes taken that day by one of the exploration parties, and drew careful lines on the map. She had to nudge Mouse aside from where he slept on the voluminous diagram. It now covered more than half of one of the long communal dining tables aboard Peggy’s Dream, and grew daily. The half-dozen levels they’d mapped looked like a convoluted maze to her, but Ghelfan insisted that the layout had a pattern. She pointed with her stylus. “We haven’t seen any hukkol above this level, so we can cut those parties in half, and double our effort there.”

			

			
				“I’m okay with that,” Feldrin said sipping from a cup of watered ale and rubbing his eyes. It was late, and they were all tired. “If anyone runs into another nest of beasties, we’ll just have ‘em back out, then send Edan in to roast ‘em.”

				“Good.” Cynthia sipped her blackbrew and continued transcribing notes into lines on the map. “I’ll let you change the patrol lists.”

				“I think we should focus our efforts more centrally, and perhaps lower in the city,” Ghelfan suggested, indicating a blank area of the parchment. “This voided space may be a large chamber; it occurs on both of these levels, and is in the exact center of the structure. I have encountered several inscriptions that mention the Chamber of Life. They do not indicate an exact location, only that it is in the heart of the city.”

				“You think that’s the Chamber of Life there, in the center?” Feldrin asked, leaning back to rub his thigh above the peg leg.

				“It very well could be,” Ghelfan said, “but we do not know how deep it goes, or where the entrances are.”

				“If that’s it, it’s big,” Cynthia said, trying to estimate how much water she would have to displace if it was completely flooded. She didn’t like the answer she came up with.

				“The Chamber of Life is aptly named, Cynthia.” Ghelfan sipped his wine and sighed. “It is the very life-center of the city. My elvin ancestors tend, in my opinion, toward the grandiose in their architecture. Such a chamber could indeed be vast.”

				“And it’ll be flooded,” Feldrin said, fixing Cynthia with a concerned look. “That’s a lot of water.”

				“I’ll deal with the water, Feldrin,” Cynthia snapped, and immediately regretted her tone. She grabbed her mug, downed the rest of her blackbrew, and reached for the pot. Her head was abuzz from drinking so much, but it was the only way to keep her mind sharp. His huge hand settled on her wrist, and she met his dark eyes, ready for an argument.

			

			
				“I don’t doubt you, Cyn.” Feldrin gave her wrist a squeeze and let go. “Just remember, there’s gonna be some of us air-breathers with you when we crack this thing open, and I don’t swim so good anymore.” He tapped his peg leg and gave her a wry smile.

				“Don’t worry, Feldrin. The water’s the least of my worries.” Cynthia focused her eyes on her map, banishing the image in her mind of her son in the hands of the mer. “Okay, so we reduce the parties in the upper sections to six, form up new parties for below, work toward the center and down, and have Edan deal with any nests of hukkol we find.” She looked up and into the two men’s faces. “Agreed?”

				“Works fer me,” Feldrin said with a nod.

				“I think that is our best strategy, yes,” Ghelfan agreed. “I will retire now to work on the inscriptions that Hadley’s group found today.” He nodded to Cynthia and Feldrin and rose.

				“And I gotta check the watch schedule.” Feldrin stood, wobbling only slightly on his peg leg. Cynthia kept her eyes on her map. “You gonna work on that all night, or can you spare an hour fer dinner with me.”

				“I’ll eat here, Feldrin.” She let her eyes rise, and met his, her heart aching with her own words. She wanted to throw herself into his arms and forget about everything, if even for a while, but the guilt would not let her take even that small solace. “I’m sorry, I just—”

				“Don’t apologize, lass,” he said, his huge hand resting on her shoulder for a moment. “Just remember to eat somethin’. You’re the key to this, and yer not gonna be fit ta do what needs doin’ if you don’t get some rest and food in ya.”

				Without waiting for her answer, he turned and left the galley.

				Cynthia rubbed her eyes until she saw bright spots, then turned back to the map. She reached for her cup and downed its tepid contents, promising herself silently that she would follow Feldrin’s advice. He was right, of course; she was the key to this, and if she had any hope of getting her son back alive, she would have to be ready.

				≈

				Tepid seawater cascaded over Sam’s head as she tilted the bucket, washing away the crusted salt and sweat of her turn at the oars. She scrubbed gingerly at the salt-raw spots on her chest and buttocks, then dried herself with her sweat-stained shirt. A seawater rinse for her clothes, then she wrung them out and pinned them to a line to dry in the scorching sun. She left her leather belt with the obsidian dagger looped over the tiller, grateful that the stone knife didn’t rust with its constant exposure to salt water; her cutlass was showing some corrosion, so she kept it below, oiled and wrapped in a clean cloth.

			

			
				Making sure her hands were dry and free of salt, she recovered the navigational instruments she had taken from the seamage’s keep and took a quick sighting of the sun’s position. It was still well before noon, an hour at least, so she took her instruments and her viewing glass forward and settled down on the starboard bow to wait to take her noon sighting. She lacked an accurate chronometer, and had to reset her sole timepiece, a gold pocket watch she’d found in the seamage’s desk drawer, to exact noon every day. She’d calculated its inaccuracy well enough to supply a reasonable fix, but without charts of the area, it was hard to maintain a good course line. If her numbers were right, they were making a steady four knots using only the four sweeps and the faint breeze, a remarkable pace under the circumstances.

				Manta’s shallow hulls slipped right over the mats of weed that choked the surface, and the light breeze filled the loosely sheeted sails just enough to aid their progress and cool her damp hair. She swept the horizon with her glass, then took another sighting of the sun, jotting down the angle. She tilted her face toward the sun and closed her eyes; she had another forty minutes to wait for her noon fix. The breeze on her wet skin was cool, and the sun’s warmth felt good, like a blanket…or a warm body. A flash of memory; Edan’s warm skin against her, his mouth on hers, his tongue like a flame…

				Edan, she thought, losing herself in the sweet fantasy. With him, she had felt safe. With Edan, she could be Samantha…

				Sam jerked awake from her half-doze when the steady cadence of the oars suddenly stopped.

				A quick glance over her shoulder, and she knew she was in trouble; her six crew stood on the deck behind her, weapons in hand, the slack oars trailing in the water.

				Mutiny…

				She was cornered on the bow, her dagger in the cockpit and her sword belowdecks. But at six against one, her weapons were not likely to make much difference. She wore only her scanties, as her other clothes were still drying, and had only her telescope and navigational instruments by her side. A chill ran up her spine that had nothing to do with temperature, but she fixed her face in a scowl and glared.

			

			
				She stood and faced them. “What is this, Uag?”

				“We go home,” the big boatswain said, his cutlass held easy in his hand. The others fanned out, blocking her from moving aft. “This sea no good. No wind. We die here.”

				“No,” Sam said, keeping her tone even. She smiled a shark smile, her empty hands at her sides, her feet easy on the deck.

				“We kill you if you say no, Capt’n Sam,” he said, but she heard reluctance in his voice; the others had talked him into this. Well, now it was her turn.

				“Tell them this, Uag: If you kill me, you will all die out here.” She paused, but he just stared at her wide eyed. “Tell them!”

				He relayed the message to the other five, and she caught a few of their incredulous comments. She waited for his reply, wondering if her ploy would work.

				“They ask how we die. We can sail Manta home without you.”

				“Can you?” She grinned again, then carefully stooped to pick up her sextant and watch. “You can’t use these, Uag. You can’t find your way home without me. Tell them.”

				Without consulting with the rest he said, “We come south to here, we go north to home.”

				“No, Uag,” she said, shaking her head. “We point south, but currents move us east or west. I know where we are, but you do not. If you go north, you will not find your home.”

				He turned and spoke at length to the others. She hoped he believed her, or that the others believed him. In fact, they had not deviated much from their southerly course, but they didn’t know that, and she saw worry and confusion on their faces. They knew nothing of navigation, nor of any geography beyond the Shattered Isles, and she wasn’t about to tell them that they would eventually reach land if they simply sailed slightly east of north. Their ignorance was her only weapon.

				The muttering continued, and Sam could tell that most of the arguments were coming from Prak, one of the two women on the crew. Sam waited until the argument escalated, with raised voices and even some meaningful gestures with naked blades, then stepped forward.

			

			
				“Enough!” Sam’s shout silenced them in an instant. She could see that they were still divided. Prak and one of the men stood side by side; the rest of the crew sidled closer to Uag. Prak’s face was a mask of anger, fear and mistrust. Sam considered grabbing Uag’s sword and ending the problem with one quick thrust, but didn’t know how the others would react. Also, she needed them all. “We are wasting time. Uag, put them back to the oars. We have far to go.”

				Sam turned her back on the group, picked up her sextant and sighted the sun twice in quick succession. It was difficult trying to hold the tiny reflection of the sun steady on the horizon with her hands shaking. If they were gong to kill her, it would happen now, but she refused to pay the slightest attention. She heard mumbles, a few curt comments, and the shuffle of feet. She took another sighting; the sun was still rising, but barely. She picked up the golden watch, set it to exactly noon just as the sun peaked, wound it carefully, then sat down to jot down the angle of the sun from the instrument’s dial. The sounds behind had faded, and she turned back just as the four oars dipped into the water. Manta was moving again. On her way to the cockpit, Prak glared at her, but Sam just walked past. The cadence of the oars continued, and Sam sat down in the shade of the cockpit and breathed a sigh of relief.

				She was still alive.

				≈

				A crisp new Tsing flag flapped from Flothrindel’s mainsail leech as she sailed into Scimitar Bay under the watchful eyes of several hundred armed sailors and marines. The boat’s arrival created quite a stir, and one of the drake-class warships had been deployed to intercept them well north of the armada. Tipos had shouted back and forth with the drake’s first mate under the glaring eyes of a dozen ballistae crews. Finally, an escort of armed launches had been deployed to shadow the small boat into the bay. There, two more drakes were anchored and the frigate, Cape Storm, lay docked at the stone pier. But the fleet of warships was not what hit the Flothrindel’s crew the hardest.

				“Bloody hells, de shipyard’s gone!” Keyloo exclaimed, pointing at the blackened ruin of the lofting shed.

				“Everyt’ings gone,” Tipos said, his voice as cold as stone. The tidy rows of huts were little more than ash, and along the cliff face stood a grim row of headstones, each carved with Odea’s crescent.

			

			
				“De basta’ds killed everyone!” Tawah growled, glaring at the boats full of imperial troops. They actually knew from Count Norris’ account of the pirate attack what had happened here, but they had agreed to act as if they knew nothing. Their delivery of the count and Tim to Middle Cay had to remain a secret. There would be all Nine Hells to pay later, but that was later, after they had rescued Miss Camilla. Though he knew they were not surprised, it appeared so to Huffington—he saw that their distress was not an act; their homes had been here, their families.

				“What has happened here, Lieutenant?” Huffington called out to the nearest boat.

				“Dock at the pier, if you please, sir!” the officer shouted. “Captain Donnely will explain everything to you presently.”

				Huffington nodded and tipped his hat, then said in a low tone, “At least they’re polite.”

				Tipos steered Flothrindel toward the pier. As they came alongside, Tawah and Keyloo silently furled sails while Tipos put out fenders to protect the smack’s delicately carved gunwale from the unforgiving stone. Their actions were automatic, their faces set as if carved in granite. Huffington’s heart felt heavy in his chest as he scrambled up the rope ladder lowered from the pier.

				He and the crew of the Flothrindel were met by an armed detail of marines and the crisply uniformed captain of the Cape Storm. The captain’s eyes swept them in silent scrutiny before he gave a begrudging tip of his hat to Huffington.

				“Mister Huffington. I remember you from the meeting on Indomitable in Rockport. You made remarkably good time in getting to Tsing and back in less than a fortnight.”

				“We did, Captain Donnely,” he said. Huffington acknowledged Tipos with a nod. “Thanks to Tipos, here, who had been dispatched to Tsing from Plume Isle with messages from my master, Count Norris.” He looked around at the decimated beach and the ruined shipyard. He hoped his feigned surprise was convincing; his dismay was real. “But what has happened here, sir? Where is Count Norris? Surely Admiral Joslan did not order this…this destruction.”

				“Your master is safe, Mister Huffington, and this was not done by his majesty’s forces,” the captain said, his words clipped. “We found this place in a much sorrier state than you see. It seems that there was a pirate attack prior to our arrival.”

			

			
				“Pirates?” Huffington exclaimed, eyes wide.

				“Yes, pirates. And a sizable force of…natives from another island. We found—”

				“Tipos!”

				The men turned to the shout. Paska ran down the pier, little Koybur bouncing on her hip. Tipos and his crew dashed to meet her, and all four spoke rapidly in their own language. Huffington turned back to the captain.

				“Perhaps you should direct me to Admiral Joslan, Captain.” He patted his satchel. “I have sealed orders from the emperor’s own hand.”

				“This way, Mister Huffington,” the captain said grudgingly, none too happy to be relegated to escorting a diplomatic secretary.

				Donnley strode up the pier, ignoring the tight group of natives, and Huffington followed, exchanging a quick nod with Tipos in passing. They had agreed that each would gather as much information as they could, then share it. The only information that Huffington had not shared, even with Count Norris, was his set of private orders from the emperor regarding the seamage and the pyromage; those he would share with no one, save Master Upton.

				The interior of the keep, he discovered, had fared little better than the shipyard. A few natives sifted through the remnants of the pirates’ looting, still looking stunned. Broken furniture, porcelain, bent and ruined bronze and brassware, torn table linens, and even some shredded clothing littered the floor. Though he had been little acquainted with the people who had lived here, the anguish in their eyes showed how deeply the destruction of their home affected them. He fixed his eyes on Captain Donnely’s shoulders, studiously ignoring the vacant, pleading stares.

				The doors to the great hall, where he had feasted with Norris and the lovely Miss Camilla what seemed like an age ago, were guarded by four stoic marines. One of them nodded to the captain and pushed open the portal, ushering the two men inside. Admiral Joslan looked up from the long dining table, its surface littered with papers and a silver blackbrew service. The table was the only intact piece of furniture Huffington had seen thus far, though it had been damaged by the chandelier that had fallen from the ceiling. The heavy wrought-iron frame had been heaved off into a corner, its once-graceful lines bent and spattered with wax.

			

			
				“Admiral,” the captain said with a stiff salute. “Forgive my intrusion, but Mister Huffington has arrived from Tsing bearing messages from the emperor.” He indicated his charge with a sweeping hand, and Huffington stepped forward.

				“Ah, Mister Huffington,” the admiral said, leaning back in his chair. His eyes raked his visitor from head to foot and back up while he sipped from a porcelain cup, his round face expressionless. He returned the cup to its saucer, and the dutiful steward at his elbow refilled it from the silver pot as Huffington endured the scrutiny.

				Huffington knew better than to speak until he was told to; he did not enjoy the scrutiny of powerful men, but it seemed he was destined to tolerate it. After several long minutes, the admiral finally spoke.

				“You made good time.” Joslan’s eyes returned to the documents before him, and he lifted a pen. “You may leave the emperor’s messages and go. I’ll see to them directly.”

				“Certainly, Admiral,” Huffington said, retrieving the single scroll case intended for the admiral. He stepped forward and placed it carefully on the table, just out of the admiral’s easy reach. “And may I ask where Count Norris and Master Upton might be, sir? I have messages for them, as well.”

				The admiral leveled a glare that would have hulled a warship and said, “Your count is aboard the Lady Gwen, on his way back to Tsing where he belongs. And the last I saw of Master Upton, he was aboard Indomitable. Now please leave, I have many details to—”

				A ruckus at the door interrupted the admiral, and an irritated marine entered. Irate shouts could be heard from the hall, and Huffington was hard pressed to suppress a smile. The voices of Tipos and Paska rose high above those of the marine contingent who held them at bay.

				“Sorry, Admiral, but that woman insists on seeing you again, and she’s got another fellow with her, too. Says he’s come from the emperor himself.”

				“I expected this, corporal. You may let them in, but under guard.”

				The admiral stood, and Huffington stepped back. He was used to fading into the background—a secretary is often an overlooked and disregarded presence—and closely watched the encounter. Four marines, hands on their weapons, flanked Tipos and Paska, but the pair approached the admiral undaunted.

				“Admiral Joslan, you cannot be takin’ de Flothrindel away from us!” Paska raved, the babe on her hip adding his own shrill cry. “Dat boat belongs to Masta Ghelfan, not you!”

			

			
				“That boat belongs to His Majesty, now,” the admiral said calmly, his thumbs wedged comfortably in the straining belt of his uniform. “We will use it as we see fit.”

				“You can’t be takin’ whateva you want from us! We need dat boat to find dem murderin’ basta’ds that took oua people!”

				“The pirates took prisoners?” Huffington asked, right on cue. He was risking his position by drawing the admiral’s potential ire, but he and Tipos had agreed to help each other, and bringing out the facts might give Paska and Tipos a better argument. “That is unusual?”

				“The pirates did not take prisoners, but they allied themselves with a group of savages,” the admiral explained, his face impassive. “Supposedly, several natives were taken captive, though for what reason, we do not yet know.”

				“We know bloody well why dey took ‘em!” Paska raged, stepping forward. One of the marines interposed himself between Paska and the admiral, and had the good sense, Huffington thought, to look nervous, so close to the irate woman.

				“Dey were cannibals,” Tipos said, his voice calmer than Paska’s but his tone imploring. “If you don’t let us take de Flothrindel, you condemn oua frien’s to death.”

				“That boat belongs to the Imperial Navy now,” the admiral repeated, his tone flat. “It stays here.”

				Huffington backed away, turned and caught Tipos’ eye in passing, keeping his face carefully neutral. He slipped out of the room, and as the great doors closed behind him, he heard Paska’s voice once more rising over her baby’s persistent cries. He smiled grimly. The admiral deserved everything he got.

				≈

				Dura jerked awake, cracking her head on a bar of her cage. Pain lanced through her skull. She stifled a curse and rubbed the sore spot; she’d hit the very same place a dozen times, right where the cannibal’s club had knocked her unconscious.

				Lucky I’ve got a bloody thick skull, she thought.

				The cage was made of bamboo poles—significantly harder than her head—lashed tightly together with leather straps that had been soaked to make them shrink, then lacquered with some type of tree-resin. As a result, the bindings were impervious to the efforts of either her fingernails or teeth. The worst part was that the cages were only about three feet square, with no room to stand or even turn around. It was bad enough for Dura, a dwarf born and bred to endure fatigue, toil, and discomfort, and of a smaller stature. The taller captives bore their captivity less easily: they were miserable, frightened and desperate. Freedom was unlikely; an easy death was all that most were hoping for. Their captors knew their trade well, and keeping captives alive and secure was their specialty.

			

			
				That, and cruelty.

				She wrinkled her nose at the stench of rotting meat and human filth that grew worse every day. Five days they had been on the island. Five days, and three of their number had been taken from their cages, one every other day. Three people she had known—two men, one woman—had been taken, flayed alive, roasted and eaten in full view of the other captives. Some had wept, some had sat silent or muttered quiet curses or oaths. Dura had simply watched, and wondered what curse from the gods, what twist of fate or superstition, had brought these people to such depths of depravity. The consumption of the flesh of any sentient race was taboo among every civilized culture in the realms. Some of the less than civilized cultures, minions of the Dark Gods and the savage races of the wilderness, for example, were said to feast on their captives, but even jackaleks and ogres did not eat their own kind. Only humans had somehow earned that particular curse.

				Dura could not discern a hierarchy among their captors, or even identify a chief or shaman who held sway over the populace. She had seen no one pay deference to another, no badges of office, no signs of authority or organization. How they functioned as a society was a mystery. They seemed to make decisions by yelling at one another until one prevailed, then, strangely, the decision became law. And they argued incessantly. This very morning they had argued about which of the captives would be their next feast. It took a while, but once they had decided, they acted as one, dragging a young man—a bright fellow named Nori, a talented crafter of their primitive dugout canoes—out of his cage to his fate.

				Twenty-two captives remained.

				Tomorrow would be a reprieve; no captive would be taken, slaughtered and eaten. The following day, however, one of them would die. The last thing Dura wondered before she closed her eyes again, was if it would be her.


				


			

				Chapter 19

				Predators and Prey

				“We are close.” Ghelfan sipped his wine and tapped the much-expanded map they had created. It covered the table of the main mess aboard Peggy’s Dream three pages deep, beautifully rendered in the shipwright’s elegant hand. Many levels had yet to be charted, but their goal, the Chamber of Life, was somewhere near the center and below where their existing maps extended. He was sure of it.

				“It’s about bloody time,” Feldrin said, and Ghelfan could see agreement in Cynthia’s dark-circled eyes. Fatigue and anguish were wearing her thin, so thin that he doubted her complete sanity.

				“We found inscriptions here, here, and here.” Ghelfan tapped his stylus at three spots on the map in the city’s lowest explored level and equidistant from the center. “All refer to cautions and protocols associated with the Chamber of Life. I believe the chamber itself must be one level below: here.” The area he tapped this time was a void in the center of the map where no patrols had explored—indeed, where no passages delved.

				“All the passages above have either ended or turned along this circle,” Cynthia observed, reaching to scribe an arc with her finger. Her movement jolted Mouse from his slumber on her shoulder and he grabbed onto her hair to keep from falling into her blackbrew cup. The poor sprite was as exausted as any of them, having run messages and joined in the exploration with Cynthia every day. “The chamber must be vaulted, arching up through the levels above.”

				“That is what I surmise as well.”

				“But all those stair hatch things we’ve found along here are closed. The level below’s flooded,” Feldrin said, his Morrgrey scowl firmly in place. His eyes slid sidelong to his wife. “Can you hold the sea back if we have to open one of these doors?”

				“Yes.”

				Her answer was so matter of fact that Ghelfan wondered if she truly understood the question. The forces involved if one of the floor hatches was opened to the sea would be titanic. A chamber or corridor would fill in seconds if she could not hold back the sea. Unfortunately, there was no way to test her abilities; he would have to take her word for it.

			

			
				“Very well.” He pointed to a descending stairwell that was marked as closed. “I suggest we try this one. It is closest to this harbor.”

				“Good.” Cynthia lifted her cup in a trembling hand and gulped the cold blackbrew. “We’ll do it first thing in the morning. A small group would be better, since I can’t hold back the entire ocean. Maybe six.” She looked to the shipwright. “You have done more than I intended you to do on this trip already, Ghelfan. If you want to stay aboard the Dream…”

				“I will accompany you, Mistress, if you would allow it. You may have need of me, since any warnings or protocols you find will undoubtedly be inscribed in elvish, and I wish to see the Chamber of Life. It is the chance of a lifetime.”

				“All right, then.” She turned to her husband. “Feldrin, I want Edan along on this. We’re certain to meet up with the mer, and he’s our secret weapon. Would you mind sending word for him? I think we should let him know what we’re up against.”

				“Right.” Feldrin lifted his own cup; its contents were also cold, but distilled rather than brewed, and he drained them in a single swallow. “I’ll get the little firebug.”

				≈

				“By the nine unholy hells…” Sam breathed, staring up at the floating city. She had first spied Akrotia with the setting sun, looking like a sharp-peaked island silhouetted against a blood-red horizon. During the early hours of the night they had approached, slowly and silently, like a cat stalking a mouse. Now, under the silver moonlight, the city loomed bigger than anything she imagined; she discerned towers, archways and roads, but not a single light shone from any of the peaked windows. Camilla had told them the city was dead, and it seemed she was right. The entire place was nothing but a mausoleum.

				She whispered an order to Uag, tracing a circle in the air with her hand, and the blades of the four long sweeps bit into the water, silently propelling Manta’s twin hulls around the city. Sam climbed the ratlines to the foretop for a broader perspective, peering into the coves and inlets in search of her quarry. They passed two curious harbors, their mouths huge archways, and as a third hove into view from around the bend, she spotted the characteristic masts of the two schooners silhouetted by the moonlight.

			

			
				“Starboard rudder!” she hissed down to Uag, keeping her voice low. Sound carried far across water, and the sea witch might have sentries posted. “Turn around. Go back.” She climbed down and grinned at them in triumph. “They’re here! We’ll go back to the first harbor we saw and go in there.”

				“Aye, Capt’n Sam.” Uag grinned back at her, his shark-like teeth glowing in the moonlight. Manta turned until her bows pointed back the way they had come. After a short time, the arch they sought rose ahead of them, silver in the moon’s luminous glow.

				They approached warily; though the city looked dead, gods only knew what might be lurking, watching them from those dark windows. The only sound was the rhythmic swish-splash of the sweeps and the lapping of the lazy swells against the city’s hull. As they neared the arch, mutters broke out among the crew, and the cadence of the oars became less synchronized. Uag spoke before Sam could, ordering them to silence.

				“Slow, now!” Sam ordered as they came abreast of the looming arch. She peered through it into the harbor, sweeping her viewing glass from left to right. Piers jutted out from the low seawalls; it would be easy to get ashore. “Good! Take her in, Uag.”

				“Aye, Capt’n Sam.” Uag hissed orders, and Manta turned until her bows pointed at the center of the gap under the arch.

				Sam stood on the port bow, staring open-mouthed up at the wondrous structure. The arch, a perfect half circle thrice the height of Manta’s masts, was etched with flowing script that glinted in the moonlight. Though clear against the gray stone, the characters were completely foreign to her. As they slid under the arch, she noticed a wide slot cut into the arch’s underside. The arch seemed hewn from a single piece of stone, with no seams except for that mysterious slot. A portcullis, maybe? Thus her eyes were directed up instead of down into the water’s depths as they passed the threshold. Her lapse of attention cost them dearly.

				Sam pitched forward at the same instant she heard the terrible grinding sound of Manta’s starboard hull grounding on coral. The bow pulpit hit her in the stomach, which kept her aboard, and the ship spun around to starboard. As she gasped for breath, she found herself staring down into the water at the moonlit coral reef that she would have seen if she had been paying proper attention. The port-side hull ground to a halt on the edge of the reef as the ship came around, her bows now pointing across the aperture.

			

			
				Sam peered into the water and quickly assessed the situation. Good that we were going slow, she thought. It should be easy enough to push off and—Before she could complete the thought, one of the long ocean swells lifted Manta up and dropped her even higher onto the offending reef, leaving the ship high and dry.

				“By all Nine Hells and high water!” Sam pushed off the pulpit and turned to face her crew. They were already on their feet, their eyes wide and white against their dark faces, their features painted with fear. It would be dangerous for her if that fear turned to panic. “Well,” she said in a satisfied tone as she looked around, “that saves us time docking, anyway. Splash the launch, Uag. We’ll go ashore and have a look around.” Perhaps if she played it down, their lack of experience would let them believe her story.

				“But, Capt’n Sam, de ship is on de rocks! We’re stuck! We gotta get her off before she sinks!”

				“Manta will not sink, Uag,” she explained patiently. “I saw this ship being built; she’s strong! Her keels are on the coral, but her hulls are fine. She’ll have a few scratches, to be sure, but we’ll get her off. But we need daylight to do it, so we might as well go ashore now and have a look around.” She fixed him with a level stare, and said her next words slowly and deliberately. “Splash the launch.”

				“Aye, Capt’n Sam.” He spoke to the rest of the crew, and there was some argument, but they finally relented.

				By the time the launch bobbed beside Manta, Sam had dressed and armed herself for the excursion. She doubted she would find Edan tonight, but she could scout their position by moonlight easily enough. There was a wide avenue that seemed to circumscribe the entire city, and she could follow that until she was close, then pick a spot to spy on them. Then it would be a matter of watching and waiting for the right opportunity. When she found Edan, she would rescue him from the sea witch, and they would escape together on the Manta. If Cynthia Flaxal died in the process, so much the better.

				≈

				*They near the chamber, my love,* Slickfin signed to Eelback. *Today we heard them banging and fumbling around. Noisy, clumsy creatures.* She flipped her beautiful tail, admiring the way the scales glistened and sparkled in the pale light that shone from the ceiling of the Chamber of Life.

			

			
				Most of the chambers they had flooded made her uncomfortable, being structured to accommodate landwalkers, not mer, but she liked this one. The domed ceiling arched high and sported an intricate mosaic of glass prisms. Akrotia had been constructed to bring light into this deep chamber, bright during the day, and soft at night, as now. It made her feel as if she swam in the open ocean, with the moonlight filtering down through the sea above her head.

				She and Eelback swam lazy circles around the center of the room, where the Chamber of Life itself rested atop a many-tiered dais. The crystalline structure glittered in the subdued light, like one of the tiny floating jellies that she loved to watch in the moonlight. Fluttering her gills in mirth, she swam into the chamber through one of the four open arches, then out the opposite side. It was inert, now, of course, safe for them to explore. She was no seamage, and had no magic to awaken Akrotia. She flipped her tail playfully, swam back to Eelback, and curled her tail around his.

				*Yes, they come near,* Eelback agreed, sliding his hand down her flank in affection. *When the seamage comes to this place, Akrotia will live again.*

				*And then, my love?* Slickfin shuddered, and a milky substance issued from her underside, at the base of her caudal fin. She flicked her tail and her potent scent wafted through the water. Eelback’s color shifted from light to dark, his broad shoulders quivering.

				*Then, we will populate our new home. And you, my sweet Slickfin, will be the trident holder’s wife, and mother to Akrotia’s first generation.* His hand found hers and he pulled her into a spiraling embrace, their tails flexing and undulating together.

				*Yes, my love,* she signed, her hands fumbling the words through their embrace.

				Then their clinch became even more intimate, and neither could sign. They drifted to the floor of the chamber, each shuddering in the throes of their passion. After a time, a shower of tiny, glistening orbs bathed in a thick, milky fluid fell to the floor beneath them. Slickfin and Eelback floated quietly for a long moment before Eelback finally stirred. He brushed her cheek with his smooth, webbed fingers and signed farewell, then swam out of the chamber.

			

			
				Slickfin pulsed her gills slowly in satisfaction, and sank to the bottom of the chamber. Taking the glistening orbs into her mouth, she stored them one by one in the special pouch deep in her throat. There, by the grace of Odea, a new generation would hatch in a few weeks—the first new generation Akrotia had seen in a thousand years.

				≈

				Huffington snapped awake, one hand on his dagger, the other batting away the light touch on his shoulder. Fortunately, he recognized the wiry ensign with whom he shared a berth aboard the Marie Celeste and stopped short of putting a blade in the boy’s eye.

				“Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to startle you, but—”

				“Morning already?” He levered himself out of the narrow bunk, deciding not to tell the tight-laced young officer just how close he’d come to meeting the gods.

				“No, sir. It’s just the midwatch, sir. Six bells.”

				“Six bells, mid…” Huffington hated the blasted system these nautical types used to tell time, bells and watches and all. Why not just say it was three o’clock in the morning? “What’s wrong?”

				“I don’t know, sir. Master Upton sent word for you, sir.”

				“From Indomitable?” One look into the youth’s blank face told him there would be no explanation forthcoming. Ensigns didn’t ask questions, didn’t know any answers, and, aside from saluting and calling everything that had two legs and wore a jacket “sir,” didn’t have any redeeming qualities at all that Huffington could see.

				“Very well, then.” He reached for his boots. When the emperor’s spymaster summons you at three in the morning, you don’t ask why. “Thank you, Ensign.”

				“Sir.” The boy saluted, turned on his heel, and left the cabin as quietly as he had arrived.

				Huffington put on his jacket and spectacles, checked his pockets, picked up his satchel and made his way to the deck. There, a burly coxswain and a crew of six sailors waited impatiently at the leeward boarding ladder.

				“You bein’ Mister Huffington, sir?” the coxswain asked, knuckling his forehead half-heartedly, as if unsure if Huffington was worthy of the deference.

				“Yes, I am,” he answered. “And I’m not navy, so you don’t have to salute me or call me anything but Mister Huffington.”

			

			
				“Yes, sir. We’s to take you to the flagship straight away. Captain’s orders.”

				“So I heard.” Huffington looked out at the pitch black sea and the smattering of lantern lights, and asked, “You’re sure you can find it?”

				“Oh, aye sir!” The man pointed at one particular array of lanterns among the many. “There she lies, clear as the nose on me face, sir.”

				“Very well, then.” He set the strap of his satchel diagonally across his chest, head and arm through the loop so that there was no way he could accidentally drop it overboard. “Lead on.”

				He boarded the launch and was borne across the ink-black waters with astounding alacrity, straight as an arrow, right to Indomitable’s leeward boarding ladder. Huffington clambered aboard the flagship and was escorted by yet another ensign—this one probably all of thirteen years old—to Master Upton’s cabin. The ensign knocked, two quick raps, and stood with his hands behind his back until the door opened.

				“Mister Huffington, sir,” the youth said with a sharp salute.

				“Very good. Come in, Mister Huffington,” the spymaster said, backing away from the door and waving at one of the two chairs in the small cabin. It was only slightly more spacious than Huffington’s own, though the spymaster did not have to share it with three ensigns. “Please make yourself comfortable. I’ve got blackbrew, or I can call for tea if you prefer. We have a great deal to discuss.” The spymaster was in shirtsleeves, so Huffington lay his satchel aside and doffed his coat.

				“Uh, nothing for me, sir. Is there a problem, sir?” he asked, sitting in the indicated chair and eying the room with practiced scrutiny. Papers were stacked in neat piles on the little folding table. In the bright lamplight, he could see that one stack was the packet he had handed over three days before.

				“Problem? I daresay there is always a problem, Mister Huffington, and usually more than one. Such problems are the reason people like you and I have a profession. We are solvers of problems.” Upton poured steaming blackbrew into a cup and lightened it with milk, which surprised Huffington. Evidently, Admiral Joslan’s rank warranted such luxuries, and Indomitable was large enough to accommodate a cow. Huffington wondered if the admiral knew that Upton was nicking his private stores. “As to a particular problem, no. Need there be?”

				“The hour, sir,” Huffington explained, nodding to the dark porthole.

			

			
				“Why, what is the…” Upton fished a pocket watch from the jacket that hung next to his chair and flipped open the cover. “Well, it is late, isn’t it?”

				“Late?” Huffington could not suppress a little cough of laughter. “Er, I would call it early, sir, but…”

				“Well, nevertheless, here we are, and we may as well discuss your particular situation while we have a moment to ourselves; less chance of curious ears.” Upton sipped his blackbrew and nudged the stack of papers that Huffington had delivered. “You will find, I’m sure, that the hour of the day or night, or even the day of the week or month, has little to do with the duties of our profession.”

				“Pardon me, sir, but that’s twice you’ve said ‘our profession’.” He shifted uncomfortably under the spymaster’s scrutiny, but he was still irritated enough with being woken in the middle of the night that he pressed forward with his point. “I never thought of you as a secretary, sir, and I know that I’m no specialist in the arts of…security.”

				“Do not attempt to be flippant or evasive with me, Mister Huffington,” Upton warned, lifting his cup again for a sip. The man’s narrow eyes stared over the rim at him, but Huffington just stared back. “As I told you earlier, I have looked into your past. I know your abilities, your strengths and your weaknesses. You are in the emperor’s service, now. I have read your orders. What I want to discuss is how you plan to carry them out.”

				“Your pardon again, sir, but my employer is Count Emil Norris, and the emperor himself told me that it was to remain so.” He firmed his resolve and pressed forward. In for a copper, in for a crown. “As a loyal subject, I could not refuse His Majesty’s service in this one…endeavor, but when it is done, I intend to resume my service as Count Norris’ secretary.”

				“None of which changes the fact that you are currently in the service of the emperor.” Upton’s tone was mild, but his eyes screamed danger. “Now, we will discuss your assignment, and you will tell me how you plan to carry it out.”

				“No, sir,” Huffington said, keeping his tone equally calm and his hands open and flat on his knees. “I’m sorry, sir, but I won’t be doing anything of the kind.”

				“It is not in your power to refuse me in this, Mister Huffington,” Upton said, a slight rise in the timbre of his voice the only obvious sign that he was upset. “I know what you are, what you have been told to do, and to whom you are going to do it. Now you will tell me—”

			

			
				Huffington stood, careful to make his motions as slow and deliberate as possible. He reached for his jacket and lifted it from the hook.

				“Sit down, Mister Huffington! This instant!”

				“No, sir, I won’t.” He put his jacket on and lifted his satchel. “I was told by the emperor that I was still Count Norris’ man. I’m in the service of His Majesty, and while I was told that you would know of my assignment, I was not told that I would answer to you in any way, except that I might ask your assistance if I needed it. This task is mine, and I’d prefer not to discuss it.”

				“Why ever not, Mister Huffington?” Upton said, his tone returned to normal, though with some obvious effort. “I am the Master of Security, after all. I might be able to offer some helpful advice.”

				“Because, in my profession, Master Upton, a man never tells anyone how he’s going to kill another man. Or woman, if it comes to that.” He put the satchel strap over his head and reached for the door. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, Master Upton, I will be going back to my bunk aboard the Marie Celeste. Good night.”

				“Good night, Mister Huffington,” the spymaster said as the door closed between them.

				Huffington squared his shoulders and rolled his neck to loosen his tense muscles. He doubted he would get back to sleep, but was determined to try. Getting out of that cabin without telling the spymaster what he wanted to know, and without getting a dagger in his ribs, was an exhausting and exhilarating accomplishment. And best of all, he was still his own man.


				


			

				Chapter 20

				Moth and Flame

				“Edan…Edan.”

				Sam whispered his name, enjoying the way it felt on her lips. It was like a prayer…or a curse, she wasn’t quite sure which. On the one hand, her memory of their intimate introduction exalted her, teased her with its intensity, and his power very much intrigued Sam-the-pirate. On the other hand, he had awakened a part of her—the weak, sentimental Samantha—that she had thought dead. That she had, in fact, tried to kill. She found herself longing for that part of herself, grieving for its loss. She was confused, and that confusion made her angry. Who wanted Edan? Sam, who was attracted by his power, or Samantha, who was attracted to the passionate young man who made her feel safe, wanted, loved? Whatever the reason, she was here. And now, finally, she had found him.

				She crouched behind an ornate stone crenation, her glass leveled through a guano-stained balustrade and focused on the harbor far below. Sam and Uag had found this harbor with little trouble, moving like wraiths through the moonlit streets, working their way around the outer avenue that ringed the floating city until they spied the schooners’ masts. Finding a high place to watch from, they had settled in to wait. Now the sun had breached the horizon, and her patience had paid off. She watched as the seamage and her Morrgrey husband, the half-elf shipwright Ghelfan, Edan, and two burly sailors left the ships and headed into the city.

				“Dat’s him?” Uag asked, his low whisper barely audible. “Dat skinny one wit de pointy ears?”

				“No, the one with red hair. The only one not wearing a sword,” she said. “He’s their prisoner.” She looked more closely. What in the Nine Hells is he doing with all those bottles and jars on his belt? She shrugged and handed the glass to Uag.

				“Dat boy?” he asked, focusing the scope, then wrinkling his brow at her. “He got powerful magic?”

				“Yes, he does,” she answered defiantly, grabbing the glass and tucking it in her belt. She rose to a crouch and moved to the stair down to the harbor level. She had to hurry if she was going to follow Edan’s group. “Go back and get Manta off the reef. Mind her rudders. If you break them, we can’t get home. I’ll be along soon, by nightfall at the latest.”

			

			
				“You gonna try to get dat boy away from dem alone?”

				Uag’s skepticism almost made her laugh. She gave him a grin, her sharpened teeth gleaming in the morning light. “Once the seamage is dead, the rest will be easy.”

				≈

				“You’re sure this is the one?” Cynthia asked Ghelfan, squinting down at the odd-looking bronze hatch in the floor. It was one of the floating staircases and it was closed, which meant that the level below was flooded.

				“Yes.” The shipwright’s fingers traced the silvery elvish script etched into the wall. “This refers to the Chamber of Life.” He looked at her and raised one slim eyebrow. “The sea lies beneath this hatch, Cynthia. You must make it recede if it we are to open it.”

				“I can hold back the water,” Cynthia vowed. She knelt and placed a hand against the hatch, then closed her eyes. Yes, she could feel the sea against the hatch, and it was pressing hard. They were well below the city’s waterline now, perhaps eighty feet or so, and the pressures were substantial. “Though you might get your feet wet.”

				Edan groaned softly, and Flicker’s high-pitched chitters sounded like a stream of sprite curses. Mouse’s cackle of laughter in response confirmed it. Cynthia waved him away impatiently, then stood.

				“I can’t push back the entire ocean, but I can keep the immediate area around us relatively dry. But after we descend the stairs and move toward the chamber, the water will fill in behind us, raising the stair and closing the hatch.”

				“That’s where you two come in,” Feldrin said gravely to Rhaf and Janley, his two crewmen who had volunteered to come along. “If we need to open the hatch from below, this level will start to flood as we swim up through, so one of you is gonna have to block the next one open until we can get up to the next level.”

				“Swim?” Edan said, his eyes widening so much that it was almost comical. “You never said anything about swimming!”

				Cynthia sighed; they had left this part out of last night’s discussion with Edan, not wanting to frighten him with a litany of all the possible things that could go wrong. Perhaps they had erred in that decision. What’s done is done, she thought, and considered how to explain it to him now.

			

			
				“As Feldrin has pointed out, I’m not invulnerable. If something happens to me down there, I don’t want the rest of you do be trapped and drowned. And there are fail-safes to make sure that won’t happen.” The color had drained from the boy’s face, his freckles standing in stark relief. “Ghelfan, please show him.”

				“Of course, Mistress. These staircase hatches can be opened from the underside even when water fills the room below. See here, Edan.” He knelt beside the hatch and tapped a small disc that looked like it was engraved in the metal. “This is an air-release vent. It works in concert with a water-intake vent below. On the back side of the stairs is a handle. You simply turn the handle, and water fills the door, the displaced air coming out of the vent here. The stair then sinks under its own weight. A rather ingenious safety device, probably used during construction to adjust the trim of the city once it was floated. The point is, once opened, the hatch cannot be closed again without pumping all the water out of the flooded level and draining the hatch.”

				“So, if someone is trapped below, they turn the lever and the hatch opens?” Edan asked. “But then this level will flood, too, and fast!”

				“Exactly,” Cynthia said. Relieved that Edan seemed to accept Ghelfan’s explanation without too much fuss, she turned to the sailors and gestured at their tools. “That’s why Rhaf and Janley are staying here, and why they lugged those heavy crowbars down here with them. If this level starts flooding, they’ll run to the next hatch before it floats closed and jam a crowbar into the jaw of the rising stair, blocking it open. Once everyone’s clear, we pull out the crowbar and let the hatch close behind us.”

				“I don’t suppose you’d let me volunteer to stay up here,” Edan asked, glaring at her.

				“No, Edan. I need you with me. The mer fear fire more than anything, and you are fire.”

				“Just remember what we talked about last night, Edan,” Feldrin said, “and keep yer wits about you.”

				“If anything happens to me, I want everyone to get out, and get out fast.” Cynthia raised a hand to forestall them before anyone could speak. She was impatient to get on with this. They’d worked so hard to get here, now it was time to get this done. She knew Edan was scared, but they were all scared. “Save our son, Feldrin, whatever it takes. Promise me.”

			

			
				“Oh, aye, lass,” Feldrin said heavily. “We’ll all be gettin’ out of here. I promise you that!”

				“Considering the number of promises you’ve broken, you’ll forgive me if that doesn’t give me any comfort,” Edan said, glaring at Feldrin.

				Cynthia’s fury flooded her senses, fed by her sorrow, guilt and desperation, shattering her façade of control. She pinned Edan with a glare. “We’ve kept every promise we ever made to you, Edan! You wouldn’t even be a pyromage if not for us, so how about a little gods-damned gratitude! And I’d be a little more cautious about insulting the only people who can get you out of here alive. Because if we don’t get out, you don’t get out. How is that for incentive?”

				Edan’s stepped back from her wrath, his bluff gone, and Flicker cowered behind his neck, wide eyed. “I…I didn’t really mean it like that.”

				Cynthia closed her eyes and took several deep breaths, then felt Feldrin’s hand on her arm.

				“Let it be, lass. The lad’s just got pre-fight jitters, just like the rest of us.”

				She shrugged off his hand and steeled her resolve. “Fine, now stand back and let me work.”

				Cynthia knelt again and placed a hand on the cool bronze hatch. She could feel the sea below the hatch, pressing upward, eager to rise to sea level. Back, she thought, willing the water away. The heavy metal hatch shuddered and dropped a half inch at one end, and air rushed into the empty space she had created, which made it easier. She continued to urge the water away, and the stair dropped a half foot. As it tilted, the steps rotated out from its flat surface, remaining parallel to the floor. She stepped aboard the tilting hatch and rode it down, urging a tendril of water up to wet her feet and firm her connection with the sea.

				“Have a care, lass,” Feldrin said, one huge hand on her shoulder, the other gripping one of his boarding axes. “Let me go first. Don’t know if one of yer fishy friends might be waitin’ with a trident handy.”

				“I checked, Feldrin,” she said impatiently. “There’s nothing down here but water.” She shrugged off his hand and descended the stair, urging the last of the water away. The heavy hatch touched down with a substantial impact, enough to reverberate through the floor and walls.

			

			
				“Well, we just rung their doorbell.” Feldrin said, following her down the steps with his ungainly gait.

				“Great,” Edan muttered, relieving Rhaf of his torch and following Feldrin down the steps.

				“Do not worry, Edan,” Ghelfan said, bringing up the rear of their procession. He withdrew a glow crystal from a pouch at his hip and drew his slim rapier. “The mer have surely known that we are here all along.”

				Cynthia stepped off the stair with a little splash. She’d left a few inches of water on the floor to maintain a strong connection with the sea, and as they proceeded down the hall, she would allow the water to flow past and fill in behind them. To keep the entire corridor free of water would be too much of a strain. When the others all stood beside her, Cynthia called up to Rhaf and Janley.

				“Remember, as we move away the water will rise and the hatch will close. Don’t worry.”

				“Aye, Mistress,” Rhaf said, though both men looked nervous.

				“And if you see the release pop open, one of you run like hell and block open the next stair,” Feldrin added. “The other stays to help us.”

				“Aye Capt’n,” Janley said with a quick salute. “The runnin’ part I think you can count on.”

				“Great,” Edan muttered yet again. He flinched at every drip that fell on him from overhead. Flicker perched on his shoulder and nuzzled his ear, her flaming hair coursing harmlessly along his skin.

				Cynthia shuddered and turned away. Just the sight of the flames on his skin made her uncomfortable, and she knew that Edan felt similar discomfort down here, so out of his element and so close to the power she wielded. Just as long as he doesn’t panic, she thought, and does his job. She forced all thoughts of fire and Edan out of her mind and led them toward the Chamber of Life, ever mindful of the sea rushing past their feet to refill their only way out.

				≈

				Eelback felt the heavy vibration down his sensitive lateral lines; water was a much-better transmitter of sound than air, and this sound in particular was one he had long awaited, for it set all his long-laid plans in motion.

				*Kelpie!* He flipped his tail and snapped to a stop before Odea’s priestess. *It is time. Give me the seamage’s finling and cast your invocation so that I may breathe air.*

			

			
				Kelpie’s eyes widened, her pupils dilating until her green irises were bare slivers. *And you will free Tailwalker?* she signed, her hands trembling upon the swaddled babe.

				*As I have promised, you and the trident holder’s son will be free to go.* He held out his hands. *Give me the child and cast the invocation.*

				*On your word, Eelback.* She handed over the silent bundle—the child was sleeping peacefully—lifted the silver crescent and hilt of the Scimitar Moon from her breast, and beseeched Odea’s blessing. The icon glowed as she moved her hands in a broad arc, calling on the sea goddess’ power.

				Eelback felt a slight flush and a discomfort in his chest. The babe squirmed in the swaddling clothes, but settled without waking. *Is it done?*

				*Yes. You will breathe as landwalkers do when air touches your face. Now, free Tailwalker.* Her eyes bore into him, and her holy icon continued to glow with its soft blue light.

				*Slickfin, cut Tailwalker’s bonds and escort them to the outer city.*

				Slickfin passed her dagger between Tailwalker’s bound wrists, slicing the ties, and motioned them toward the exit. *Come, both of you,* she signed.

				Kelpie cast one last suspicious glance at Eelback, then grasped Tailwalker’s arm to guide him. The trident holder’s son tried to shake off her grasp, but his arms were weak from long binding, and truly, he needed her aid. In the end, he submitted, and the two followed Slickfin out of the chamber. When they were out of sight, Eelback turned to Redtail and gave the order that would execute the next phase of his plan.

				*Tell the myxine that the time has come for them to feed.*

				*Yes, Eelback,* his friend signed, but before he could flip his tail to leave, Eelback gripped his arm.

				*And remind them, Redtail; no landwalker, and no mer, must be allowed to leave Akrotia alive.*

				*Yes, Eelback,* Redtail signed, his head bobbing in subservience, though his color shifted with discomfort.

				*Good! Now, go!*

				Redtail flipped his tail and was gone.

				To the rest of his warriors, Eelback signed, *When Redtail and Slickfin return, close all the doors to the outer city. We will stay safe inside while the myxine feed outside.*

			

			
				Their fists hammered their chests in salute and they darted off to their duties.

				Eelback looked down at the seamage’s child in his arms, so weak and helpless and pink, then thought of his own offspring waiting in Slickfin’s throat to be hatched. They would beget a great school of mer here and make Akrotia strong again. His plan needed only one more thing to be complete, and she was on her way. He clapped his gills in excitement, then flipped his tail and swam as quickly as he could toward the Chamber of Life.

				≈

				“I don’t like this, mate,” Rhaf said, scratching the three-day stubble on his chin as he and Janley watched the stair slowly float up from the corridor below. “Don’t seem right.”

				“Aye,” Janley agreed, “with the Capt’n’s bum leg and only the four of ‘em. Ye’d think we mighta brought the whole crew ta—”

				A sharp crack from down the corridor broke their conversation, and both men whipped around, their hands on the hilts of their weapons. Rhaf didn’t relish having to fight off one of those hairy beasts with just two swords and one torch between them, but they’d been ordered to guard the hatch, and guard it they would. Quietly, keeping an eye on the veil of darkness where torchlight met oblivion, he drew his cutlass and bent to lay his crowbar aside, then motioned for Janley to do the same.

				Janley’s crowbar clanged to the floor.

				“Shhhh!” Rhaf hissed, sparing a quick glance to his mate.

				Janley staggered, emitting a quiet, “Uhhh,” and looked down in shock. Four inches of bloodied steel protruded from his chest. Rhaf stared in shock as Janley toppled, the blade slipping free as quietly as it had entered.

				Instinct kicked in and Rhaf whirled, slashing cross-body with the honed reflexes of a veteran privateer, but his blade met only air. His foe stood much shorter than he’d anticipated, and ducked under his stroke. He looked and saw a girl, and hesitated for an instant; enough for her to slash low across his abdomen. Rhaf clutched at the wound instinctively, and warm wetness filled his hand. He swung a desperate backstroke, but she parried it, then lunged. He felt a strange shock as the steel pierced his chest, and all his strength left him. His cutlass fell from nerveless fingers, and he collapsed in a heap as she jerked the blade free.

			

			
				“Sorry, mates,” the girl said, her voice distant in his ears. She snatched up one of the crowbars and jammed it into the slowly rising hatch. “Can’t leave anyone behind me, and I need to come back this way.”

				Rhaf tried to reach for his sword, even as he lay curled around his wounds, but his muscles would not answer. The dropped torch sputtered, and its flame flickered in warning a moment before he felt cool water on his cheek. The light dimmed, or maybe it was his vision, but he saw the girl squirm through the gap in the hatch into the dark, salty water below. He heard her take several deep breaths, then, with a splash, she was gone. The water gurgled, rising through the open hatch, and the torch went out. Rhaf sighed one last time, too weak to move. His senses dimmed before the water rose over him.

				≈

				Deep beneath Akrotia, the myxine received Eelback’s message with great excitement. The festering corpse of the leviathan that they had been using as both food and nest writhed, its thick hide undulating as their fervor mounted. Pungent pheromones, thick in the slime-choked water that they shared, called them to the hunt.

				The side of the huge corpse ruptured, spilling forth the squirming school of myxine and a mass of thick, grey-white slime that sank slowly into the depths. The myxine numbered more than a thousand strong, so tightly packed that they resembled a single twisting, wriggling body. Swarming as one toward the light in search of their promised prey, the myxine surged forward to feast.


				


			

				Chapter 21

				Threats Revealed

				Edan’s feet squelched miserably in his wet shoes. The water on the floor was three inches deep, and more dripped from the ceiling onto his head and shoulders. He had dared one glance back, holding the torch high, and immediately regretted it. The corridor was filling behind them, a glistening wedge of water so clear that the torchlight wavered and flickered along the submerged walls, giving the illusion of motion. As if that was not discomforting enough, the power that Cynthia exerted pressed on him like a nauseating, smothering weight, and the air felt heavy and hard to breathe. It made him want to retch, to turn and run, but there was no place to run. The sea flowed away before them and closed in behind. The only way out was with the seamage, and she was too crazy with the loss of her baby to be reasoned with. He was stuck in this to the end, so he just kept slogging forward.

				Cynthia maintained a steady pace. At every branching corridor or door, Ghelfan directed them on. Soon they approached a dead end, closed by one of the curious doors of spiraled metal.

				“This is it,” Ghelfan said, tracing the elvish inscriptions on the wall. “This is the Chamber of Life.”

				“Open it.” Feldrin’s voice echoed harshly off the confines of the corridor and his huge hands flexed on the hafts of his boarding axes. For once, Edan didn’t resent the man’s strength or bluff ways; if he was going to go into battle, the Morrgrey captain was a formidable ally.

				“Wait!” Cynthia stepped forward and placed a hand on the door, closing her eyes in concentration. “The chamber is flooded.” Her eyes snapped wide open, and she looked back at her husband. “There’s a mer inside. Just one.”

				“Eelback,” Feldrin said through gritted teeth. “It’s gotta be.” He turned to Edan. “Time to put Flicker in her hiding place.”

				“Right.” Knowing the firesprite would give Edan away as a pyromage, they had planned for her to hide in the only place she could. “Okay Flick. Like I said, remember?” Flicker nodded and hunkered along the burning torch so only her head peeked over the top. From more than a few feet away, it was impossible to see her.

				“You too, Mouse. We don’t want anything to distract the mer,” Feldrin said. Mouse nodded and slipped down the back collar of Cynthia’s blouse. Feldrin turned back to face the door. “Open it, Ghelfan.”

			

			
				“Yes, open it,” Cynthia agreed, stepping back. “I’ll hold back the sea. When the door is open, I’ll drain the chamber before we move in. With any luck, Eelback will be incapacitated.” To Edan’s ear, she didn’t sound too sure about their luck playing out according to plan.

				“Very well.”

				The shipwright turned the wheel to the left of the door, and the portal slowly opened. Beyond stood a shimmering wall of water. Edan stumbled back; the force of the seamage’s power, holding all that water in place, pressed down on him like a lead weight. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.

				“Are you all right, Edan?” Cynthia asked.

				He swallowed his gorge and gasped for breath, but Ghelfan crooked an arm under his and steadied him. He forced himself upright and met her eyes.

				“Just do what you have to do, Cynthia.” He forced himself to concentrate on the gentle flutter of the torch’s light. Flicker turned her head and smiled tentatively at him, her eyes glowing orange-white, her hair melding with the torch’s flame. Edan considered raising his own fire a bit, just enough to overcome the nausea of the sea magic, but was afraid it might make Cynthia lose her own concentration. And right now, her concentration was all that was keeping them alive. He focused instead on the torch: heat…flame…fire. His discomfort eased, and he made himself watch as Cynthia stepped forward and placed one hand into the wall of water.

				Edan saw the muscles in the seamage’s jaw bunch with effort. The water rippled with her magic, then he felt it pulse against him. He staggered, but Ghelfan’s grasp on his arm kept him on his feet. Edan slid his hand up the torch until his fingers were bathed in the flames, and Flicker caressed the back of his knuckles. He felt his mind steady; he could resist the feeling of being smothered, drowned in the cold sea.

				Water receded from the seamage’s touch.

				“Big room,” Cynthia said through clenched teeth. The water retreated before her, flowing down the strangely bright walls and away as the Chamber of Life emptied. She stepped through the doorway and they followed. Edan leaned heavily on Ghelfan’s arm, hoping that when the time came, he would have the strength to do what needed to be done.

			

			
				≈

				Tailwalker and Kelpie peered out from the small grotto at the ceaseless, undulating procession of myxine that flowed up from the depths of the city’s underside. Finally their numbers lessened, and the tail of the school disappeared in the light of the day above. Kelpie clutched Tailwalker’s arm, but he jerked free.

				*Do not touch me!* he signed, sculling backward as she reached for him again. *I want nothing to do with you!*

				Kelpie paled, her spots stark in the dim light for an instant before her color returned. *There is no time to argue, Tailwalker. Think of me whatever you like, but we must go now, before the myxine come back and—*

				*Let them come,* he signed, flexing his aching arms. His wrists and forearms were rubbed free of scales, and his fingers tingled as if stuck with sea urchin spines. *Perhaps they will give you what you deserve, traitor!*

				*Call me what you will, son of the trident holder; hate me as much as your soul can muster, but do it later! If we stay here and argue, the myxine will come and devour us, and I will not let that happen! I have done too much to let you die now.*

				Kelpie darted forward and grasped his arm. The silver crescent around her neck ignited with Odea’s light, and the sea goddess’ power surged through her and into Tailwalker, healing his raw wrists and throat, empowering his limbs and tail until he tingled all over. The returning strength felt good, but he regretted that he could not have used it to prevent all the harm that had been done: Eelback’s manipulation of The Voice, the death of Quickfin, the betrayal of the seamage. He jerked away from Kelpie and glared at her.

				*We have a chance to survive, Tailwalker,* she signed, glaring right back. *If you wish to die here, stay until the myxine come and eat you alive, but if you want to live long enough to have vengeance, then follow me closely.*

				Before he could reply, she flipped her tail and darted out of the grotto toward the open sea. He clapped his mouth in annoyance and followed, flipping hard to keep her tail in sight. When open water loomed near, she snapped to a stop, and he nearly barreled right into her. Before them another smaller school of myxine flowed past, the clear water clouded by their mucus.

			

			
				She signed, *Stay close to me,* and darted off before he could reply. She was swimming directly at the school.

				Tailwalker hesitated. He didn’t want to trust her, but he didn’t know what else to do. She had betrayed the entire school, and he would see her judged by the trident holder for her crimes, but for that to happen, they had to survive. He swam after her, flipping hard to catch up. As they neared the myxine, the school veered toward them, reacting as one to the presence of prey. Tailwalker trembled as the myxine converged on them, their mouth tentacles waving for something to grasp and hold until their teeth could pierce flesh. And still, Kelpie swam right at them, undaunted.

				Tailwalker briefly thought, She has betrayed me! but he was wrong.

				*STOP!*

				Odea’s voice lashed out in an expanding wave of iridescent force, stunning every myxine in sight. Tailwalker felt the single divine word like a hammer inside his head, pounding to get out, but it had been directed forward, not at him. The myxine floated senseless, murky mucus drifting in clouds between their sinuous bodies, their small black eyes open and sightless. He felt Kelpie grasp his arm, and shook off the numbness in his mind.

				*Come on!* she signed, and swam through the drifting school of vile creatures.

				Tailwalker followed, nudging past the slimy bodies, clamping his mouth and gill slits tightly shut to avoid the drifting mucus that would suffocate him if it clogged his gills. They were through in an instant and flipping hard for open water, away from Akrotia, away from Eelback and his traitorous school.

				And away from Seamage Flaxal, he thought forlornly. He recalled her efforts to forge a relationship with the mer, to learn their language and their ways, to even become his betrothed, thereby wounding her consort to the heart. He wondered if she had a chance of surviving Eelback’s treachery, and was disheartened. She was already deep in Akrotia, nearing the Chamber of Life. Since the school had shut them out of the city, Tailwalker couldn’t reach her with a warning, even if he knew where to look. He looked back at the myxine; they were already beginning to stir and move toward the surface, where they would surely devour all the landwalkers. Tailwalker had never felt so helpless.

			

			
				≈

				Feldrin followed close on Cynthia’s heels, squinting into the wavering depths of the receding water, his boarding axes held at the ready. He glanced at his wife’s face, pale but determined, her lips moving slightly as she called on the sea to obey her pleas. Mouse hunkered behind her neck, whispering into her ear. Behind them, Ghelfan supported Edan, whose sickly pallor made his orange hair stand out like the flames on his firesprite’s head.

				As the water drained away and the room was revealed, Feldrin was surprised to find it much brighter than he had thought it would be. He glanced up at the towering dome of the ceiling, an amazing arched mosaic of crystal prisms arrayed in patterns of the sea and sky. He smelled the familiar odor of guano, and noted an arrangement of air vents that had opened up with the retreating water, allowing fresh air from outside to circulate. But it was the Chamber of Life itself that made him gasp. Beautiful beyond anything he’d ever seen, it was a teardrop-shaped crystalline structure with four open archways, like a gazebo of crystal and light atop a high dais.

				Then a high-pitched cry pierced the chamber, grating on Feldrin’s ears like fingernails on slate and setting the hairs up on his neck. It was also the sweetest sound he had ever heard; it was a baby’s cry, his son, and he was screaming his lungs out.

				The cries snapped him out of his reverie, and he realized that the water had stopped its retreat. It was still ankle deep, as they had planned; enough for Cynthia to maintain her link to the sea, not enough to hinder their movements. Cynthia stared at the dais, and he followed her gaze. On the bottom step perched a mer, balanced on its bent tail, using the steps for support. It was as ugly as he remembered, its toothy maw gaping to gulp air, its fins sagging without the support of water. His heart sank; he had hoped it would be incapacitated by the lack of water, but apparently not. Cynthia had guessed the mer priestess might cast some kind of magic to allow them to breathe air, and that appeared to be the case. Feldrin’s heart sank further when he saw the small bundle of wet cloth that wiggled and screamed, tucked tight into the crook of the mer’s arm.

				“Eelback!” Cynthia said the name like a curse. Feldrin saw her breathe deep, shoulders stiffening as she gathered her power. He thought he almost felt it, as if a rogue wave towered overhead, waiting to crash down with all the force of the ocean behind it.

			

			
				“Go on, Cyn,” he whispered too low for her to hear, “kill it! Crush it!” But then the mer moved, and he saw the knife.

				Eelback held a long dagger, wickedly serrated, the edge tucked under the babe’s chin. The mer was not holding the infant in a gentle embrace, but had him bound tightly in the swaddling blanket and tucked under his arm, its dagger at a perfect angle to slit the child’s throat. The creature moved its free hand, making a series of gestures. Cynthia, staggered back, her shoulders sagged, and her head dropped.

				“It’s as you thought, Ghelfan,” she said quietly.

				“What?” Panic welled in Feldrin’s breast. “What did it say?”

				“He said…” Cynthia paused for breath, then continued. “He said that I step into the chamber, or the baby dies.”

				“No, Cyn.” Feldrin glared at the mer, gauging his odds of killing it without endangering his son. But the knife was too close; in the time it would take him to cock his arm and throw his axe, the mer would slit the baby’s throat.

				“Yes.” Cynthia looked up into Feldrin’s eyes, her face pale, her expression flitting between determination and fear for their son. “He wants me to bring Akrotia back to life for him, and if I don’t, he’ll kill our son. We’ve got to do as we planned. He’s got to believe that he’s won.”

				“Bloody hells,” Feldrin whispered. He rued the moment that he’d ever agreed to such a foolish plan. But looking into Cynthia’s eyes, he knew that she was willing to risk everything to save their child. “There’s got to be a better way!”

				“There isn’t, Feldrin.”

				The mer slapped its tail, drawing their attention, and signed something to Cynthia. There was a quick exchange, and then she turned to Feldrin and took his hand in hers, raised her free hand to his cheek. Her eyes were on his, but her words were pitched for another. “Edan, I’m counting on you. Remember. Together.” Then, without waiting for a reply, she kissed Feldrin and turned away.

				Feldrin wanted to throttle the mer with his bare hands, to hold his baby and keep it safe, but he knew he couldn’t. Not yet. Their plan included trusting Edan, the coward who had burned an entire ship and killed more than a thousand men and then laughed about it. He didn’t like it, but he had no choice. He clenched his jaw and turned to the fledgling pyromage.

			

			
				“Edan,” he said fiercely. “Do it!”

				Feldrin watched the boy, saw his fear, but there was something else there, too. Edan swallowed hard, hesitated, glanced at Cynthia, at the mer, at the baby, and gave a barely perceptible nod.

				Cynthia signed something to the mer and started toward the dais and the Chamber of Life, her feet dragging despondently though the ankle-deep water, disturbing the smooth surface.

				Feldrin forced his attention on Cynthia, clenching his hands on his weapons until he could feel his own hammering heartbeat in his palms. Then he heard the faint pop of a cork and the trickle of liquid, and the sharp aroma of naphtha filled the air.

				≈

				The shaft of Chaser’s trident leapt and jerked in his grasp, pulling him into the writhing mass of myxine. His aim had been true, and the squirming shape he had impaled on the barbed tines was dying, but if he did not release his grasp, its death would be his also. He let the weapon go, retreated, and drew his dagger, taking a moment to assess their hopeless situation. Even at its narrowest point, the harbor entrance was too wide for the fifty mer to hold their position against such an onslaught. There were simply too many myxine to fight. The mer had known that myxine hid in Akrotia’s deeper reaches by the scent of the water, but there were threefold more of them than he had imagined. While the mer were faster, in the confined space of the harbor their speed was of no use. Their only hope was to flee. At least he could fulfill his promise to the landwalkers and warn them before the myxine struck.

				*Retreat!* he signed to the others. *Swim for the open sea!* More than one saw his sign and relayed it. Tails flipped, and the mer fell back before the surging wall of teeth and hooked tentacles.

				Chaser flipped his tail and dashed back toward the closer of the two ships. He dove deep to gain enough speed, then arched and flipped hard for the surface right beside its hull. He pierced the shimmering ceiling of the sea, arched over the edge of the ship and landed hard on the deck. He was immediately surrounded by armed and wary sailors, so he signed frantically, but they seemed not to understand. They just gaped at him, their mouths moving, making weak sounds that his sea-attuned ears could barely discern, let alone understand. He settled for the simplest form of sign language: he pointed.

			

			
				The sailors surged to the side of the ship and stared at the school of writhing myxine below the surface closing on the ship. The big landwalker who seemed to be in charge bellowed something, and everyone scattered. Chaser scrabbled to the rail and stared at the approaching school. He had done his duty and warned the landwalkers. Now he had to survive.

				He pulled himself over the side and plunged into the water. Flipping his tail madly, he tried to build up as much speed as possible. Tailwalker had once taught him the trick that had earned his friend his name, and it might just save Chaser’s life if he could pull it off. He was the fastest mer in the school, but was he fast enough? He stripped off his baldric as he swam; it was slowing him down, and he needed every ounce of speed he could muster.

				Chaser dashed right at the onrushing myxine, arching up at the last second. He cleared the water’s surface at a shallow angle, and kept flipping his tail as fast as he could, holding his arms down, palms flat to skim the surface. This was Tailwalker’s trick, to skim along the surface like a startled flying fish evading a predator, which was exactly what he hoped to do.

				He skimmed over the top of the school of ravenous myxine, touching the water only with his flat palms and the lower fin of his tail. He felt them brushing the tip of his tail in passing, but he was flying so fast that he was past them before they could react. He strained to stay up, to keep going, to clear the entire school before he plunged back into the water. If he fell too soon, they would tear him apart.

				He saw a gap, the trailing edge of the school, and dove for it. Hands grasped him, clawed fingers skittering along his scales, but their short arms were weak and he slipped past before they could get a grip. Then he was in open water, past the entrance to the harbor, free…and alone.


				


			

				Chapter 22

				Fire and Water

				Everything was going perfectly.

				Eelback held the swaddled babe in the crook of his arm, the knife snugged against its throat, and watched the landwalkers bicker in their incomprehensible air speech. The big warrior glared and pointed at Eelback with his ridiculous weapons, but didn’t dare attack. The seamage lowered her head in defeat and answered the warrior. The two landwalkers behind remained quiet, and he paid them little mind. The main contention seemed to be between the seamage and warrior. Undoubtedly he was telling her to use her magic to save the child. But Eelback had warned her that if he felt the slightest twinge of her power, saw the tiniest ripple of water moving at her whim, he would slit her finling’s throat. Eelback would have fluttered his gills in laughter, but the invocation of air-breathing held his gill slits clamped closed.

				He grew impatient and slapped his tail against the floor with a splash, snapping the landwalkers’ attention to him. *Enough talk,* he signed to the seamage with his free hand. *You have no choice. Move into the chamber or your finling dies. Now!*

				*I will go, Eelback, but first I will say goodbye to my husband.*

				*Your husband?* Eelback signed with curiosity. *You are betrothed to Tailwalker.*

				*Not anymore!* she signed in agitation. *The mer betrayed me. Why would I ally myself with those I cannot trust?*

				Eelback narrowed his eyes at her, suspicion rising in him like a tide. His sight was blurring, his eyes unaccustomed to the dry air. He blinked, but it did no good. *Say goodbye quickly,* he signed, *then enter the chamber.*

				*Agreed.* She turned to the big warrior with the wooden leg and spoke, touching his cheek. Their faces pressed together briefly—A curious gesture, he thought—and she turned away. *I will go now, but you will hand my child over when I step into the chamber.*

				*Agreed,* he signed. Again, he would have laughed if he could. He fully intended to hand over the child, ensuring the seamage’s cooperation. She couldn’t know, of course, that the child’s fate was already sealed; no landwalker would survive the myxine outside.

			

			
				The seamage walked toward the chamber, water swirling around her twin tails as she took step after slow step. He glanced at the others to make sure none moved to attack him, but it was the seamage’s magic he feared most. He knew she could kill him in an instant, crush him in the jaws of the sea as she had done to his friend, Sharkbite. But he also knew he would feel such a powerful use of her magic if she did, and he would kill her finling first. He might not be as gifted in sensing Odea’s power as Tailwalker or Broadtail, but he could feel her holding back the sea even now, and would detect it if that changed.

				Eelback had always known his plan would succeed. He had known how strongly Seamage Flaxal felt about this, her first and only offspring. He had watched her change as the child grew within her. She had become more guarded, more defensive and, in the end, more easily angered. She feared harm to her child; he had known it then, and he knew it now. That fear had hatched this entire plot, for he knew that this was the only way she would go willingly into the Chamber of Life.

				She stopped at the dais, one foot on the first step, and turned to him. *Are you sure you want me to do this, Eelback? You don’t know that Akrotia will live again if I step into the chamber.*

				*Akrotia will live, Seamage Flaxal,* he signed. *It is in the scrolls.*

				*Then, through the city, I will oppose you. Your school will never reign here.*

				Eelback hesitated a moment to consider this. The possibility had occurred to him, but he had studied the scrolls for many seasons, and they never mentioned the seamage exerting his own will after he was joined with the city. It was the other landwalkers who had betrayed the mer. Akrotia and the seamage were one, and they existed only to be Akrotia.

				*You will not be able to oppose me, Seamage Flaxal. You will be one with Akrotia, and Akrotia will be one with the mer.* His eyes stung with the dry air, and the seamage’s image grew blurred. He reached down to wet his hand so he could moisten his eyes, but his webbed fingers came up wetted not with water, but with a clear slick substance. The fumes of it stung his eyes even more, and he looked down. On the surface of the water all around him floated a layer of multi-hued, oily liquid.

				Before he could move, before he could slit the finling’s throat, before he could even think, the water about him shimmered and burst into flames.

			

			
				Terror unlike anything Eelback had ever felt surged through every fiber of his being. A tornado of fire roared up his body, the forgotten dagger tumbling from the charring fingers of his hand. He let out a high-pitched squeal and gasped reflexively, gulping air. Pain seared through him as flames crisped his sensitive gills, and he flung himself down into the shallow water, thrashing to cool the burning. The oily substance clung to his body, his hands, his face, his eyes...and the fire feasted on his flesh. All of his life he had been afraid of even the idea of fire, never actually knowing what it was, how it felt. Now he knew, he understood that it was a ravenous living monster that wanted to eat him alive, and that he had been right to be afraid. He thrashed and rolled, but the fire clung to him like a searing shroud until his scales curled and peeled away with the heat. In agony, he tore at his eyes and throat, slapped his sides as the inferno burned away his fins. It tore at him like scorching claws until all he could do was twitch and writhe and pray for death to take him.

				Akrotia was to be his new beginning; instead, it had become his end.

				≈

				As Eelback screamed, Cynthia whipped a bubble of seawater up and around her baby, washing him out of Eelback’s grasp and into her own. But even as the sea enfolded the child’s body, she marveled at Edan’s control over the fire he had wrought. True to his word, the flames had not touched her child, but had coursed up the mer in a tight vortex, scorching Eelback’s face, gills, eyes and even the hand that held the dagger. Now, it engulfed the mer in a pyre of yellow-white flames that didn’t stop burning until Eelback was nothing but a thrashing heap of seared scales and flesh. The body sputtered and charred, half on the dais, half in the water, still convulsing in the last throes of agony. She had known Eelback, but she could not feel pity for him. He had taken her child, killed Quickfin, and incited the mer to war. Whatever agony he felt was not enough to atone for the deaths of so many.

				Cynthia collapsed onto the stairs and held her son for the first time, enfolding him in her arms like she would never let him go. She rocked his tiny body, so fragile, so cold, his cries like knives in her heart. Mouse crawled out from hiding and patted the baby’s head, tears tracing down his cheeks. She silently thanked Odea for the gifts she had used to save her son. And, she realized, she had to thank Edan.

			

			
				Before, when she turned away from Feldrin, she had smelled the naphtha, heard the tiny splash as Edan tipped it into the water. She had felt the oily liquid floating atop the water and she had cupped it, urged it over to surround the mer, masking its passage with her sloshing steps. As she turned to Eelback with her final plea, Edan had given her what she could not give herself; the only distraction with the ability to completely seize Eelback’s attention and stay his hand from killing her child.

				“It’s all right. It’s all right,” she murmured to her son. She heard Feldrin splash over to the dais, cursing, his wooden leg finding no purchase on the slick stone. Then he was by her side.

				“Is he all right, lass? Tell me!” Feldrin begged, his face a mask of worry. “The flames! Tell me he’s not burnt! Not cut!”

				“He’s cold and scared, but he’s not hurt.” Cynthia gently freed the baby from the sodden wrappings that swathed him. Less carefully, she jerked open her shirt, sending buttons splashing into the water. “Here you are, my baby. Here you are.” She pressed him to her breast, felt the chill of his tiny little hands clutching at her. Immediately, his cries hushed, replaced by contented mews.

				“He’s suckling?” Feldrin asked as he lowered himself to the step beside her. He tore off his shirt, and helped to wrap it around the baby without disturbing his feeding. “But, how… Cyn, it’s been weeks.”

				“Before we left Plume Isle, Paska showed me a trick that wet nurses use. It’s uncomfortable, but it kept my milk up.” She grinned at him as the babe suckled noisily. “He’s hungry.”

				“It’s a wonder he’s alive after so long in their clutches.” He helped her to her feet.

				“Doubtless that’s why Eelback recruited a priestess of Odea,” Ghelfan said. He beamed at her, his thumbs in his sword belt and his calm unruffled.

				“Kelpie,” Cynthia said, with a dark memory of the priestess’ betrayal.

				Cynthia heard a splash and looked up, then cringed. Edan was pouring another bottle of liquid onto Eelback’s twitching body, which he then ignited with a surge of his power. Noxious black smoke billowed, dimming the soft light of the chamber. Flicker flew in a tight orbit around his head, cheering at the spectacle.

				Edan saw her look, and shrugged. “Just making sure.”

				Cynthia coughed, half a laugh and half a sob of relief, filled with overwhelming gratitude. These past few weeks, their wills had been as opposed as their magics, and she had treated him none too kindly. Yet Edan had done as she asked, overcome his fear to help her save her child. It was over. A monumental relief flooded through her—body, heart, and soul—and her tears finally began to flow. After all the weeks of holding back, it was as if a dam burst within her. Feldrin put his arm around her, kissed her hair as he gingerly touched his finger to the baby’s cheek. They were a family now.

			

			
				“Edan,” she said when she could speak without choking up. “You were amazing. Really. Amazing. Thank you.”

				“Aye, lad,” Feldrin said. “I guess I misjudged you. You done good here.”

				“Does that mean we can go home now?” Edan asked, grinning at them. His face was flushed nearly as red as his hair—a response to using his magics or a blush at the unabashed praise, Cynthia couldn’t tell. She grinned back.

				“Just as soon as I can—”

				There was a splash by the door, and Cynthia’s heart leapt into her throat, fearing some new mer attack. But no, a boy had emerged from the wall of water that filled the door they had entered through. A sailor, by the looks of him. Cynthia looked more closely, but didn’t recognize the boy on his hands and knees, coughing and sputtering, his clothes sodden and hair matted flat. One of Feldrin’s crew? she wondered.

				“What the…” Feldrin took a step toward the bedraggled form, but Ghelfan was closest.

				“Are you all right?” the shipwright asked, reaching to help the boy up.

				The kneeling figure reached up for Ghelfan’s arm, then flung out a leg to kick the shipwright’s feet out from under him. Ghelfan landed hard, and the boy was on top of him, a knee in the middle of his back before anyone could move. One hand grasped Ghelfan’s flaxen hair and wrenched his head back as the other pressed a black obsidian knife to his throat.

				“What the hells?” Feldrin swore.

				“One twitch from you, sea witch, and your shipwright friend gets a new smile.” It was a girl atop Ghelfan, with short hair and a rictus grin of pointed teeth.

				Cynthia stared, unable to think. Who was this? How did she get here? What did she want? Then she heard Edan stammer a single word, and a horrific realization dawned.

				“Samantha?”

			

			
				≈

				The crew grunted, shoving with the oars. Hardwood groaned against coral and Manta moved closer to the edge of the reef. The ship was canted, her port-side hull afloat, the starboard still grounded on the coral.

				“Again!” Uag shouted. Once again, they placed the blades of their oars firmly in the coral and pushed. The ship groaned, and they pushed harder. They had been working thus since daylight, chipping away bits of coral with their pikes, prying with their oars and pushing from the deck. All were exhausted, but now the end was in sight. One more shove, and the boat rocked, coral cracked and Manta bobbed free.

				“It floats!” Prak shouted, raising her pike and stabbing the air.

				“Yes,” Uag agreed, his chest heaving with exertion. “Man oars! Keep us steady! Braf, set your pike in the coral and tie the line to it. We wait here for Capt’n Sam.”

				“Why must we wait for that skinny, pale, lying, animal fornicator?” Prak asked, spitting onto the deck at his feet. She remained where she stood, still holding her pike, refusing to man her oar as he had ordered. The other crew watched, tentative, wary. Prak had challenged him before and lost face. Now she confronted Uag with a weapon in her hands; the stakes had been raised from words to blood.

				“I told you, Prak,” Uag began, keeping his voice calm. Her pike was longer by an arm-span than the cutlass at his hip. If she was quick, she could gut him before he cleared his blade from its sheath. “Capt’n Sam is the only one who knows how to use the magic glass that tells her where we are and how to get home. If we leave without her, we will never see home again. We will die at sea.”

				“Lies! We go north, we find home. Simple!” She glared at him and grinned in challenge. “What did she promise you to make you a coward, Uag? Did she spread her skinny legs for you? Tell us, what is it like to mate with such a bag of bones?”

				“She promised to make our people great, Prak. She came here to rescue the wielder of fire magic that the seamage is holding prisoner. I have seen him! He will be our ally, and will burn our enemies. Our people will take all of the islands for our own. She tells of a great, wide land where we will feast on the hearts of the pale-skins as their cities burn down around them.” He didn’t dare take his eyes off Prak, but now he directed his words at the others. “Is that not worth waiting for?”

			

			
				“More lies!” Prak glared at him, advancing until the broad blade of the pike pricked his chest. “She brought us here to die, Uag! She cares nothing for our people. She cares only for herself!”

				“Capt’n Sam brought us to the smoking island where we killed many of the flat-tooth people. We took many captives; more than we have taken in many seasons. We will feast on their flesh!”

				“We will have no feasting!” Prak argued. “By the time we get back, all the prisoners will be bones and offal. There will be none left for us.”

				Uag looked into Prak’s eyes and realized that she would not listen. He tried one more ploy. “You saw her kill Tingo the night we found her. You saw her eat his heart. She is one of us.”

				“She is not one of us!” Prak insisted. Furious, she glanced away for an instant, gauging the expressions on the others’ faces.

				Uag struck.

				He snatched the haft of her pike just behind the blade with his left hand and thrust it aside as he turned in a quick pirouette, drawing his cutlass. He brought the blade around in a flat backhand arc. Steel flashed in the sun, Prak’s head was swept from her shoulders in a single pass. Her body toppled forward, painting his chest in warm blood, a parting gift. Her head bounced to the deck and rolled; her lifeless eyes gazed without sight and her mouth gaped without sound.

				Uag raked the rest of his crew with his eyes, then knelt to do what he must. His knife parted her familiar flesh, and he took her beating heart from her chest. He lifted it for the others to see, feeling her life force in its slowing cadence.

				“I claim Prak’s power. What was hers is now mine.” He brought the warm, pulsing meat to his mouth.

				He kicked her head over the side, where it bobbed in the clear water. The dark haze of blood quickly dispersed into slow current that flowed past the city. He gestured to his crew, and they fell to their meal.

				There would be no more arguments.

				≈

				“Sound the alarm and prepare to repel boarders!” Horace bellowed, drawing his cutlass and staring in shock at the wriggling mass of pale shapes converging on Orin’s Pride. The alarm horn moaned out over the still water of the harbor, and his crew leapt to their stations.

			

			
				“What in de Nine Hells are dose t’ings?” Disgust was plain in the crewman’s voice.

				“I don’t bloody know, Torik, but they scared that mer enough to make it fly like a bird. Now get to your station! Signal the Dream: Ware below, under attack.” He gauged the angle of the assault. “Port side, stand ready!”

				The crew responded. Though skilled, the native warriors assumed their stations sluggishly compared to the Pride’s former crew of seasoned privateers. Within moments, however, cutlasses, pikes and bows lined the bulwarks, a barrier of glittering steel to repel the attackers.

				“Stand ready!” Horace called out. “Don’t let ‘em get aboard. Chop off their arms, their heads, whatever, to get ‘em back in the water.”

				 He braced himself as the writhing attackers reached them. The ship heeled with the force of the impact, then rocked back and settled, but to his surprise, none of the creatures climbed up the side; nothing even broke the surface of the water. His sailors stood their ground, gazing down into the water and exchanging worried glances, but no attack came.

				“What the…” Horace muttered. He moved to the rail and looked over the side himself. He could see the creatures against the hull, their tails wriggling as if they wanted to push the ship sideways, which didn’t make any sense at all. But the next moment he heard it, then felt it through the deck: the grinding of teeth against wood.

				They’re not gonna swarm the deck, he realized, they’re gonna chew right through the hull!


				“Belowdecks, quick!” he bellowed, pushing away from the rail. “Man the pumps and rig to repel boarders from below!” The crew responded, their eyes wide in horror. The creatures were attacking the ship as if the Pride were a foundering whale that they could devour.

				Horace grimaced as a tide of even more creatures continued past them toward Peggy’s Dream. How could he fight these things? How could he keep them from chewing holes in the hull? Granted, he had a few moments to think; four inches of hardwood would slow them down. But slowing wasn’t stopping. He had to stop them, kill them before they scuttled the ship. But how could he attack something he couldn’t even reach under the water?


				


			

				Chapter 23

				Blood and Fire

				“You’re Samantha?” Cynthia said, gaping at the girl holding the knife at Ghelfan’s throat. “You’re Tim’s sister? Count Norris’ daughter?”

				“The name’s Sam, not Samantha, and I’m no daughter to that worthless fop!” She wrenched Ghelfan’s hair hard, eliciting a grimace from the shipwright. “Tim’s a traitor to his real father. Captain Bloodwind adopted us both, taught us to fend for ourselves, to be pirates. He’s the only father I’ll ever claim.”

				“Yer the one who fired the catapult at the Clairissa,” Feldrin accused, leveling a dark, dangerous glare at the girl. “You cost more than twelve hundred men their lives!”

				“Twelve hundred imperial soldiers?” she scoffed with a harsh laugh. “Well, that’s a good start. Edan, you can come with me now, and we’ll be rid of this witch!”

				“Come…with you?” Edan’s eyes were as wide as hen’s eggs. “Why would I…”

				“To get away from her.” She glared at his blank stare, her dagger quivering at Ghelfan’s throat. “She had you chained in the hold of that ship! That woman she was keeping prisoner, Camilla, said so.”

				“Camilla?” Cynthia’s mind reeled; she’d had too many shocks, too much stress and too much exhaustion. Her knees trembled and her concentration flagged. The sea surged into the room, and she forced herself to urge it back. “Please, Sam, just calm down. We’re not going to hurt you. But Edan’s not prisoner, and neither is Camilla.”

				Feldrin looked toward Edan, his brow furrowed, suspicion in his eyes. “Edan, you know this girl? If you’ve been plottin’—”

				“No!” Edan denied, his face flushing. “I mean, we…met on board the Pride before we got to Fire Isle. She stowed away, convinced me she was hiding from you. She’s the one who let Flicker out. But I didn’t know she’d be here!”

				A dreadful sense of déjà vu settled over Cynthia. Once more, she faced an enemy with a knife too close to a loved one’s throat for her to counter with a call to the sea. And now, there was a new question: Did Edan’s loyalty lie with her and Feldrin, or the girl? She tried to stall for time. “How do you know Camilla?” she asked.

			

			
				“I met her on Plume Isle, of course.” The girl’s feral grin sent a shiver of horror down Cynthia’s spine. “Your safe haven isn’t so safe when you’re not there to protect it, sea witch. Your friends are dead, and Camilla’s gone off to be Parek’s plaything. Seems she’d been waitin’ for someone to come along and get her out of there…away from you. Now, that’s enough talk. Edan, you’re coming with me.”

				Everyone on Plume Isle dead? Could she be telling the truth? Cynthia felt nauseous. This was unreal, a nightmare… Who was Parek, and why would Camilla go with him? “Samantha, I—”

				“It’s Sam, gods blast it to the Nine Hells!” She stood and pulled Ghelfan up to his knees by his hair. Keeping the knife tucked under his jaw, she released his hair and drew a cutlass with her free hand. “I came here to save you, Edan, and I’m bloody well going to do it! Now, come here!”

				“Sam, please,” Cynthia pleaded. “You can’t get out of here without my help. We’re underwater. The corridors are flooded. Just put down the knife, and we can talk about this.”

				“I got in here, I can get out!” Sam pointed the cutlass at Cynthia. “I don’t need anything from you! You killed my father, the only father who ever…ever really loved me! You killed Bloodwind, and you’re going to pay for it!”

				The obsidian knife slashed.

				Ghelfan’s face transformed to utter shock as a sheet of crimson cascaded down his chest. His hands reached reflexively for the gaping wound, and blood flooded from between his fingers. His almond-shaped eyes rolled up and he fell forward. Kloetesh Ghelfan, renowned half-elven shipwright, was dead before he hit the water.

				Cynthia choked. A great hole opened in her heart. Ghelfan had been the truest of friends, her mentor and her colleague. Without him, she never would have become a shipbuilder, a captain, or a seamage. And now he had been ruthlessly, senselessly murdered by a slip of a girl with a grudge and a knife. Her despair held her frozen, unable to respond in word or deed.

				Feldrin, however, reacted instantly. He charged the girl, a boarding axe in each hand and murder on his face. But Sam once again did the one thing that nobody expected her to do; she cocked her arm, took careful aim, and threw her cutlass with all her strength.

			

			
				Right at Cynthia.

				Cynthia saw the spinning steel glint in the wan light, heard Mouse shriek in her ear as he launched himself toward the blade. She stood transfixed as Feldrin swung wildly with one of his axes, trying to knock the deadly missile aside; he missed by a hairbreadth. Mouse shot toward the spinning blade, his wings a silver blur. He parried with his tiny rapier, but the heaver weapon snapped his blade at the hilt and the deadly missile kept coming. Cynthia’s only reaction came by sheer instinct.

				She turned away from the blade to shield her baby.

				The cold steel pierced her flesh with sickening, stunning force, and she felt herself falling. She twisted to avoid landing on her son, and hit the dais step with her shoulder hard enough to jar her to the bone. But a sharper pain demanded her attention. Blinking to clear her suddenly blurred vision, she gaped down at the bloody steel that protruded from under her breast. The tip had passed perilously close to her child, but had neither pierced nor cut him. Gently, she moved the babe away from the blade, awash with relief that he had not been harmed.

				Darkness closed in, blunting the pain, but as she fell toward unconsciousness, a troubling sound reached her ears: the sound of rushing water.

				The sea was reclaiming the Chamber of Life.

				≈

				“Ready! Fire!”

				At Horace’s command the hardwood bolt shot straight down into the water. Precariously balanced, the ballista jumped back in response. The weapon hung over the side of the ship, supported by a halyard, with several sailors steadying it. The water flushed pink with blood, and the sailors manhandling the heavy weapon cheered. They’d hit something.

				“Haul it inboard and reload! Double quick!” As the sailors complied, Horace leaned over the side, looked down into the water, and dismayed.

				The mass of writhing, eel-like creatures remained undaunted; their number appeared not even to have been thinned. An archer fired from aft, but the bow had insufficient power to reach the creatures and the arrow floated back up to the surface. The ballistae were working, but each had to be hoisted inboard, reloaded and hoisted back out again for every shot, and the pace was too slow. There were sailors stationed belowdecks, ready with pikes, planks and braces to plug any hull breaches, though Horace was doubtful that they could patch a hole and fend off attackers at the same time. He had to find a way to kill these beasts, or at least drive them off the hull.

			

			
				“Where’s a bloody seamage when ya need one?” he muttered. The thought almost made him laugh; no doubt Cynthia Flaxal could kill all the creatures with a wave of her hand. But at the moment, she was off with the captain, along with his boatswain and carpenter—two experienced men whose help he could use right now—and that firebug, Edan, to boot.

				Fire… He didn’t need a wizard to conjure fire; he had it bottled up and ready right under the boards of the fo’c’sle. Of course, he might just burn Orin’s Pride to the waterline, but the only other option was to let these beasties chew her so full of holes that she sank.

				“Break out the fire casks, lads!” he bellowed. “We’ll burn these buggers out!”

				A cry of assent rang out, and a squad of sailors charged forward to the fo’c’sle hatch. Two men jumped down and started handing up the precious, deadly cargo. Each five-gallon cask, rigged with its own trigger cord, was enough to burn an entire ship. The chemicals within—Edan had said that they were just chemicals, not magic, though Horace still had his suspicions—mixed when the cord was pulled, and the resulting fire would burn anything; wood, metal, flesh. It would even burn underwater. But he only had eight fire casks, so he had to make them count.

				≈

				“Whassat?” Cookie asked, glaring down at the crunching noise coming from the storage lockers below the galley. She stood with a cleaver in hand, loathe to relinquish her galley to the sailors Chula had ordered to keep watch below. Word had come down that they were under attack from some kind of sea creatures, but even so, the last thing she wanted in her galley was a bunch of clumsy sailors wielding cutlasses. They’d already made a shambles of the mess hall, overthrowing benches and lifting up hatches to the lower compartments. But that sound worried her.

				Cookie lifted the hatch to the storage compartment below the cabin sole and looked down into the dark compartment. The space was dry, neat and orderly, as always. No rats on this ship, by Odea, she thought, but the scratching was even louder here, coming from behind the curved shelves that were mounted on the ship’s frames. There was space behind the shelves for air to circulate, of course, but there was nothing beyond that but the hull.

			

			
				Shouts rang out from the deck, something about firing and loading, but Cookie wasn’t listening. She hefted her cleaver and eased down the steps into the compartment, squinting into the darkness between neat rows of beans, potatoes, rice and blackbrew. She reached past the bags and put her hand against the hull. She could feel the vibrations, like a heavy rasp was being applied to the other side.

				Then she heard another sound, and her blood ran cold: the trickle of water.

				She knelt down and looked under the lowest shelf, shifting a small barrel of suet out of the way. There, a stream of water ran down the hull into the bilge below.

				“Hey up dere! We got wata comin’ in here!” She traced the trickle up the side of the ship, unsure if anyone had heard her call. Well, if there was a leak, she had enough bags and barrels to stem the flow until help arrived. She moved a few packages out of the way, and traced the flow up higher. Finally, behind a bag of flour, she found the source. A seam between two hull planks was leaking, and the rasping sound was louder than ever. She placed her palm against the boards and could feel the rhythmic grinding vibrations. The leak wasn’t bad, but that grinding…

				She cleared the shelf, wedged a thirty-pound bag of porridge meal between the shelf and the hull, and looked around for something to brace it with. She was about to call for help again when the grinding sound stopped.

				She looked back at the bag of meal. The leak had stopped as well.

				“Well, I guess dey…” She fell silent as a new sound interrupted her thoughts; a ripping sound, as if…

				The bag of meal quivered, and Cookie raised her cleaver.

				The material of the bag darkened with moisture, then something grasped the inside of the sack, and a circular row of teeth protruded through the linen. Cookie swung the heavy cleaver with expert skill and the strength of panic surging through her veins. The blade clove the sack and sank into flesh. Thin pink blood and a viscous slime poured out as the thing thrashed, four barbed tentacles and circular rows of teeth gnashing at the tattered bag, struggling to get at her.

			

			
				She hacked again, her voice rising in a feral cry as the finely honed steel slit its head open. She heard voices from above, but she was too busy to look. The creature still struggled, so she struck at it again, cleaving the soft, slimy flesh deeply. She had no idea how big it was—the mouth was as wide as her outstretched hand—but it appeared to be stuck in the hole it had gnawed in the hull, and didn’t seem to have any bones at all. It sagged and twitched, vomiting up a noisome mass of slimy mucus.

				Cookie stepped back and swallowed, forcing down a surge of nausea. “Bloody disgustin’ critters,” she said, but then the whole thing jerked, bag and all, and was suddenly dragged out through the hole.

				Water fountained in, but before she could cry out or reach for something to stem the flow, another writhing shape squirmed through the aperture, forcing its body through. She swung her cleaver, but the head bobbed and weaved so frantically that she missed. Once it got its small arms through the gap, the rest of it jetted through. Cookie hacked again as water flooded the compartment, and this time her cleaver struck. The beast writhed and gnashed at her, catching her apron with its hooked tentacles. She hacked again, trying to push the thing away with her free hand, but it was too slimy to grasp. Another creature wormed through the hole, then another, and there were too many of them to fight. Slimy water swirled around her knees as she turned to flee, and a long body coiled around her legs. She clawed at the steps, screaming as rows of teeth latched onto her, and barbed tentacles hooked into her flesh. She hacked with her cleaver, but couldn’t cut them all free.

				Someone shouted from above and thrust an arm down to her. She reached for it, climbing desperately, but her hand, coated in the viscous slime of her attackers, slipped from the grasp. She fell back into the rising water, creatures writhing all around her, too many to fight. Cookie screamed as their teeth and tentacles tore mercilessly at her flesh, and their ravenous mouths bored into her.

				≈

				Four crews stood ready with their fire casks, one each at the foremast and mainmast shrouds on the both sides of the ship. Each fire cask was bound with a length of chain, enough to make it sink, and the strongest sailors were ready to chuck them out as far as they could. The sailors holding the trigger cords had orders to wait until the casks sank down about ten feet, then pull. Horace was heartened by the crew’s quick action; directed by the veteran privateers, they had prepared the deadly missiles in the span of only a few minutes, even as the ballistae crews fought to slow the onslaught below the waterline.

			

			
				“Ready!” Horace raised his hand, drawing all eyes toward him, and muttered a short apology to his captain; if this went awry, Orin’s Pride would burn. “On three, lads! One, two, three!”

				Four casks arched into the air and splashed into the water about fifteen feet from the hull. He watched them sink.

				“Pull your cords and duck for cover on my mark! Ready…” he watched the squirming shapes move around the sinking barrels, curious about their contents, no doubt. Well, the casks were filled with hell itself, and they were about to find out. “Mark!”

				The four sailors yanked their cords, and the sea around Orin’s Pride erupted in a boiling hell of fire and steam. The hull shook, but there wasn’t much concussion in the explosions, only fire. Burning streamers of white lit the sea brighter than daylight, bubbling and frothing. Dozens of the eel-like creatures floated up, dead or writhing in agony, burning and thrashing. More retreated from the burning streamers that hovered in the water before sinking slowly. Horace peered down through the haze of bubbles, blood, floating corpses and burning motes of white, but he could not tell if all of the creatures had been driven off.

				“Ready four more, lads, and stand by. Lookouts aloft! I want to know what’s happening around the ship, and have a look at the Dream, too. They’ve got none of these fire casks aboard, so we may have to lend ‘em a hand.” Horace looked around, and found a ship’s boy standing by the mainmast, looking terrified. “Go below, Tipa, and find out if there’re still noises comin’ from the hull, and where. We gotta know if them critters are still chewin’ on us down there.”

				“Aye, sir!” The boy snapped a salute and scampered below, quick as a cat and better off for having something to do.

				“Sir!” the lookout cried from the foremast top. “Sir, the Dream’s in trouble! They’re listing to starboard! Looks like they’re takin’ on water!”

				“Bloody hells!” Horace swore. He looked aloft and glared at the flagging pennant at the maintop. No wind; if he couldn’t maneuver the ship, he couldn’t get close enough to help them.

			

			
				“Sir!” Tipa shouted from the companionway. “Sir, dey say all quiet below! No leakin’, and no sound of dem scratchin’.”

				“Good, lad. Very good.” Horace surveyed the nervous crew, and made a decision. “We’ve run ‘em off for now, lads, so we gotta help Peggy’s Dream do the same. I need volunteers to go over in a launch.”

				The sailors gaped at him, some looking away, some looking toward Peggy’s Dream and muttering oaths. No one stepped forward. He could not blame them; it would take a launch with a full crew only a few minutes to row over, but with the sea full of those creatures, those would be a few very long minutes, and little chance of actually making it. He could not go himself, so he was faced with the choice of doing nothing, or picking which men to send to their deaths.

				“Never wanted to be bloody captain in the first place,” he muttered, glancing over the side, then at the limp pennant high aloft, then at Peggy’s Dream, assessing the distance between the two ships. If he could just get close enough, he might be able to lob a weighted fire cask into the water near the beleaguered ship to run off the critters, but how could he move Orin’s Pride with no wind? If they had the time they could fashion some makeshift sweeps, but that would take hours. His eyes raked the deck, and he saw the catapult on the foredeck; it was wound back, but not loaded. Maybe…

				“Cut the anchor rode and rig the two light kedges with short lengths of chain and the lightest rode we’ve got! Quick now!” Men scattered at his orders. Some, those who had discerned his intentions, smiled, while the others simply looked at him as if he was mad.

				Horace wondered that, himself, as he ordered them to load the anchor and chain into the catapult.

				≈

				“Seal de hatch!” Chula cried, wiping the slime from his hand. He wished he could wipe the image of Cookie being torn apart from his mind.

				The sailors with him flung the hatch closed and threw the latch just as a tentacled maw slammed into it from the other side. Cries from the mess hall announced additional breaches. The creatures were boring unfettered into the hull, and there was nothing he could do to stop them. The deck began to list to starboard as the sea flooded the bilges. Chula considered setting men to the bilge pumps, but there was no way they could keep up with this much flooding. The best he could hope for was to keep the ship afloat until Cynthia returned, hopefully without losing half his crew in the process.

			

			
				“Pile somet’in heavy on dat hatch. We’ll try to keep ‘em in de bilges. Anyt’in’ starts to chew a hole in de deck gets a boardin’ pike down de throat!”

				“Aye, sir.” The sailor and his mate started ripping the big butcher block from its mountings to throw over on top of the hatch.

				Chula left them to their work, intending to check the main hold next, when a sound like a great drum being struck reverberated through the hull. He cursed and dashed back up onto the deck. Strangely, things were comparatively calm there; all eyes were fixed on Orin’s Pride. At a glance, Chula knew what Horace had done.

				“Dey’ve used de fire casks, sir,” a sailor said unnecessarily, pointing to the gouts of steam rising around the ship.

				“I see dat.” He silently wished they had some of the devices aboard, remembering his reluctance to ship such dangerous cargo, and Cynthia’s assent. Now he regretted that decision. They’d rigged the ballistae to shoot down into the water, and were firing and reloading as fast as possible, but to little effect. The ship was down by at least a foot, and her dock lines were straining, which gave Chula an idea.

				“Rig hawsers from de capstan to de bollards on shore, fore and aft!” he ordered, hefting one of the heavy, braided ropes himself. Several sailors had already traversed the gangplank to the quay, so he flung the wrist-thick line to one of them. The man threw a quick hitch over the massive iron bollard, and Chula heaved it taut and ran it back to the capstan. The stern line was also rigged, and they wound both around the huge hardwood drum. A team of four manned the spokes of the winch and wound the lines even tighter. Peggy’s Dream was snugged tight to the pier, her rub rails groaning in protest against the big hemp bumpers that kept the hull off the unforgiving stone.

				“Hold dere!” Chula ordered, assessing the ship. The deck was still canted slightly to starboard, away from the pier, but they seemed to be holding steady, the dock lines and the two additional hawsers so tight that they looked ready to snap under the strain. “She’s steady! Rig more lines fore and aft to take up de strain!”

				As sailors leapt to comply, he looked back to Orin’s Pride. They had cut their anchor rode, and sailors were working at the bow. Curious, he retrieved his glass from his belt and took a closer look. Several crew were working around the catapult, and they suddenly stepped back and jerked the release. To his astonishment, a light anchor and a length of chain soared through the air, trailing a thin line behind. The kedge splashed barely a boat-length from the Pride’s bowsprit, but as the line was drawn taut, the crew was already reloading the catapult with another kedge. Chula quickly discerned their plan; they were pulling the Pride closer, one throw at a time. All he had to do was make sure Peggy’s Dream was still afloat when they got here.

			

			
				Cries from below caught his ear, and he cringed. Keeping the ship afloat might be easier than staying alive until rescue arrived.


				


			

				Chapter 24

				Love and Sorrow

				Terror coursed through Edan in a paralyzing wave as his worst nightmare came true: the sea was pouring into the Chamber of Life.

				How could everything go so wrong so fast? One moment he’d been enjoying the warm rush of his power, the unexpected warmth of watching Cynthia and Feldrin with their baby, and their glowing praise. Then came the shock of seeing Samantha, the horror of Ghelfan’s murder, and finally Samantha’s attack on Cynthia. And now the sea was rushing in to drown him.

				The shipwright’s body was swept past him on the flood, the noble features frozen in death, and Edan choked back a sob. Ghelfan had befriended him as no one had before. An ear-splitting screech; the baby, still cradled in the Cynthia’s grasp, screamed as water flowed up around them. Feldrin knelt on the floor, clutching his dead wife in his arms, oblivious to the inrushing sea. Water flooded against Edan’s shins, and Flicker shrieked in his ear. He took an involuntary step up the dais, his eyes fixed upon the quickly rising deluge. Something grasped his wrist and he jumped.

				Samantha.

				She grinned at him, revealing teeth filed into points. Her eyes blazed in triumph, but he saw something else there, too…madness. Why else would she kill a good man in cold blood, then murder the one person who could get them safely out of this flooding hole?

				“Come on!” she shouted over the rushing water. “We’ve got to go, Edan!”

				He jerked his arm free and stared at her in horror. “Go where?” He flung out his arm, indicating the confines of the chamber. The water rose steadily, lapping at his feet. Flicker shrieked again in panic, tugging at her chain. He took another step back, away from the water climbing up the steps. “You’ve killed Cynthia!”

				“I bloody hope so!” She reached for his wrist again, but he jerked away. “We can swim out, Edan. I made it in here, didn’t I? It’s not that far. Come on!”

				“Swim? Are you crazy?” Edan pointed to the torrent of water pouring through the door. “We can’t swim against that!”

			

			
				“When the room fills, the flow will slow and then we can swim out.” She snatched his wrist and held tight. “Trust me!”

				“Trust you?” He almost laughed, but hysteria gripped his throat, choking him. He backed up, trying to stay ahead of the rising flood. Flicker’s shrieks and the baby’s screams threatened to split his eardrums, but over it all rose the roar of the rushing water. “I can’t swim!” Out of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed Feldrin holding Cynthia and trying to keep the baby’s head above water. Samantha stood on the stair below him, refusing to relinquish her hold on his wrist, and still, inexorably, the water rose. He backed up again and stumbled; there was no higher step behind him. He stood atop the dais.

				“I’ll swim for the both of us, Edan.” Samantha tugged at his wrist, but he resisted her pull. “You’ve got to come with me!”

				“No! I can’t!” Edan backed away from her, struggling to free his wrist, feeling the cool water surround his calves and pin his pants tight against his legs. He backed into the crystalline wall of the Chamber of Life, reached back with his free hand to grasp the edge of the arched doorway, and held tight against Samantha’s pull.

				“Edan, please! I came here for you! You’ve got to come with me! I need you!”

				“No!” he shouted. “You’ve drowned us! We’re going to die here!” He looked around hysterically for an exit, some way out. But the doors were all underwater…all except one. He stepped into the chamber, looked around to see if there was a mechanism to close the doors and keep out the water that now had reached his knees.

				He nearly cried out in relief as a sheer pane of crystal began to sweep closed across the portal, welcomed the screech of glass on glass that drowned out the roar of the murderous sea. He saw Samantha’s eyes widen in panic as the door closed. She tugged frantically at his arm, but Edan remained rooted to the spot, refusing to step out of the only refuge available. Just before the door scythed closed on her arm, she lunged through the narrowing gap into the chamber.

				The gap closed before Edan realized that Flicker was fluttering about in a panic outside the chamber. The door slammed shut on the golden chain that connected them, and she screeched in horror. They stared at one another though the translucent barrier, Flicker tugging impotently on the chain.

				With a tone like a crystal goblet being struck to shards, the doors sealed, the sea stopped rising, and light flared around them. The crystal walls shimmered as arcane patterns glowed within them, beautiful and hypnotic. A spider web of light shot through the rim of the floor, growing inward toward his feet as he watched in astonished awe.

			

			
				He became aware of warm pressure on his wrist, and looked at Samantha, into her eyes. This was no longer the girl he had lain with, the girl with the soft skin and eager smile who had anticipated his needs and fulfilled his desires. Sam was a pirate, and she looked it: ragged clothing, livid scars, and vile pointed teeth. But her eyes frightened him most, for they revealed her madness with no uncertainty whatsoever.

				“You’ve killed us,” he said with leaden certainty. Though the water no longer rose, they were trapped in the chamber. The room would flood, and they would never get out. He’d finally achieved his dream of becoming a pyromage and now he was going to die, trapped under the sea.

				“Dying’s easy,” Sam said, lifting the black obsidian knife that had killed Ghelfan and holding it between them. She examined the serrated edge, and her mouth softened into a faint smile. She looked at him, and he saw tears brimming in those mad eyes. “It’s living that hurts.”

				Pain lanced through Edan like a thousand crystal knives, and his ears rang with the echoes of his own scream.

				≈

				Mouse hovered over Cynthia’s slack face, his heart breaking, his tears of joy at the baby’s rescue transformed to tears of sorrow. He had tried and failed to parry the blade that impaled her, and the water swirled red with her blood. The baby was crying, Feldrin was calling Cynthia’s name over and over, and she just lay there, bleeding…dying…All his fault.

				And the water kept rising.

				He landed on Feldrin’s broad shoulder, sagged against his neck. Feldrin stood, bearing Cynthia and the baby up in his arms as the sea surged in, but soon it was deep enough that he merely supported her as she floated. Tears coursed down Feldrin’s dusky cheeks, scaring Mouse even more; he’d never seen the stolid captain cry.

				Shouts rang out from atop the dais, and Mouse spared a glance. Edan struggled with the crazy girl who had killed Ghelfan. They were knee deep in water, even on the top step. If someone didn’t do something soon, all of them were going to need gills. He hopped down to Cynthia’s shoulder and tugged at her collar—he tried to ignore the icky sight of the sword sticking out of her—while simultaneously trying to soothe the crying babe. If he could just wake Cynthia up, maybe she could make all the water go away.

			

			
				Light suddenly filled the chamber, and Mouse let out an “Eep?” of surprise. The little crystal house atop the dais had come alight, and it seemed to have swallowed up Edan and the crazy girl, which was kind of interesting. But what really caught his attention was Flicker; she was screaming and tugging at her golden chain, which was stuck in the door of the little crystal house. She struggled against the chain, her glowing orange eyes fixed upon the rising water. Another three feet and her fire would be quenched for good.

				Mouse looked at Cynthia, then at the baby, then at Flicker. He couldn’t seem to wake Cynthia, and the baby just kept crying no matter what he did—maybe he thought the sword was icky, too—so he decided to do the one thing he was pretty sure he could do. He gave Cynthia a pat on the cheek, hoping she wouldn’t die before he got back, and darted over to Flicker.

				The poor firesprite was frantic. She had tugged on the golden chain so hard that it was cutting into her coppery skin. Mouse tried to calm her down, but she just kept wailing and flailing, and didn’t seem to know he was even there. He wasn’t having much luck at calming anyone down, which probably had something to do with the room filling full of water. But if he couldn’t calm her down, maybe he could at least get her attention.

				Mouse doubled up his fist and smacked Flicker as hard as he could, right in the nose.

				The firesprite’s flaming head snapped back, and she hovered, stunned for a moment, clutching her bleeding nose. Who knew that firesprites had orange blood! Instead of marveling at his discovery, Mouse unclasped the enchanted chain encircling Flicker’s waist, just as the rising water touched her feet.

				There was a ssst sound, and she yelped. Startled out of her immobility, Flicker darted for the ceiling, her gossamer smoke wings fluttering madly. Mouse followed, not knowing what else to do, but when they reached the arched ceiling Flicker stopped, looking back at the weird crystal house with longing. He knew how she felt; Edan was stuck in there, and Cynthia was stuck with a sword. Very likely, both sprites would very soon be without their masters, which was a scary thought.

			

			
				And the water just kept rising.

				Mouse poked her shoulder, burning his finger, and pointed to an air vent in the ceiling. It had a little hatch, kind of like the big ones in the corridors; when there was air in the room, it hung open, but when the water rose, it pushed the vent shut. Right now, the air was whistling out of the room through the vents like a tornado. It was the only way out.

				Flicker rubbed her nose and glared at him, then they both looked down. The little crystal house was completely underwater now, and Feldrin was swimming, fighting to keep both Cynthia’s and the baby’s heads above the surface. There was nothing either of them could do. She nodded once, turned and flew into the air vent.

				Mouse looked back at Cynthia and wondered if he should stay and drown with her or go. It seemed like drowning would be the less painful alternative, and having been very nearly drowned several times, he felt that he knew what he was about in that regard. Nothing hurt like losing a master. He remembered with a pang how he had felt when Orin, Cynthia’s father, had died.

				Yes, drowning was easier.

				He darted down and landed on Cynthia’s chest. He pressed his face against hers, his tears wetting her already wet cheek. He patted her, and tugged her ear, but she didn’t respond.

				“Go, Mouse!” Feldrin yelled, his face a mask of pain. “Go on! Get out!”

				Mouse shook his head, hugging Cynthia. His place was here, with his mistress.

				“She’d want you to live, Mouse! Please! Go!”

				Well, he had to admit, Feldrin was probably right about that; Cynthia would want him to live. It didn’t seem fair, but life didn’t ever seem fair. Mouse kissed her on the cheek, tugged her ear once more for luck, and darted for the vent. He scooted through, pushed by the force of the air escaping the room, and flew through the darkness, following the air flow. Below him he heard the air vent slam shut as seawater filled the chamber. He couldn’t get back to Cynthia now if he tried. He was certain that his heartbroken sobs echoed throughout the city, borne along through the air vents on the retreating wind.

				≈

				“Arrows!” Chula ordered, reaching down to grasp the hand of Pala, the last man in the main hold. “Kill de damned t’ings!”

			

			
				Pala was struggling to climb the ladder with four of the eel-like creatures hanging onto him by their hooked tentacles, but the rungs were coated with the viscous slime that they seemed to secrete like sweat. Chula grasped the man’s hand and pulled, fighting to retain his grip. Arrows thudded into the writhing shapes, and one fell away, but dozens more swam in the rapidly flooding hold. Several climbed up after Pala, snaking through the rungs of the ladder, and clutched his legs with their tentacles and short, clawed hands. One continued to climb right up his leg and latched onto Pala’s belly, digging its teeth into his flesh. Blood flowed and Pala screamed, and Chula’s felt the man’s grip failing.

				“Don’t let them eat me alive, Chula!” Pala pleaded, his face contorted with pain. “Kill me!”

				Chula glanced around for something, anything to help him pull Pala up, but the only thing at hand was his sword. He grasped the hilt and looked down into the man’s eyes. They’d known each other their whole lives, grown up together on Vulture Isle, where raids from the highland tribe of cannibals were common. They’d learned to fight together, and they’d learned the unspoken law among warriors: no one is taken alive by the eaters of man-flesh.

				Chula brought his sword down in a powerful blow that clove Pala’s skull, killing him instantly. Then he let his friend’s hand slip from his grasp. Pala’s corpse fell into the writhing mass of creatures, lost from view amid the squirming coils and gaping mouths.

				Chula rolled to his feet with a curse, shouting, “Archers! Kill dem all!”

				Arrows flew from the cordon of archers around the main hatch, and the water roiled. Like shooting fish in a barrel, Chula thought with a grim smile as they drew for a second volley. But as the arrows flew, a shout, then a scream drew his attention forward. Sailors backed away from the fo’c’sle hatch, their weapons on guard, as pale shapes squirmed up onto the deck. The defenders’ swords flashed, and several of the creatures thrashed, their writhing coils spattering gouts of bloody slime in all directions. More creatures rose from the hatch than had fallen, however, and the sailors retreated, their feet slipping and sliding on the treacherous footing.

				“Chula!” another sailor shouted, a young woman with a bleeding wound on her leg. She pointed her sword to the cuddy cabin, where sailors fought to close the hatch.

				“Bloody hells,” he muttered. His entire crew had retreated onto the deck, and they were still losing ground. He made a decision. “Sorry, Mistress, but de crew’s worth more dan de ship,” he muttered in apology to Cynthia. Then he shouted out the command no sailor ever hopes to utter.

			

			
				“Abandon ship! Fall back onto de pier!”

				The sailors lost no time in following that order, and fell back in tight formation, dashing across the gangplank onto the stone pier in twos and threes. Chula joined their ranks, defending the injured and ensuring that none were taken alive. Dozens of creatures boiled up from the main hold, some bristling with arrows but seemingly undaunted by their injuries. He hacked and thrust, keeping them at bay as the last of the sailors backed toward the gangplanks. One sailor was dragged screaming into the writhing mass, her sword flailing. Archers fired a volley from the pier that silenced her screams.

				A hand clapped Chula on the shoulder; it was his turn to cross. The gangplank angled steeply up to the pier due to the subsidence of the ship, and was coated with slime and blood. One more glance around to confirm that he was the last to cross, and Chula backed up the gangplank, feeling for each foothold. Another step, and he felt his foot begin to slip. He waved his arms to compensate, which opened his guard enough for one of the creatures to lunge forward and grasp his ankle with its mouth tentacles. Pain shot through his leg as the hooks sank into his flesh, and he slashed down to sever the tentacles. The action threw off his balance, his foot shot out from under him, and he was falling.

				Chula dropped his sword and twisted, making a desperate grab for the gangplank. His fingers found purchase, and he clung with all his strength. One look over his shoulder reinforced that grip; the water between the ship and the pier seethed with squirming shapes. One of the creatures from the deck undulated up the gangplank, its tentacles reaching for him, but an arrow plunged into it before its hooks could fasten upon his arm. The thing fell away, thrashing.

				“Hang on, sir!” someone shouted as a flight of arrows dissuaded any more creatures from advancing.

				“Hang on?” Chula muttered disparagingly. “What in de bloody Nine Hells else am I gonna be doin’?” He thought of Paska and little Koybur, and thanked the gods that they were safe on Plume Isle. Silently, he vowed that he would make it back to them, come hell or high water, which, it seemed, was exactly the predicament he was in. He nearly lost his grip when something hard hit his back and raked across his shoulders, and tried not to think of vile tentacles closing onto his head.

			

			
				“Got him!” he heard, and he craned his neck to see that the sailors on the pier wielded a boat hook, and had managed to snag the thick leather strap of his baldric.

				“Okay! We got you! Now just let go and we’ll haul you up.”

				Chula stared at them, visions flashing through his mind of all the mishaps that could send him falling into the writhing coils of the serpents below: their grip could slip on the boat hook, the pin holding the bronze hook onto the tip of the hardwood shaft could shear, the strap on his baldric could snap… He gritted his teeth, muttered a silent prayer to Odea, and let go.

				Chula swung and hit the quay wall hard, his feet dangling almost to the surface of the water. He reached up and grabbed the haft of the pole as eager hands pulled him up. There was a splash from below, and pain lanced through his leg, sudden weight pulling down hard. A bowman stepped out onto the gangplank, fired an arrow, and the weight vanished. Hands reached down and grasped his baldric, his hands, then under his arms to haul him onto the rough stone pier.

				He lay there for a moment, gasping, then looked up at his saviors. More eager hands helped him to his feet.

				“Knock down de gangplank!” he ordered. It fell, taking half dozen creatures with it. He cringed at the sight of the deck squirming with the slimy beasts, some dead, some dying, riddled with arrows, but even more seething up through the hatches. Then he focused beyond and saw Orin’s Pride; the schooner was close, close enough to shout. He opened his mouth to yell, then stared as a cask lofted in a short arc to splash between the two ships.

				The sea erupted in fire and steam, undoubtedly killing a good number of the creatures that had not yet wormed their way into Peggy’s Dream, but Chula knew that there was no way to save the ship. It was overrun, and fighting these creatures was costly. Even now, his archers were running low on arrows. He made one more fateful decision, filled his lungs and shouted at the top of his voice to the mate of Orin’s Pride.

				“Horace!” Chula waved his arms until he saw that he had the man’s attention, then pointed to the deck of Peggy’s Dream and the horde of creatures squirming like maggots on a corpse. “Burn it!

			

			
				Horace gaped at him, then took a grim look at the seething deck of the larger ship, and gave the order. The catapult on the bow of Orin’s Pride was wound back and loaded. Chula ordered his crew back to a safe distance. The crew on the catapult took aim, gauging angle and distance carefully. Then Chula heard Horace’s deep voice rise in the still air.

				“Fire!”

				The cask flew in a high arc, and plunged into the open hold of Chula’s ship. As it disappeared into the darkness, the detonating cord snapped taut.

				Peggy’s Dream exploded in an incandescent fireball.


				


			

				Chapter 25

				The Burning

				Edan’s agonized scream startled Sam so badly that she dropped her knife.

				He convulsed in her grasp, his hand quivering like a leaf, his muscles twitching and writhing under his skin. She looked around wildly, and saw a web of luminous crystal threads winding up his legs, growing into his flesh…enveloping him.

				“Edan!” she shouted, gripping his wrist with hysterical strength, but he paid her no heed. She clenched his quivering hands, screamed, “Edan! What’s happening?” Still he stared at the arched ceiling of the crystalline chamber, his mouth gaping, his endless scream reverberating though the crystal chamber until she thought her ears would explode.

				A prick of pain in her hand drew her attention from his agonized face. The tiny crystal threads had spread down his forearms, growing in his flesh like a living thing, tracing along his veins and spreading like branching ice crystals on a frozen lake. She watched as they advanced up his neck, across his pale cheeks like tiny spider webs. Another stab of pain in her palms, deeper this time, and she looked at the backs of her own hands. Hair-thin crystalline lines spread across her skin, binding her flesh to Edan’s.

				A memory flashed in Sam’s mind: her mother, tatting a delicate piece of lace, holding it out for her inspection. She gasped, shook her head. The pain intensified, moved up her arms to the old burn scar. Another memory: dark water lit with fiery motes, motes that hurt her eyes and burned her flesh… She flinched and tried to draw her hands away from Edan’s, to shatter the crystals that bound them together, but the lattice was strong, and her struggles futile. With dwindling hope, she watched the glowing crystals grow across Edan’s face, his lips, his eyes.

				His screams faded.

				Pain lanced up her arms, taking her breath away. She didn’t look down this time; she knew what she’d see. “Life is pain,” she whispered through her pointed clenched teeth, “and pain is life.”

				Absently, she wondered what was happening to them. Were they dying, or were they creating new life? And then she realized that she didn’t care. She was here with Edan, and he was with her. She pressed tight against him, felt the pinpricks of pain in her stomach, her breasts, as she was incorporated into his web of light. She closed her eyes then, kissed him desperately, and felt the pain in her lips. Sam screamed into Edan’s mouth as agony lanced through her and light erupted in her mind.

			

			
				≈

				Cynthia woke to agony and the familiar sensation of being underwater.

				Pain speared through her like a bolt of lightning, and her scream came out in a torrent of bubbles. She blinked and reflexively cast the simple spell that allowed her to live under the sea without breathing. She blinked again and started, shocked to see Feldrin’s distressed face only inches from hers, bubbles dribbling from his mouth. At her breast, her baby stared up at her, eyes wide, lips fading from pink to blue.

				Urgent memories snapped to mind—Eelback burning, Ghelfan’s blood, a girl and a blade—prompting her to the present. Quickly, she cast her spell twice more, once on Feldrin and again on their son. The baby, having spent most of his short life under the sea, settled down immediately, his skin flushing pink once again.

				Feldrin had a harder time, instinctively fighting the unfamiliar sensation. He coughed a burst of bubbles, tried to breathe, his mouth gaping, his struggles more urgent. Cynthia remembered her first time with the spell and touched her hand gently to his face. It seemed to calm him, and he blinked at her, then gripped her hand tightly. She nodded and smiled, then grimaced at the pain.

				Cynthia looked down and nearly fainted again at the sight of steel protruding from her. She shifted, and the blade grated between two ribs. She couldn’t tell if it had punctured a lung, but she tasted no blood in her mouth. The pain made her head swim, but the water breathing spell alleviated some of it by circumventing the need to draw breath. The water around them was tainted pink, and she saw a thin trail of crimson issuing from around the blade. She didn’t know how badly she was bleeding, but did know that if she passed out again before they reached an exit, Feldrin and her baby would drown.

				Dear Odea, just let me live long enough to get them out of here.

				Ghelfan’s body floated nearby, and the pain of that loss washed over her heart in a wave of grief. She didn’t see Edan or the girl, and wondered if they had escaped, or if Edan had drowned just as he had feared. A peculiar light filled the room, and she gingerly turned her head. The Chamber of Life radiated a pearly glow. The crystal doors were closed, a glistening teardrop atop the dais, and she caught a flicker of motion within. Then she felt a wave of pressure on her senses, a wash of heat like she used to feel when Edan was using his fire magic.

			

			
				Her gut tightened. It can’t be, she thought. Then the crystal chamber flared brighter, and the pressure intensified.

				Dear Gods of Light, she thought, he must have hidden inside the chamber! We’ve got to get the hells out of here! Quelling her growing sense of dread, she urged the sea to take them out of the chamber.

				Feldrin yelped out a stream of bubbles as water surged around them, carrying them through the door and into the dark corridor. Cynthia didn’t need light to sense her surroundings, of course, but she could feel the tension in Feldrin’s grasp, though he cradled her and the baby carefully. As they came to the hatch to the upper level, Cynthia realized how Sam had followed them; the portal was blocked open with one of the crowbars. She urged the sea to push it open and the crowbar fell out. She held the portal open, brought them up and through, then let it slam closed behind them

				Cynthia sensed the bodies of Janley and Rhaf drifting in the corridor, and sorrow heaped upon sorrow. She swept past them, forcing herself to concentrate through the pain. She clutched her child to her breast and thought about her life, Feldrin’s life, their son’s life. They would mourn the dead later, but only if she got them out alive. They came to another hatch, and this one was closed also. Exerting her will, she pulled the sea back from the portal and it sank, air rushing in as it swung down on its hinge. Slowly she moved the water out from under them, waiting until Feldrin had his balance. He bore her weight easily, and as the air touched their faces, the spell dispersed and they could speak.

				“Where the hells were Rhaf and Janley?” Feldrin sputtered angrily.

				“Dead,” Cynthia said. She took a breath and grimaced. “Sam must have killed them. Oh, Feldrin, I—”

				The baby interrupted her with a cough, a sneeze and a cry that pierced her ears and her heart.

				“Later, lass, later,” Feldrin murmured as he struggled up the stair. “We’ll have time later. Right now, we need to get the bloody hells out of this place. I don’t know what’s gonna happen when—”

				As if in answer, a deep tremor shook the entire city. Tendrils of yellow-white light raced through the walls, floor and ceiling, leaving trails of crimson fire in their wake. The wave of light passed them, and power washed over Cynthia in a palpable wave of heat. A deep rumble sounded from below.

			

			
				“Edan!” she said, fighting a rising panic. She clutched Feldrin’s arm with hysterical fervor. “Hurry, Feldrin! It’s Akrotia! Edan’s bringing it to life.”

				“Bloody hells!” Feldrin rushed as best he could, but his gait was less than easy, and it was anything but a gentle ride. Every time the sword transfixing Cynthia’s torso was jostled, waves of agony shot through her chest. Every breath brought new pain, and blood trickled steadily down the blade to drip off the hilt, leaving a crimson trail in their wake. “Hang on, lass,” he said, struggling up another stair, his face contorting into a mask of strain.

				Cynthia prayed that they both could endure until they could reach help.

				≈

				Mouse shot out of the tiny vent tube into the open sky, anguished tears streaming down his face. Cynthia and Feldrin and the baby and everything he loved were gone, trapped in this stupid floating city. He was alone, his mistress drowned, his world crumbling around him. They’d come here to save Cynthia’s baby, and instead had lost everything.

				A streak of fire swept past him, close enough to singe, and it snapped his morbid reverie. Flicker swooped around in an arc and stopped before him, hovering, studying him with her bright yellow-orange eyes. She chirped something, but he had never been able to understand her. He looked into her coppery features and he saw his own anguish mirrored there. She pointed at the city below, and clutched her hands to her breast, and he understood; she was alone, her master gone, her heart broken.

				Mouse clutched his own hands over his heart and nodded, tears streaking his face.

				Flicker peered at him again, and held up a hand. He longed to take it, but he knew it would burn him. He backed away, his fear of her fire overwhelming his desire for companionship.

				Flicker frowned and looked at her own hand, at the incandescent glow of her skin, and recognition dawned in her eyes. She scrunched her face in concentration, and her fire diminished, her hair dwindling to a bare candle flame, her skin dulling to a tawny golden-brown, her wings a bare smolder. She raised her hand again, and smiled.

			

			
				He’d seen her like this before, when she had sat upon Edan’s shoulder before he became a pyromage. She hadn’t burned him then, so perhaps she wouldn’t burn him now. He held very still, and her hand neared his face. He felt its warmth, then her palm brushed his cheek. It was very warm, even hot, but not burning.

				Then she leaned forward, very carefully, and kissed him.

				He stared into the embers of her smoldering eyes—so close, so hot—and smiled at her. Maybe they weren’t so alone after all.

				A distant roar like crashing surf drew their attention, and he gaped as a pillar of smoke and fire climbed into the sky above the harbor.

				“Eep!” he cried, glancing back at her and pointing.

				“Eek!” she agreed with a nod.

				They parted and flew toward the harbor to investigate, though Mouse had a sinking suspicion that he knew what was burning.

				≈

				Cynthia felt the power growing, even as her own consciousness faded—Edan’s power, now Akrotia’s power, multiplied a thousand fold. She forced down weakness and nausea, unsure if they were due to the pain, blood loss, or the oppressive, sweltering pressure of fire magic building all around them. The gray stone began to glow dull red, the spider web of arcane patterns within intensifying through the spectrum from orange to yellow to white. A gust of blistering-hot wind tore through the corridor, ruffling their clothes and hair as Feldrin climbed the last stair.

				“Almost there, lass,” he gasped between breaths, his chest drenched with sweat, his face streaming and flushed.

				Cynthia would have said, “Good,” but she hadn’t the breath. The babe, at least, had calmed, though the jostling ride wreaked havoc with his digestion. He burped and spit up, then coughed, his sea-green eyes staring up at her as if pleading with her to stop the bouncing. She held him close and prayed to Odea, Please, please, just let us get out of here alive. She let her head slump onto Feldrin’s shoulder, closing her eyes against the tide of pain, exhaustion and nausea that threatened to overwhelm her. She felt as if she was slipping down a dark well, all sound and sensation fading…

			

			
				A cooler light, daylight, glowed from behind her closed lids as they finally reached the exit, but it was the gasped oath and the jolt as Feldrin stumbled to a halt that brought her back from the edge of unconsciousness.

				“Chula!” he called.

				Pain lanced through her as the sword’s hilt bumped something, and she opened her eyes. Beyond a crowd of milling, bloodied sailors, an inferno raged. Three burning masts reached for the sky like spears of fire: Peggy’s Dream.

				“Oh, Odea, please…” she muttered through sudden renewed tears; yet another pain, yet another loss. She closed her eyes and wept, and let darkness overtake her.

				≈

				Kelpie gripped Tailwalker’s hand and swam for her life. They were free, in open water, but she had had to use her invocations to stave off several patrolling schools of myxine. During their flight, the recognition of Eelback’s final sly betrayal came to her. He had fulfilled his promise; he had let them go free. It was an easy promise, when he knew the myxine would ensure that they would not escape alive. They would keep all of Eelback’s secrets.

				Suddenly, Tailwalker jerked her to a stop and rounded on her, his fins flaring, gills pumping with fury. *Enough!* he signed. *We have fled far enough, Kelpie. We will wait here to see what unfolds.*

				*But the myxine…*

				His hard look brooked no argument.

				*If the myxine come, we will flee, but I wish to see if your betrayal of the seamage has killed them all, or if some survive.* He glowered at her; the disgust on his face was another knife in her heart, but she expected no less.

				*My betrayal of the seamage was for you, Tailwalker,* she signed, her fins clamped flat against her body in a submissive posture. She knew full well what her betrayal had caused, and she knew what her punishment would be if she ever reached their home. *Should I have let them kill you?*

				*Yes, Kelpie,* he signed, his anger unabated. *Better my death than this. Seamage Flaxal will be taken by Akrotia, and the myxine will kill all of the landwalkers, including her son. Do you think Eelback would settle for less? I’m surprised he let us escape.*

			

			
				Kelpie thought of the child, Cynthia’s baby, whom she had nurtured and tended. She thought of the myxine swarming up from under Akrotia to slaughter all of Cynthia’s loved ones, and her heart broke anew. *I’m sorry,* she signed. She didn’t know what else to tell him.

				A deep thrumming impact reverberated through the water, faint at this distance, but still close enough to rattle their sensitive ears. They looked at one another, then at the surface.

				*Come, Kelpie,* Tailwalker signed, *let us see what has happened.*

				They surfaced and looked to Akrotia, blinking and shading their eyes against the harsh light of the sun. The floating city loomed perhaps five hundred tail flips away. Kelpie could barely make out the masts of the two ships within the nearest harbor behind the towering arch. From this distance, and so close to the surface, it was impossible to see any detail, but a pall of white mist rose from the water of the harbor. What it could be, she had no idea.

				Then she felt a familiar pulsing vibration, the tail flips of an approaching mer. Whoever it was, they were swimming fast. She ducked back under the surface just as a slim shape shot out of the dappled sunlight and shadow. She barely had time to thrum her chest in greeting before the mer streaked past them.

				She looked at Tailwalker, and signed, *Was that—* but the nimble shape had turned a tight circle and darted back to them before she could finish.

				*Chaser!* Tailwalker signed as his friend hove into view. The scout’s gills were pumping with exertion and his color was flushed pale in distress.

				*Tailwalker!* Chaser’s eyes were wide, and widened even more when he saw Kelpie, before returning to his friend. *You escaped! How?*

				*We were set free,* Tailwalker explained, nodding to Kelpie. *She bargained for our lives, but Eelback intended to kill us anyway. We saw a school of myxine.*

				*Yes, they overwhelmed our school and they attack the landwalker ships as we sign,* the scout confirmed. He looked back to Kelpie and his hand drifted to where a dagger would rest if he were armed, though he was not. None of them bore a weapon of any kind. *You trust her?*

				*No,* Tailwalker signed, and his answer stabbed her deeper than any dagger could have. *No, I do not trust her, Chaser, but she did bargain for my life, and she saved us from the myxine.*

			

			
				*And that bargain is fulfilled,* Kelpie signed. *You are alive. Now go back to your father, and tell him I am sorry for betraying the school. I never meant to harm anyone, Tailwalker, least of all you or Seamage Flaxal.*

				She turned to go, but Tailwalker grabbed her wrist before she could flip her tail. *Where are you going, Kelpie? You must return to explain yourself to the trident holder.*

				*Perhaps I will,* she signed, calling on a tiny shred of Odea’s grace to force his hand away from her wrist. He stared at her, rubbing his hand. *Perhaps I will see you again, Tailwalker, but there is something I need to do first.*

				Kelpie flipped her tail and swam as fast as she could back toward Akrotia, back toward the harbor where the myxine were devouring Cynthia Flaxal’s friends.

				


			



			
				Chapter 26

				Trapped

				“Chula!” Feldrin bellowed between heaved breaths, as he stumbled into the daylight. A throng of grim and bloodied sailors engulfed them, voices, faces, hands relieving him of Cynthia and the baby. “Careful with her, damn you all! Don’t bump that blade or you’ll kill her!”

				He wrapped his arms around himself to try to still their trembling, his one good knee quivering like a mast in a gale and his other entire leg, or what remained of it, throbbing in agony to the beat of his hammering heart. One of the sailors pried Cynthia’s fingers from their squirming son and cradled the babe expertly in the crook of her arm. The others gingerly laid his wife down on her side, careful not to touch the cutlass that transfixed her chest.

				Chula pushed through the crowd and gaped down at Cynthia. “Jimijo, Mara, you know somet’in’ ‘bout healin’. Git over here and help de mistress!”

				Two natives came forward and knelt beside Cynthia, snapping orders to the others. Feldrin watched, his limbs slowly steadying, until he felt Chula’s hand on his arm.

				“Where’s Janley, Capt’n? He’s best with tendin’ de wounds.” He frowned, then looked around quizzically. “And Mastas Ghelfan and Edan? And Rhaf?”

				“Ghelfan, Janley and Rhaf are dead,” he said heavily. “Edan’s…gone.” Feldrin tore his eyes from his injured wife and looked at Chula, and for the first time saw the pyre of Peggy’s Dream, her rigging aflame, a tornado of black smoke billowing from her hold. “What the bloody hells happened?”

				“We were attacked, Capt’n Feldrin, sir,” Chula said with a pained expression. “A whole bloody school of t’ings, like big slimy eels. Dey bored right inta de hull. Horace ran ‘em off wit dem fire casks you got, but we didn’t have any. Dey overran de ship, Capt’n.” He gestured to the burning hulk and shrugged. “I had Horace put a light to her. We had no choice.”

				“How many lost?” Feldrin asked, cringing at the spectacle of the burning schooner.

			

			
				“Don’t know yet, sir. Too many.”

				Feldrin stumbled back against the wall beside the entrance and bowed his head; so many dead to help them rescue their son. The wall was hot against his bare back. His head shot up and he pushed himself from the wall, whirled around and reached out a hand; it was putting out waves of heat. As he watched, a spider web of light crawled through the stone. He remembered Cynthia’s words, and dread filled him.

				“We’ve got to get out of here, Chula! Is the Pride—” His eyes sought and found Orin’s Pride, her crew just tying up to the pier a safe distance from the burning ship.

				“What’s wrong, Capt’n?” Chula asked.

				“Captain!” Horace yelled, leaping from the ship to the pier even before a gangplank was lowered. He waved and pushed through the crowd. “You done it! I could hear that baby squallin’ from—” He stared at Cynthia. “What the hells happened?”

				“Later, Horace. We’ve got to get underway, right now!” As if to emphasize his words, a series of deep tremors shook the city, and the pier itself lit up with traceries of yellow-white fire. “Edan got stuck in that Chamber of Life, and Cyn thinks he’s bringin’ the city to life with fire magic. We need to get everybody aboard.”

				“Edan?” the two first mates said in unison. They shared a glance at one another and burst into action.

				Horace and Chula’s commands rang out to their respective crews. It took the sailors only a moment to rig a litter and carefully carry Cynthia onto Orin’s Pride. Feldrin walked by her side, holding her chill hand. When a shriek pierced the air above them, he started, worried that the city was falling down around them. Then a breeze ruffled his hair and Mouse shot past his ear to Cynthia’s side, chirping with glee and kissing her enthusiastically. Feldrin smiled briefly; at least someone was happy.

				As they boarded Orin’s Pride, Flicker flew past as well, though not so close and not nearly as fast. She hovered overhead for a moment, watching Mouse, then flitted off toward the burning ship to dance amid the flames.

				The deck was crowded with the crews of both ships aboard, but Feldrin had them clear a space by the main mast, where the motion of the ship was least, for Cynthia’s litter. Horace yelled for someone to run and fetch Janley’s physicker’s kit.

			

			
				Feldrin knelt next to Cynthia. “There’s no wind, Horace. Without Cyn, how are we gonna move the ship? In fact, how’d you get her to the pier? Towing with the launches?”

				“No, sir. Not with them beasties still around.” He pointed to a crew manning a ballista that was pointed down into the water. “We killed a lot of ‘em with the fire casks, but we’ve only got two left, and I was savin’ ‘em for an emergency. I used the light kedges to pull us over to the pier, sir. Lofted ‘em out with the catapult, then pulled her along.”

				“That’s bloody brilliant!” Feldrin clapped him on the shoulder, then looked down at Cynthia, loath to leave her side. “Carry on, Horace. Tell Chula he’s yer bo’sun fer now. Raise every sail we got; if a breeze pipes up, we’d better be ready to take advantage of it.” He looked toward the pier; already, waves of heat were beating off of the stone, and the lines that had been tied to the dockside bollards came back blackened and smoking.

				“Aye, sir!”

				While Horace shouted orders, Feldrin knelt next to Cynthia, and nudged Mouse aside to find the pulse in her neck. It was weak and very fast. Her skin was pale and clammy, and her hands were cold, but she was breathing, which was a miracle, considering the sword’s position. Unfortunately, removing the sword could be just as dangerous as leaving it in; even though the blade was wedged vertically between two of her ribs, with one slip it could slice into her lung or a major artery and kill her. Janley was dead, and no one else aboard had experience in treating such a wound. Jimijo and Mara hovered behind him, explaining that their expertise was in herbs and unguents, not surgery. He waved them off.

				Feldrin looked down at his hands and sighed. Everything he needed was ready; bandages, waxed thread, a big, curved sail needle, and an array of blades, tweezers and clamps. Though he’d seen enough wounds tended that he knew how to stitch and maybe set a bone, this was far beyond his meager skills. But if it was to be done, he’d be the one to do it.

				Absently, he knew that the deck was chaotic with action: Horace shouting orders, ballista crews firing, the catapult crew loading the light anchor into the basket, Mouse chittering concerned nonsense, and sailors hoisting all the ship’s sails. The only sound that really penetrated was the crying of his son, and the voice of someone quietly trying to soothed him.

			

			
				“Come on, Cyn,” he whispered. “Your son needs you. I need you.” He swallowed hard; tears would only hinder his sight, and he needed all his senses to be keen. He’d only have one chance. Feldrin reached down and wrapped his hand around the blood-slick hilt of the sword, and readied himself to pull it free.

				≈

				The voice of Odea tore through the sea, stunning the small school of myxine.

				Kelpie swam through the floating beasts, flicked her tail and shot past the jagged coral at the mouth of the harbor, then risked a quick look above the surface. One of Seamage Flaxal’s ships was in flames, the other lay just off of the pier, intact, her deck crowded with landwalkers. Behind the ships, the stone of the looming city crawled with stark yellow-orange traceries of light.

				This cannot be right, she thought, recalling the scrolls’ description of the living Akrotia, the cool blue-green glow of the stone imbued with the power of the sea. The water shook around her, and she heard a deep grating sound like metal on stone. Overhead, the arch of the harbor gate flared with light, and huge bronze plates emerged from the fissure along its inner rim; the harbor gate was closing.

				No, Kelpie thought, flipping her tail to propel herself toward the beleaguered ship. They must escape. She didn’t know exactly how she was going to help them, but in the very core of her being, at the center of her faith, she knew she must try. She had betrayed her friends, and as with the ebb and flow of the sea, every action had a consequence. It was time to atone for her actions. Odea’s power surging in her mind, the priestess shot toward the ship.

				The myxine massed before her, a barrier of writhing hooked tentacles and teeth. Kelpie swam right at them, calling on the goddess of the sea, pouring all her strength and faith into the plea, Please, Odea, protect this humble servant.

				Light flared from the holy icon at her breast, and Kelpie felt the hands of Odea envelop her, shielding her from harm. As she hit the school of ravenous myxine, they were cast from her path like flotsam before the prow of a charging ship, their grasping hands and gaping maws sliding past her, unable to penetrate the barrier of her faith. Then she was past them, and the hull of the ship loomed before her through water murky with soot, ash and blood. Without the slightest hesitation, trusting in her goddess and her own compulsion, Kelpie dove deep, arched back up and flipped her tail hard toward the surface.

			

			
				I am Odea’s hand, she thought as she pierced the surface of the sea beside the ship, and flew in a graceful arc to land among the milling sailors crowding the deck.

				≈

				A splash and a great clamor stayed Feldrin’s hand. “What the bloody hells, is goin’ on now?” he murmured. He released the sword hilt and turned to the uproar.

				A mer lay on the deck and a half-dozen sailors were struggling to their feet, apparently having been bowled over by its arrival. Shouts rang out, and the archers along the rail turned their aim to the new target. Feldrin lurched to his feet, his ire rising to a quick boil; if not for these damned mer, none of this would have happened. He and Cynthia and their baby would be living happily back on Plume Isle.

				“Eep!”

				Mouse’s squeal—right in his ear, and even more piercing than usual—snapped Feldrin’s rage. The seasprite was frantically tugging at his beard and pointing at the intruder. A pearly light shone from the silver crescent suspended around the creature’s neck. He opened his mouth to yell, but too late.

				The archers fired, and three well-aimed arrows shattered to splinters in the air.

				“Hold!” Horace roared.

				“What’s goin’ on here?” Feldrin asked.

				“Captain, one o’ them mer pulled the same trick while you were in the city, and warned us about the attack. Ain’t they supposed to be on our side?”

				“This one’s wearin’ Odea’s symbol, Horace.” Feldrin’s mind raced. Could it be? he thought as Mouse continued to try to pull his beard out by the roots, pointing frantically at the mer, then at Cynthia. Feldrin’s eyes flicked between the two, and he remembered the name Cynthia had mentioned so often: Kelpie, the mer priestess of Odea. “Make way! Let her over here!”

				“Her?” Horace asked, his brow furrowed. “How do you know it’s a her?”

			

			
				“Never mind, just let her through, damn it!” Feldrin ordered. The throng of sailors parted, and the mer’s eyes widened when she spotted Cynthia. Kelpie rapidly pulled herself along the deck to Cynthia’s side.

				Mouse fluttered to Feldrin’s shoulder, and whispered soothing nonsense into his ear as he knelt beside Kelpie and Cynthia. Feldrin watched the mer closely, keeping one hand on the dagger at his waist; if he had presumed wrong, he would not give the mer a chance to harm his wife. His fears eased, however, as he watched the priestess’s delicate hands lay back the bloody fabric of Cynthia’s shirt and gently touch the discolored skin around the wounds.

				“Please,” he said quietly, unsure if he was pleading with the priestess or the sea goddess herself. “Please help her.”

				The priestess grasped the blade at both points where it met Cynthia’s flesh. Light flared from her holy icon, and Feldrin heard a muffled snap. In one swift movement, Kelpie drew the blade out of Cynthia’s chest and back, one piece in each hand, the sword broken cleanly in the middle. She laid the pieces aside, then placed her hands over the gaping wounds. Once again Kelpie’s icon flared, but this time the pearly light flowed down her arms to her hands, and Cynthia’s skin began to glow beneath the mer’s webbed fingers.

				≈

				A cool light pierced the fog of Cynthia’s mind, and the pain receded before it, draining away like water from lightly cupped hands. Cynthia felt her skin flush with warmth, and drew a deep, painless breath. Her eyes fluttered open and focused upon the wood of a ship’s deck crowded with milling feet. Gentle hands rolled her onto her back, and she stared up into the wide, scaly face of a mer she recognized immediately.

				“Kelpie? What…” She looked down; the sword was gone. Her fingers touched her chest, but she felt only a thin raised scar instead of the gaping wound she had expected. Then she remembered where she had been, and why, looked around in a panic. “My baby! Where’s—”

				“He’s here, lass,” Feldrin said, his voice thick with relief. He was kneeling beside her, and she looked where he gestured, to a kindly sailor rocking their child in her arms. The woman handed the baby to Feldrin, and he held him out to show Cynthia, even as Mouse lit on her shoulder and showered her with kisses. “He’s fine, Cyn. You’re fine.”

				The mer priestess interrupted with an urgent clap of her hands, and signed, *Seamage Flaxal! You must hurry! Akrotia lives, but something is wrong!*

			

			
				Cynthia’s eyes widened with the memory of their flight from the Chamber of Life, the fiery symbols on the walls, and the growing pressure of Edan’s magic. She could feel it; Edan’s fire was all around them, and it was growing.

				She grasped Feldrin’s arm. “Help me up! We’ve got to move the ship out of the harbor. Now!” She grimaced as he helped her rise; Kelpie’s healing had closed her wounds, but a heavy weakness pervaded her limbs, and her head swam with dizziness as she stood. She staggered to the rail and stared out at the tracery of yellow-white light climbing the walls and towers. Akrotia shuddered, and she felt a wave of heat on her skin and the pressure of swelling fire-magic in her mind.

				“Captain!” called a lookout, and both Feldrin and Cynthia looked up. “The gate’s closin’!”

				They looked toward the towering arch of the harbor gate, and her breath caught in her throat as she spied a glint of bronze around the inner edge. Huge bronze plates were slowly emerging, like one of the smaller iris doors inside the city, constricting the entrance.

				“Eeep?” Mouse chirped fearfully from her shoulder.

				“Closing?” Feldrin said. “But why in the hells…”

				“It’s Edan,” Cynthia explained. “He’s bringing Akrotia to life, Feldrin, except it’s his magic, fire magic. I can feel it! If we’re trapped in here, we’ll be boiled alive!” She gripped the rail and called the winds. Canvas cracked, and the deck lurched as Orin’s Pride started to move.

				“All hands, tend yer sails!” Feldrin called out, lurching to the binnacle, their son cradled in one arm. The baby screeched out his discontent. “Helmsman, make for the harbor mouth. Sheet in that main, Horace! Brace the fore-top! Sharply now!”

				Sailors scrambled past Cynthia, carrying out Feldrin’s orders, but her attention was elsewhere. The ship was moving, but one glance at the harbor mouth confirmed her worry. Too slow, she thought, gripping the rail with white-knuckled fervor. She coaxed a tendril of seawater up the side of the hull to wet her feet, felt her link with the sea solidify, and urged the waters around the ship to propel them. Orin’s Pride surged forward, wind and water acting as one.

				Kelpie pulled herself to Cynthia’s side and caught her eye. *Beware Eelback’s allies! They seek to devour us all!*

			

			
				As if in answer, a lookout at the fore-top called out, “Captain, there’s a whole school of them eel things blockin’ our way!”

				“Cyn?”

				“Just keep her trimmed and on course, Feldrin. I’ll do the rest.”

				“All idle hands to the windward rail!” he ordered. The sudden shift of weight decreased their heel, forcing a bit more speed out of the wind she was providing.

				Cynthia concentrated upon the sea before them and the mass of writhing bodies that Kelpie had warned her about. Whatever these things were, they were packed so tightly that Cynthia couldn’t even tell how many there were. There was no easy path through them, but this, at least, was a threat that she could deal with.

				She drew the power of the sea into a concentrated pressure wave of such intensity that the surface of the water misted in an arc out from the bow of Orin’s Pride. The wave hit the school of creatures like a battering ram, pulping every living thing in its path, and shaking the very walls of the harbor. The ship charged through the slick of shredded corpses, and a ragged cheer rose from the crew.

				Cynthia turned her attention to the harbor gate. The huge bronze plates of the gate shuddered, screeching like a thousand swords shearing through stone, and shivering the air and sea alike. She felt the remnants of the coral that had blocked the entrance heave up as the plates broke through the limestone. The gate was closing, and it was closing fast.

				Too fast.

				“We’re not gonna make it, Cyn,” Feldrin shouted, echoing her thought. “It’s gonna dismast her! Can you push the water down?”

				“It’s too shallow!” She tried to gauge the depth as the shattering coral heaved up. “The gate is pushing the reef higher.”

				“How about punchin’ out the reef, then?”

				“I’m doing all I can!” she cried, straining to push the ship a little faster. She gauged their speed and the diminishing aperture, and knew that they wouldn’t make it. Her knees trembled, and Cynthia sagged against the rail, her strength ebbing, her vision going gray at the edges.

				“Topmen, on deck!” Feldrin cried, calling the sailors down from the rigging, which made sense. If the masts hit, anyone aloft would be killed. His next order, however, caught her off guard. “All idle hands to the leeward rail on my word! Cyn, can you give me a gust as we pass through the gate?”

			

			
				“I’ll try, Feldrin, but what—”

				“No time! Just do it when I say. I want to lay her over on her side as we pass.” He squinted at the closing aperture. “Horace, steer her a hundred feet starboard of center.”

				Cynthia looked at the gate, the circular gate, and understood. If the ship stayed vertical, it occupied the space from below the water’s surface to the top of the descending gate, and the reef was making that even shallower. But if they lay the ship over on her side, she could pass off center, and might just scrape through without striking either her masts or her keel.

				At this speed, either mishap could split the ship right down the middle.

				“Close haul all sheets!” Feldrin bellowed.

				Orin’s Pride heeled as the sails were pulled tighter and the mainmast, still sporting Dura’s hasty repair, groaned. Cynthia spared a glance at Feldrin; he stood with one hand clutching the binnacle, and the other cradling their son. With all the commotion, Cynthia thought the baby would be hysterical, but he lay comfortably and quietly in his father’s grasp, staring up at Feldrin’s face as if caught in a moment of wonder. His father’s son, a true sailor.

				She turned forward and tried to marshal the strength to supply the gust of wind that would lay the ship over. She bit her lip until she tasted blood, unsure if she could do it. A cool hand on her arm startled her; Kelpie was beside her, her webbed hand glowing with Odea’s blessing. Strength surged into Cynthia like a refreshing wave, washing away her fatigue and steadying her legs. She smiled her thanks and concentrated on her task.

				“NOW!”

				Cynthia called forth a hard gust and pressed the sea against the opposite side of the keel as the crew rushed across the deck to the port-side rail. The ship heeled sharply, so far over that water jetted though the scuppers, then spilled over the leeward rail. Cries rang out as sailors scrabbled for handholds. The boarding sea surged past Cynthia without touching her, and she felt Kelpie’s grip harden on her arm. She ignored everything, maintained her focus. Nothing else existed for her but the wind and the sea.

				Orin’s Pride surged through the gate heeled so far over that her deck was nearer vertical than horizontal, her masts lying almost flat upon the sea. Her keel cleared the closing gate by less than the height of a man. Her topmasts, however, were not so fortunate.

			

			
				Mouse’s shriek of alarm reached Cynthia’s ears an instant before the tip of the fore-topmast struck the gate with a tremendous crack. The fore-topsail yard twisted madly, the bracing lines trailing with the shattered spar. But the gate continued to spiral shut, and struck the main-topmast at its midpoint. The trestletrees shattered, and the entire main-topmast was carried away. Its supporting lines gone, the mainsail gaff dangled, and the huge mainsail flapped out of control. Splinters and twisted bronze bindings showered the canted deck, and heavy wooden blocks swung wildly. The main boom sagged, and only the furling lines kept it from crashing down on the crew. The main-topmast splashed into the sea behind them, trailing lines snapping like a coachman’s whip, and blocks smashing splinters from the taffrail as they were dragged overboard.

				But they were through.

				The ship righted as the flapping mainsail spilled wind, and Cynthia eased the wind until they were upright. A ragged cheer rose from the throats of the sodden sailors, and Mouse cheered with them as he shot back and forth through the tattered rigging.

				Cynthia leaned on the rail, her strength ebbing again, and heard the distinctive tap of Feldrin’s peg leg as he hobbled to her side. She didn’t even have the strength to look up at him. Instead, she sagged to the deck, her back against the bulwark, and found herself staring into Kelpie’s blank eyes. The mer priestess lay on the deck beside Cynthia, her neck twisted, a huge contusion on her brow where a flailing block had struck. Kelpie, Odea’s priestess, was dead.

				“Oh gods,” Feldrin muttered as he struggled to kneel beside her.

				“She…she saved us, Feldrin,” Cynthia whispered between sobs, reaching to touch the mer’s still features. “I don’t know why. First she betrayed us, then…she saved us.”

				“She did,” he agreed. The massive gate boomed closed behind them. As they looked back, light flared from the stone arch, liquid fire tracing along its perimeter.

				“I hate to ask this, Cyn, but we’re still too close fer my comfort. Do you think you can keep the winds up a bit longer? We need to get well clear.”

				“Yes.” Cynthia drew a deep breath, sniffed, then reached out to brush her son’s brow. “How is he?”

				Feldrin looked down at the inexplicably calm child. The little sea-green eyes stared calmly up at him, one chubby fist clenched firmly in his father’s beard. Feldrin smiled, and the sight of the two of them, father and son, lifted Cynthia’s heart.

			

			
				“He’s fine, Cyn.” He handed their son over to her, joyful tears coursing down his cheeks. “He’s alive and he’s fine. Now let’s get the hells away from this cursed thing.”

				“Yes,” she said. She cradled her baby and held him close. She looked into those eyes and knew instantly what his name would be. “Let’s.”

				Feldrin stood and helped her to her feet. She was still dreadfully weak, and she accepted his aid as they walked back to the cuddy cabin. He settled her onto the bench there, then went forward to give Horace his orders.

				Cynthia raised the baby to her breast to feed, leaned her head back against the cabin, and let the sun warm her face. She listened to the bustle of the crew as they trimmed the remaining sails, replaced the broken cordage, and cut away the shattered spars so they could install the replacements hauled up from the hold. For the first time in a long, long while, she was content. Too many had died, too much sacrificed for her to be happy, but, for the moment, she was content. Cynthia summoned a gentle wind, and Orin’s Pride sailed north while Akrotia burned behind them.

				≈

				“We stay!” Uag insisted, waving his bloodied cutlass in a crimson arc. “We wait for Capt’n Sam!”

				He kicked Glaf’s body into the water without turning his back on the remaining crew. Braf and Fak were against him, but Sepa was still unsure. She stood back from the others, her face etched with lines of worry. There was plenty to worry about; the floating island was shaking and shuddering like the convulsions of a dying man, and the very stone was coming alive with magic.

				“We will die if we stay here, Uag!” Braf shouted, pointing his own cutlass at Uag. “Capt’n Sam has failed. We are alone.”

				“We will die if we leave without her,” Uag countered. “We cannot find our way home without her.”

				“She said we could not, but I think this was a lie to keep us from killing her,” Fak said. “If we sail north, we can—”

				A stronger tremor shook the island, and the water of the harbor danced with the deep vibration. Then the screech of metal on stone shook the air. The arch above them flared with light, and massive bronze plates began to emerge from the inside edge, then ground to an abrupt halt.

			

			
				“It is a trap!” Braf shouted, his tone now panicked. “Uag, the jaws of a trap are closing on us. We must leave while we can!”

				Uag glared at them, at the glowing stone city, at the huge blades of the gate over their heads. Heat radiated from the stone, and the water lapping against it had begun to steam. He looked along the broad avenue that ringed the city, but there was no sign of Captain Sam. She had said that she would not take long in the city, and that he should wait until sunset. The metallic grating shrilled again, and the bronze blades descended another foot before halting. Looking closely, Uag saw that they were not just coming down from above, but from all sides, and maybe even from under the water. They were moored at the edge of the reef; if those huge plates closed, they would miss Manta’s bows by only a man’s height, and the shattered coral could capsize them. Uag made a decision.

				“We go! Cut the mooring line and man oars!”

				“Good!” Braf and Fak grasped their oars while Sepa ran forward and slashed the mooring line. She returned and grabbed her own oar, and Uag took the other. The four oars dipped, and Manta backed sluggishly away from the arch.

				Metal shrieked against stone, and the water beneath the arch shuddered in wavelets. The gate was closing.

				“Quickly!” Uag pulled on his oar until it threatened to snap at the lock, willing the craft to move faster. Manta eased away from the coral.

				Yellow-white light flared from the arch, and the great bronze blades scythed down.

				Metal screeched against thousand-year-old coral, and the sea heaved up under the arch. The coral split, and a huge section lurched up and flipped, nearly hitting Manta’s bows when it splashed down. The resulting wave pitched the twin hulls up, and the ship lurched backward. Spray and splinters of flying stone showered the deck, but they were clear, and their cries of shock and surprise changed to howls of laughter.

				“We are free!” Fak cheered, flinging aside his oar and lurching to his feet.

				“Yes,” Uag said, his own mood less elated. He stared at the glowing city. “We are free of the city, but Capt’n Sam is gone.” He turned to the others. “We have no way to find home.”

			

			
				“There!” Sepa cried, her eyes wide as she pointed to the west. “A ship!”

				“It’s one of the sea witch’s ships,” Uag said, both worried and hopeful. “Maybe we can follow—” he stopped as a cool breeze touched his cheek.

				“There is wind!” Fak cried. “We can sail!”

				“Hoist all sails!” Uag ordered, leaping into the cockpit and grasping the wheel. “We will follow them. Manta is fast enough to avoid them if they try to attack, and—”

				“Uag!” Sepa called from the bow where she fought to free the furled jib. “There is something in the water under the boat. Something like snakes!”

				“Snakes?” That was ridiculous. Why would there be snakes in the water? But when Uag leaned over the transom to look, he saw between the floating rafts of weed a school of writhing shapes. They clustered around the twin hulls, their tails quivering rapidly as if they were pushing at the ship’s sides.

				“I don’t like this,” he said, reaching for his cutlass. “Hoist all sail. We will outrun them.”

				In moments, Manta was easing forward, but her pace was slow. Uag looked over the side again. Though the water seemed murky, he could glimpse the snake-creatures still stuck on the hulls.

				“Braf, get spears!” he ordered. “We will get these creatures off and sail away.”

				Braf hurried down the companionway, but his shout of alarm brought Uag up short.

				“Uag! There’s something—”

				The man’s shout devolved into a scream so horrible that everyone stopped and stared at the hatch. It reminded Uag of the scream of a particularly feisty meal, not of a seasoned warrior. A blood and slime-covered hand reached up to grasp the hatch coaming, and Braf heaved himself up into the cockpit. Another scream issued from the man’s mouth, and Uag saw why; his body was covered with cuts and a layer of thick mucus, and one of the creatures was attached to him. Its long, hooked tentacles were buried deep in his back, and its short arms grasped his leg, holding on as it tore into him with dagger-sharp teeth.

				“Kill it! Kill it!” Braf screamed, frantically trying to tear the tentacles from his flesh.

				Uag backed away, too horrified to remember the cutlass in his hand and too revolted at the slimy creature to venture too close. Braf beat at the wriggling thing, but his blows fell to no effect. The teeth ripped at him, and gouts of blood, flesh and viscera vanished down its maw.

			

			
				As Braf’s screams died away, Uag stirred from his shock, and he lunged forward to bring his blade down in a heavy blow. The steel clove the creature’s soft flesh easily, and it spewed out a torrent of pink blood and mucus. Uag backed away again in disgust; he had killed many times, and had feasted on the beating hearts of the slain, but he had never seen anything like this living nightmare.

				“Uag! The ship!”

				Sepa’s shrill call caught his attention, and he realized that the deck was tilted drastically to port.

				“Oh no,” he muttered, leaning over to glance into the port hatch without getting too close. Streams of mucus swirled in knee-deep water. “Fak, Sepa, we have to—”

				The water in the hull roiled with motion, then slimy shapes surged up the companionway. Uag stumbled back and swung his cutlass at the wriggling creatures, but they were everywhere, and they squirmed so much they were hard to hit. Without thought, he backed away until he reached the mainsail shrouds. With the sea behind him and more of the beasts pouring from the hatch before, there was nowhere to go but up.

				Uag dropped his cutlass and climbed the ratlines to the maintop without looking back. He heard his companions scream as they were taken, but paid them no heed; he could not help them. The ship listed far to port as he reached the trestletrees, and he gripped the topmast for support. The light breeze had filled the sails, and with no one at the tiller to steer, Manta turned slowly into the wind. As she turned, however, the sails came broadside to the wind, and the flooded port hull was pushed down into the water until it submerged. The deck was awash, the masts dipped closer to the water, and more snake-creatures squirmed aboard, dragging the ship down.

				No escape, Uag thought.

				He drew his dagger, the obsidian blade he had used so many times to cut the hearts from his victims. The edge was serrated, and sharp enough to part flesh with almost no resistance. As the topmast dipped toward the school of ravenous beasts swimming below, Uag put the edge to his throat.

				With one snap of his wrist, a warm gush flooded down his chest.

				≈

			

			
				Akrotia shook around them, and yellow-white light flared from the walls.

				*Something has gone wrong,* Redtail signed to Slickfin. *We should go.* He grasped his sister’s hand and pulled, but she glared and jerked away.

				*You are quick to abandon your friend, Brother,* she signed, sculling backward. *Akrotia is coming to life, and you want to leave Eelback, he who saved your life?*

				*This is not as it should be,* he signed, gesturing to the hissing veins of fire that lit the stone around them. The rest of the school floated around them, their orientation chaotic in their confusion. *The scrolls say that Akrotia will live with the light of the sea, not the sun!*

				*I do not care what the scrolls say,* she signed with one hand, while the other drifted to the dagger strapped to her slim waist. *We will not abandon Eelback!*

				*And if Eelback is dead?* Redtail asked. It was clear from her posture that she would not listen to reason, but he had to try. *If he has failed, are we to die as well?*

				*Eelback is not dead!* she signed, her gestures exaggerated with hysteria. The chamber rumbled again, and light flared from the intricate designs etched into the stone. *Akrotia is coming to life around us! How could that happen if Eelback failed?*

				*I do not know, but this is not as it should be.* Redtail placed his hand upon the illuminated stone beneath them, then jerked it away. *The stone is on fire! Akrotia burns!*

				Slickfin raised her hands to sign in protest, but before she could, a deep rattle of metal on stone reached their ears. The school shifted and swayed, their fins flaring in panic as all the hatches and doors suddenly closed.

				Redtail darted to the nearest hatch. He wrenched at the release mechanism and pushed at the heavy portal, but it remained closed.

				They were trapped.

				Slowly, the water around them grew warmer, bubbles streaming from the hot traceries of light. The hot water hurt Redtail’s eyes, burned his gills, and he saw the skin of some of his companions begin to blister when they got too close to the walls, floor, or ceiling. Finally, he looked to his sister and signed defeat, but her eyes stared at nothing and her gills were still. Akrotia might be alive, but they were all going to die.


				


			

				Chapter 27

				Discoveries

				Tim eased through the dense undergrowth, using his makeshift spear to push aside the thorned vines that had torn his shirt to a tattered mess. His foot sank into the soupy ground, and his other made a soft squelching noise as he pulled it free of the muck’s embrace. From behind him he heard only the whisper of metal on wood, and a faint squish-squish of feet in soft earth; his father had learned stealth in the past few days.

				He glanced back to see Emil push another thorny vine away with the flat of his cutlass, and smiled grimly. They both looked like hell, with mud, filth, cuts and torn clothing from head to foot, but his father was holding up better than Tim had expected. Their search, however, had not gone so well. The island’s interior was a maze of impassible mangrove swamps, treacherous bogs, and even one pit of quicksand that had very nearly claimed their lives. They had found some traces of human passage, but the signs were old and quickly lost. Their frustration ran high, heightened by fitful sleep, as every evening, clouds of biting insects descended upon them. Only by smearing their exposed skin with mud were they able to get any relief from the swarming onslaught.

				But Tim felt more alive than he had in months.

				While he had never wanted to be a pirate—their wonton cruelty sickened him—the rest of it, the danger, swordplay, and seamanship, he’d absorbed like a sponge soaks up water. And the constant tension of the past few days, the fight across the landscape, and the never-ending need for stealth, had his nerves as taut as bowstrings.

				A distant, unfamiliar sound froze him in his tracks. He raised a hand, and Emil stopped behind him. He looked back, pointed to his ear and then in the direction he thought he’d heard the noise. His father shook his head; he had not heard it.

				Then they both heard it, recognizable now as faint laughter. They smiled at one another, and Tim motioned for his father to come near.

				“We’ve found them!” Emil whispered, his eyes alight.

				“I think so, Father. Now we have to get closer and have a look. Quietly.”

				“Then what?” Emil asked, his hand flexing on the sword hilt.

			

			
				“Then we wait until dark.” Tim smiled, and this time his father did not look so surprised, but only nodded in agreement.

				≈

				Cynthia lay in Feldrin’s bunk, eyes closed, her shoulders and head propped up on pillows and her son cradled to her breast. Exhaustion threatened to drag her into oblivion, but she couldn’t let herself sleep, not yet. They still had miles to go before she would feel truly safe.

				Mouse snored atop the sleeping baby, his hand clenching the child’s swaddling blanket as if he’d never let it go, his gossamer-crystal wings waving back and forth in a slow, rhythmic cadence. Cynthia’s only cover was a thin linen sheet, sufficient for the breeze of her own making that wafted through the open ports, cooling the cabin nicely. Through the overhead skylight, she could see the twilit sky fading to deep blue. Someone tapped lightly on the door, then opened it. Feldrin entered, balancing a tray of food in one huge hand. Lines of fatigue and concern etched his dark face, but they softened as he looked at the peaceful trio on the bed.

				“Shhh,” she whispered with a tired smile, “he’s sleeping.” Mouse stirred and perked up his pointed ears, yawning widely.

				“Right.” Feldrin smiled back at her and closed the door carefully, then set the tray down on the small table beside the bunk. Stew and bread, and not a great deal of it. It smelled wonderful, and she found that she was suddenly hungry. “Sorry, but we’re on short rations. Too many mouths to feed.” He spooned up some stew, tested the temperature, and fed her. Mouse fluttered aloft and landed on the tray, but Feldrin shooed him away. The sprite scowled, then flew up and out of the hatch in search of his own dinner.

				“How bad is it?” she asked around the first mouthful. The stew was salt pork, with potatoes and onions, the only fresh vegetables they had left, but it was savory and spicy. Her gaze drifted up to the deck over their heads; she knew the status of their stores wasn’t his only concern.

				“Not bad,” he said with a shrug of his massive shoulders. “Some injuries, but most look clean. Willow bark tea, poultices and a sharp eye will probably do fer the rest ‘til we get back. Remind me to buy Dura a case of single malt fer that mainmast repair. A wonder it didn’t split full length with what we put it through.” He spooned up more stew for her. “Morale’s good, but fer Chula. He’s beside himself about losing Peggy’s Dream. He’s afraid you’ll hate him fer it.”

			

			
				“Hate him? How could I…” Cynthia subsided at the warning look in his dark eyes, and opened her mouth for the spoonful of stew.

				“Don’t worry, lass. He’ll be fine. He’s just shaken up, is all.” He fed her a bite of bread dredged through the spicy gravy. “He lost his ship and a good number of his crew. It takes time to come to terms with that.”

				“How many?” The question caught in her throat, suddenly tight.

				“Forty-three in all, counting Ghelfan, Rhaf, Janley and…Edan.”

				“Edan…” She took another bite of bread and chewed thoughtfully. “What do you think happened, Feldrin?”

				“I don’t know, Cyn,” Feldrin admitted. “I wasn’t payin’ much attention, but I saw he was backin’ up the stairs trying to get away from the water and that lunatic girl... I guess they went inta that chamber, and then it—”

				“What?” Cynthia started, disturbing the baby. She rocked quietly until he calmed again. “Samantha was in the chamber, too? I thought she drowned.”

				“When I saw ‘em, she had hold of his wrist and looked like she’d never let go. I never saw either of ‘em again after the room was flooded.” He shook his head, and added as an aside, “Flicker got out though.”

				“Oh? How do you know?”

				“I saw her outside, when Mouse showed up. Don’t know how they got out of there, but Mouse was ready to stay with you to the end. I had to make him leave.” He scooped up the last of the stew and fed it to her. “Last I saw Flicker, she was enjoyin’ the fire of Peggy’s Dream.”

				“But Edan…” Cynthia chewed thoughtfully and swallowed. “I still don’t know how it happened, but that was his magic I felt taking over the city. No doubt about it.”

				“You said he had some of Odea’s magic as well as the fire magic. Maybe that was enough. I don’t know how or why, but it’s fer sure that the city came alive, and it was plain enough that it was fire magic. When we were a good dozen miles away you could still see it burnin’. Looks like the sun settin’ in the south, now.”

				“I wish Ghelfan were here,” Cynthia said, her voice catching on the lump in her throat, sudden tears springing to her eyes. She brushed her son’s thin dark hair with her fingertips. “I want to name him after Kloetesh, Feldrin. We could call him Kloe, couldn’t we?”

				“Sounds right to me, Cyn,” he said, taking her hand in his. “We owe him that much, at least.”

			

			
				“Gods, Feldrin. So many people dead, just to help us. I don’t…” She sniffed and stifled a sob. “How can we...”

				“I lost half a dozen good men when I was runnin’ Orin’s Pride as a privateer, Cyn, and I beat myself near to death over every one of ‘em until Horace told me one thing: They came with us because they wanted to, not because we made ‘em.” His voice was gentle, and his huge hand brushed her cheek, wiping away her tears. Cynthia leaned into his touch. “Feeling guilty won’t bring ‘em back, and I don’t think a single one of ‘em would want you to. Especially Ghelfan.” He stood and lifted the tray. “Now get some sleep.”

				“But the wind…”

				“Oh, well, I fergot to tell you. We’ve fashioned a mess of sweeps from that timber we lugged along, and with all these extra hands on board, we’ve got full watches to man ‘em, so you can get some sleep and we’ll just be row-row-rowin’ along.” He smiled and opened the door. “Rest and heal up, lass. You’ve got more’n yer own mouth to feed, now.”

				“Yes,” she said, looking down at their son. “Yes, I do.”

				The door clicked closed and she lay back, easing her mind and letting the winds subside. There was a brief clamor on deck as sails were furled, and she heard Feldrin shout the order to run out the sweeps. Someone began a singing a slow song, almost a dirge, in the language of the natives, and others joined in. She didn’t understand the words, but the cadence and the droning tones were soothing. She breathed deeply of the evening air, and gazed up through the skylight at the indigo sky, where the first of the stars were coming to life. She let her mind drift, and finally fell into a deep, restful sleep.

				≈

				Tim grasped the wrist-thick mangrove roots for support and eased himself into the dark, tepid water. Behind him, Emil did the same with only slightly less stealth. Tim smiled without baring his teeth, nodding with approval as he looked at this father. Only the whites of the man’s eyes were visible in the darkness. They had covered their faces with mud to keep from being seen, for although the moon had yet to rise, even starlight could illuminate a pale face, and Tim had no doubt that the pirates would have at least one man on watch.

				They pushed off into deeper water and let the sluggish outgoing tide pull them toward Cutthroat’s stern. Tim had recognized the ship as one of Bloodwind’s former fleet, and wondered how long her crew had been hiding out here on Middle Cay. He also wondered if Sam had lived here with them for the two years she had been missing, and if there was any chance that she was here now. He knew he’d seen Manta sail south, while the Cutthroat rounded Plume Isle’s southern point to turn back north, but she could have come back. He kept remembering the day she stole Manta and disclaimed their father. He hadn’t mentioned to Emil the possibility of finding her here, and he didn’t know what he would do if they did. He tried to put her out of his mind and focus on their mission.

			

			
				Their plan was simple: sneak into the captain’s cabin and rescue Miss Cammy, taking the captain hostage if necessary. Tim had wondered how his father could be so certain that she’d be with the captain, but Emil had just said, “She is a rare prize, son. The captain will claim her for himself. Trust me.” Tim hoped he was right.

				Their plan for escape was even simpler; grab the catboat tied to the Cutthroat’s stern, and hope they could get far enough fast enough to not be killed by a shot from the pirates’ ballista. Secretly, Tim estimated that their chances of survival were about the same as filling an inside run in Five-Card Mango. He didn’t tell his father that, either.

				They ghosted along with the current to the stern of the ship, directly beneath the great cabin. This would be the most difficult and dangerous part of their plan. Climbing up the corsair’s stern would be hard enough with wet hands and feet on slick wood; doing it silently would truly test Emil’s newly found skills. If one of them fell, or if the night watch heard the water dripping from their sodden clothing and took the initiative to look over the ship’s taffrail, they were dead. Tim gripped the rudder and waited for his father to arrive. It was so dark in the ship’s shadow—the lights in the great cabin had been extinguished more than an hour ago—that he only knew Emil was there when he felt a hand close on his shoulder and heard quiet breathing in his ear. Tim tapped his father’s hand twice, and received the same signal back. All was well.

				They braced their feet on the rudder straps, thick iron bands bolted through the vessel’s rudder to give it strength, and lifted themselves slowly from the water. Tim’s fingers found purchase on the thick wooden placard with the name Cutthroat carved into it, and he pulled himself up until he stood upon the rudder. Then he reached down to help his father. They stood there for a few moments, pressing their bodies against the ship so that the water draining from their clothes would run silently down the hull, and listened. There was no sound from the deck, but that gave Tim no ease. He knew that the pirates often went barefoot at night, letting their boots air while they slept or patrolled the deck.

			

			
				After a few minutes, Tim tapped his father twice on the shoulder, and again received the same in reply. They were ready for the next step. Tim drew his dagger, carefully placing the blade between his teeth. He and his father had argued long and hard about this part of the plan; it was dangerous, but it also required great stealth, and Emil had eventually relented, acknowledging Tim’s far greater skill.

				So don’t make a mistake, Tim reminded himself as he pulled himself up and peered into one of the stern windows of the great cabin.

				Even with his dark-attuned eyes, he could pick out few details within—faint starlight through the skylight glinting off of a bronze lamp and a satin-upholstered settee—but that was to be expected. It was his ears that served Tim well here. From the shadows on the port side of the cabin, he heard the deep breaths of someone sleeping. It was not quite a snore, and it was definitely a man: the pirate captain. He cocked his head and remained stone-still, listening for the faintest change in rhythm; there was none. It disquieted him that he didn’t hear a second person breathing—Miss Cammy—but then, she was a lady, and perhaps ladies didn’t breathe as heavily as men. He pulled himself up and through the window.

				Tim lay across the lintel and reached down until his fingers found a cabinet; he hoped it was strong enough to support his weight. As he eased forward, the wood creaked faintly, and he froze. He listened for several long moments, but the pirate’s steady breathing continued unchanged. He heaved a silent breath of relief, and inched up and inside, his damp feet finding easy purchase first on the lintel, then on the cabinet. He lowered himself to the cabin sole, ears straining, amazed that the entire crew couldn’t hear his pounding heartbeat.

				Tim removed the dagger from his teeth and inched forward, his free hand held low before him, feeling his way across the cabin. His hand brushed a large sea chest and he stepped around it, slowly sliding his feet over the cool wood of the deck. The pirate’s breathing was louder now, and Tim stopped, remembering a trick an old pirate had taught him for seeing in the dark. It took all his nerve to do it, but he closed his eyes for a slow count of twenty, then opened them wide to stare in the direction of the sound. The faint glow of white sheets and the dark silhouette of a man’s head and shoulders resolved out of the blackness.

			

			
				He crouched and moved to the side of the bunk, knowing what he would have to do if the man struggled or tried to cry out. Tim didn’t relish the thought of cutting a man’s throat, but the memory of what had befallen his friends at Plume Isle steadied his hand; he would do it if he had to. He lowered the blade of his dagger to within an inch of the sleeping man’s throat, then laid the flat of the blade onto the warm skin.

				When the man’s eyes flashed open, Tim clapped his hand over the pirate’s mouth and whispered, “One sound and I’ll slit your throat.”

				His whisper sounded like a shout in his own ears, but no alarm sounded from the deck above. Behind him, he heard the creak of wood as his father climbed through the window, then the hiss of a blade being drawn. Emil crept up beside him, and rested the tip of his cutlass against the pirate’s chest.

				“We’re here for one reason,” Emil said, his voice pitched so low that it barely reached even Tim’s ears. “We want Camilla. If you hand her over to us, you have a chance, a slim chance, of survival. If you refuse or try to summon help, you die.”

				Tim was proud; there was enough malice in his father’s voice to send shivers down his spine, and he could feel tremors of terror coursing through the man beneath him. Tim felt Emil tap his back twice with his free hand, the signal for their next move.

				“My friend will remove his hand from your mouth,” Emil whispered, “and you will tell us where Camilla is. Remember my warning. If you shout, you will not live to hear the echo.”

				Tim eased his hand from the man’s mouth, but kept the dagger in place at his throat. He had no doubt that he could silence a scream before it went far.

				“Camilla’s not here.” The pirate captain’s voice was low, but louder than theirs. Tim pressed the blade of his dagger harder as warning.

				“Keep your voice down,” he hissed in the man’s ear, “and don’t lie to us.”

				“I’m not lying,” the man said, his voice quieter this time. “She’s on Plume Isle.”

			

			
				“We were on Plume Isle,” Emil said through clenched teeth. He pressed the tip of his cutlass down hard enough to prick the man’s skin, and Tim felt him twitch. “No one was left alive, and you would not have left her there.”

				“I didn’t leave her there. She tricked me.” Though there was still fear in the man’s voice, Tim detected something else, too, the low, harsh tones of anger and bitterness. Tim didn’t like the sound of it. “She said she wanted to come with me, that she wanted to share Bloodwind’s treasure, but she lied. She locked herself in the damned dungeon, and I had no time to break the door down before the imperials got there.”

				“The dungeon?” Tim heard the uncertainty in his father’s voice, the faltering of his tone. Apparently the pirate captain had, too, and he tensed. Tim felt the man’s bridled fury, and twitched his blade hard enough to draw a thin line of blood.

				“Don’t think for a moment that I won’t cut your throat, Captain,” he hissed, and was relieved to feel the man stiffen. To his father, he said, “There is a dungeon, but it’s always kept locked. I didn’t even know there was a key.”

				“She had a key,” the man said, unprompted. “She barred the door from inside, so I locked her in and took the key. It’s in the pocket of my trousers, over the back of the settee. Look for yourself.”

				Tim tapped his father’s leg twice, hoping he’d understand. He did. From the corner of his eye, he saw the sword lift from the pirate’s chest, then heard the whisper of his father’s feet as Emil crossed the cabin. A moment later, he returned.

				“There is a key. I have it.”

				“Do you think he’s telling the truth?” Tim asked, though he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer. He felt cold. If Miss Cammy had been trapped down there, the chance that she was still alive was not good.

				“There’s only one way to find out,” Emil said, “and that’s to return to Plume Isle.”

				“But if he’s lying…”

				Silence reigned for several beats of the pirate captain’s heart; Tim felt each one pulse under the edge of his dagger. He was not so young that he was ignorant of what this man must have done to Miss Cammy, the woman who had been more like a mother to him than his real mother had been. And he knew how his father felt about her. For a moment, he considered drawing his dagger across the pirate’s throat just to feel the warm gush of blood, listen to the gurgle of the man’s last scream, still that beating pulse…

			

			
				“We cannot murder him, Tim,” Emil said, as if he had read his son’s thoughts. Tim felt the pirate captain relax, and the thought that the man would get away with his deeds, was perhaps laughing at him, at them both, suddenly made him furious.

				“After what he did?” he whispered harshly, gripping the man’s hair with his free hand. “You know what he did, Father.” The pirate captain tensed again. Good! Tim thought. I want him to be afraid.

				“No, Tim. It wouldn’t be right.” Emil Norris’ voice was calm, though it carried an undercurrent of loathing and regret. “We’re not pirates, and we won’t stoop so low as to act like them. We’ll leave him bound and gagged, and let him explain his condition to his crew.”

				Tim clenched his jaw. His hand trembled, and he knew the blade drew blood, but he wanted more; he wanted to end this bastard’s life. It would be a service to Miss Cammy, he thought, or…or her spirit... He looked toward his father, but his face was merely a shadow in shadow. He looked back at his dagger, and it blurred as hot tears of anger filled his eyes. Then he felt the weight of his father’s hand on his shoulder, the sympathetic grip, and Tim knew that Emil was right. He was not a pirate.

				He was his father’s son.

				They cut the sheet into strips, and bound and gagged the pirate captain with hard knots. Before they left, however, Tim leaned close and whispered into the man’s ear.

				“My name is Timothy Norris. Perhaps you know my sister, Samantha.” He felt the man nod. “If I find out that you lied to me, I want you to remember something: of the two of us, Mother always said that Sam was the nice one.”

				Tim joined his father at the window, and they slipped out as silently as they’d entered. They boarded the catboat undetected, and Tim used his dagger to sever the tether that bound it to Cutthroat. They lay low in the cockpit of the little boat and drifted down current, invisible in the darkness.


				


			

				Chapter 28

				Rescue

				“By all the fires in the Nine Hells, I’ll kill you if I ever…” Parek cursed through the taste of blood in his mouth and the pain in his wrists. He’d been cursing nonstop since freeing the gag from his mouth, and chewing at the bloody linen that bound his wrists to the bunk frame wasn’t improving his mood. The thought of yelling for help never entered his mind. He knew his crew was loyal and would never attempt mutiny; it defied their oath. But if he was found bound and helpless, that would be considered a failure on his part. And the punishment for failure among pirates was death.

				Blood is a poor lubricant, but eventually he managed to loosen the knots enough to free his hands. Grabbing the dagger he kept at his bedside, he sliced the bonds on his ankles and lurched from his bunk. It took him some time to dress—his feet had gone numb with the tightness of his bonds—but he was just buckling the golden-hilted cutlass to his hip when Kori knocked urgently at his door, then opened it.

				“Captain! The catboat’s gone miss—” Kori gaped at the bloody linen, the livid marks on his captain’s wrists and the crusted blood from the cut the boy’s dagger had left on his neck.

				Parek stared the man down with a glare as dark as death itself, grabbed a bottle from the drawer of his chart table and gulped down a deep draught of rum. “Wake everyone! We’ve important matters to discuss.” He pushed past his stunned mate and strode up to the deck.

				Less than five minutes later, the crew was assembled, still blinking away sleep and muttering at being rousted so early. A few eyed him speculatively, but before anyone could question him, Parek seized the initiative.

				“We’ve a discipline problem,” he said, then thrust his arms forward. The white lace cuffs of his shirt emphasized the raw skin on his wrists. “We had visitors last night, lads, during the midwatch.” He let his statement sink in, watched them murmur amongst themselves for a moment. He saw Kori whispering, and the news of the missing catboat swept through them like fire. Finally, the man who had been on the midwatch, Toffin, was dragged forward. Parek drew Bloodwind’s sword and leveled it at the man’s chest.

			

			
				“I’d have your head on a pike, Mister Toffin, if I didn’t need every man jack aboard this ship just to sail her.” He lowered the sword, resisting the urge to run it right through the man’s quivering belly. “You’re lucky they weren’t here to steal back the sea witch’s treasure. If they had been, I’m sure your crew mates would have been less forgiving than me.” Angry shouts and accusations rose, but he raised his hand for quiet. “As it turns out, they were looking for that red-haired trollop who locked herself in the dungeon back on Plume Isle. When they didn’t find her, they were kind enough to leave me—and the rest of you—alive. The important thing is, they’re headed back to Plume as I speak, so in a matter of hours, the Imperial Navy will know exactly where we are. We’ve been found out, lads, and we’ve got no choice but to flee.”

				Murmurs and questions started quietly, and increased in volume until Kori, his temporary first mate, stepped forward.

				“What about Farin and King Gull, sir?” Kori asked, silencing the others with a curt chop of his hand. “Don’t we need King Gull ta make port and not be recognized?”

				“There’s nothing for it, Kori. If Farin’s still alive and King Gull’s still afloat, mayhap we’ll meet up with them later. If we stay here and wait for them, we’re dead men.”

				He waited, again letting his statement sink in. At first some of the crew looked angry at the thought of deserting their mates—share and share alike was a tenant that Bloodwind had instilled deeply in them all—and annoyed by having to assume the extra risk by going ashore with Cutthroat. But one by one, they realized that this also meant larger shares of Bloodwind’s treasure for themselves. It wasn’t their fault that they couldn’t wait for King Gull and her crew, making it a totally different situation from being disloyal and running off with all the loot from the start. Soon they were all murmuring and nodding with approval. Parek smiled grimly.

				“All right then! We’ll sail north along the coast and look for a little harbor where we can duck in. Someplace where we can buy silence and disguise our ship as something other than a corsair. That’ll mean stripping off the ballistae, new paint, and new rigging. She was a merchantman once, and we’ve got to make her look like one again if we’re going to sail her into Tsing Harbor.”

				Wide smiles were breaking out among the men. They were a small crew, and Bloodwind’s cache was substantial. With a little hard work, they could win free and be rich men. Once ashore in a city like Tsing, they could vanish among the populace and live like kings for the rest of their days.

			

			
				“We’re with you, sir!” Kori shouted, and the crew roared in agreement.

				“Excellent!” Parek smiled and raised the tip of his sword again. “Now, there’s only one more issue to address before we go, and that’s the lapse in discipline.”

				Parek lunged, lightning quick, and with a deft twist of his wrist, plucked Toffin’s left eye out of its socket with the tip of the golden-hilted sword. The man cried out and fell to his knees, cupping his hands to the ruined and bloody socket as his eyeball rolled across the deck.

				“Mayhap that’ll remind you to keep an eye out next time you’re on night watch!” Parek shouted, as he wiped the tip of the wonderful blade clean and sheathed it. The crew roared their approval, and laughed hard at the captain’s quip. “Now, help him up and fit him with a patch; we’ve got work to do! Kori, prepare to cast off! We’ll ease her out under topsails and jib, and set the mains when we clear the reef. Put Toffin on the helm; perhaps he can keep his one good eye on the compass card.”

				“Aye, sir!” Kori shouted orders and the crew got to work.

				In moments they were free of their moorings. Parek glanced behind as they cleared the creek; he wouldn’t miss the bug-infested mangrove swamp, though it had provided them with safe harbor for a time. The crew was loud and boisterous, in a hyperactive good humor, now joking about the surprise King Gull’s crew was in for when they finally returned to find Cutthroat gone.

				Interesting, he thought, that no one mentioned Sam. He shuddered at the memory of her filed teeth and her new friends. He certainly wouldn’t miss her; like Middle Cay, she had served her purpose, and he bid her good riddance.

				“North!” Parek shouted once they had cleared the treacherous coral reef surrounding the island, earning another cheer from the crew. “North toward Tsing and freedom!”

				≈

				“Admiral Joslan, sir?” A lieutenant approached the paper-littered table with a nervous salute. “Sir, there’s a message from the fleet commander.”

			

			
				“From Commodore Henkle? Put it down right there,” the admiral said without looking up, jerking his thumb at the only clear spot on the table. He was in a foul mood, having spent the entire day in this very chair attending to the innumerable details of managing a fleet on station.

				“I’m sorry, sir, but it was sent as signal only. ‘Small vessel intercepted sailing south. Count Norris aboard. Will conduct to you soonest.’”

				“Norris? Bloody incompetence… That scrub Veralyn can’t even keep a pasty-faced diplomat aboard until he reaches Tsing?” Joslan cast his pen in the vague direction of the inkwell and surged to his feet. He snatched his jacket from the back of the chair and jerked it on, brushing aside his clerk’s clumsy attempts to help. “Assemble a detachment of marines immediately, Lieutenant, and have them meet me at the pier.”

				“Aye, sir!” The lieutenant turned to go, but Joslan stopped him as he clipped his sword to his belt.

				“And, Lieutenant, have them bring a set of manacles along.” He snapped up his hat and tucked it under his arm, jerked his waistcoat straight and adjusted his neck cloth. “And leg irons as well.”

				“Aye, sir.”

				The lieutenant hurried off, and Joslan glared at his back. Before he followed, he turned to his clerk. “Make a note in the log; Count Norris is to be placed under arrest for desertion.”

				“Yes, sir.” The clerk’s pen scratched in the thick ledger. He blew the ink dry and closed the journal.

				“Very good. Now, come along, and bring the log; I’m sure the good count will have something to say, and I want his unvarnished words recorded for the emperor to read.” He fixed the clerk with a level stare. “Every word. Is that clear?”

				“Every word, sir,” the clerk said, tucking the ledger under his arm.

				“Good.”

				Joslan strode out of the keep and down to the pier where the squad of marines already stood in formation. He shoved his hands into his belt and waited, a single thought running through his mind over and over again: how much he would like to see Count Emil Norris swinging from a yardarm. He knew that he was not likely to get his wish, but he wished it, nonetheless. He waited a good half hour for the detachment from Commodore Henkle to arrive. The afternoon sun baked him in his dark blue uniform, sweat soaking his neck cloth and dampening his hair beneath his hat. Consequently, when the launch bearing Count Norris, as well as his son and his secretary, pulled alongside the pier, Joslan’s mood had not improved in the least.

			

			
				≈

				“Admiral Joslan.” Count Norris bowed deeply, wobbling a bit on the uneven stone of the pier. He was still shaky from the arduous night in the little catboat, the long day’s sail with no food or water, and the grilling by Commodore Henkle. He was, however, washed, fed, shaved and dressed in clean—if not his own—clothes. He was also reasonably well informed of the events of the last few days, thanks to his man Huffington, who had hustled over from the Mary Celeste as soon as he heard of Count Norris’ arrival. Consequently, Norris hoped to expedite this exchange with minimal confrontation.

				“My apologies, Admiral, for my unannounced return, but I came by information with regard to—”

				“Lieutenant, clap Count Norris in irons,” the admiral said in a tone as deadly as a full broadside of ballistae from a first-rate warship. “Milord Count, you are under arrest for desertion. You will be held in the brig of the Indomitable until you are conveyed to Tsing for sentencing and, if I have my way, execution.”

				The lieutenant stepped up, and his squad of marines surged forward.

				“Admiral, I must protest,” Norris said, spreading his arms wide to prevent Tim and Huffington from doing anything rash. “I protest on the grounds that I am not your subordinate, and not under your command. I did not desert my post, because I had no post to desert. Also, I protest on the grounds that I do not wish to deprive His Majesty of your expertise and experience as his fleet admiral.”

				“You what?” Joslan’s face flushed a deep shade of crimson.

				“I said, Admiral Joslan, that if you arrest me, and keep me from doing what I returned to this island to do, I will exert every effort afforded me by my rank, my fortune and my very last breath, to destroy your career, sir.” Norris glared into the man’s piggish eyes. As a diplomat he usually tried to maintain a placid mien, but he was sick and tired of this blowhard; he mustered every ounce of malice he could dredge from the darkest depths of his soul and concentrated it into his stare.

				“You dare to threaten me?” The admiral’s hand clenched the hilt of his sword. “Are you mad?”

			

			
				“I am beyond mad, sir; I have returned here to rescue the woman I love. At this moment, she is locked in the dungeons of this very keep, where, unbeknownst to me, she retreated to prevent herself from being taken by the pirates who attacked us here.”

				The lieutenant and his marines faltered. Caught off guard by this incredible statement, their military training failed them.

				“This is preposterous!” the admiral bellowed. He turned to a fellow behind him who was scribbling furiously in a ledger. “Are you getting all of this?”

				“Every word, sir,” the man said meekly, backing up a step in the face of the admiral’s wrath.

				“This may very well sound preposterous, Admiral, but it is true nonetheless. I am talking about Lady Camilla, the woman who killed the pirate lord Captain Bloodwind with her very own hand. She saved the lives of myself and everyone else on this island at the cost of her own safety. She is owed at least this modicum of effort to save her life!”

				The admiral’s eyes narrowed. “And why didn’t you make this request previously, before you set sail for Tsing?”

				“I didn’t know of it then, sir,” Emil said, fighting to keep his face neutral. Telling the admiral the truth about how he’d learned the location of the pirates’ lair would put Tipos and his crew at risk. He would have to choose his words carefully. “After Tim and I left the Lady Gwen, we learned the location of the pirates’ lair. The information about Lady Camilla’s imprisonment comes directly from the captain of the corsair that led the assault on this keep. It was he who locked her in there, and this is the key.” He proffered the key from his pocket, but snatched it away when the lieutenant stretched out his hand as if to take it.

				The admiral scoffed. “And you believed him? A pirate?”

				“We had good reason to trust his sincerity,” Norris said dispassionately, hoping the admiral wouldn’t press for details. “Admiral, all you need do is allow us to search the dungeons of this keep. If I am wrong, and she is not there, feel free to have me arrested. I will not resist, and promise there will be no repercussions. But I swear by every God of Light that if you impede me here, my wrath will destroy you!”

				Admiral Joslan glared at him, and Norris could see the man struggling with his decision. In the end, he must have decided that either it was not such a great request, or that Norris was serious about his threat and capable of carrying it out, both of which were true. Norris had served the emperor for many long years, and his personal fortune was not inconsiderable; if he chose to destroy the admiral’s career, he could do so.

			

			
				“All right, we will check. Bring them,” Joslan ordered.

				“Uh, with or without the clapping in irons part, sir?” the lieutenant asked. A few poorly disguised coughs of laughter rose from the marine contingent.

				“Without, for now, Lieutenant, “Joslan said, turning to glare once more at the count. “But bring them along. We may need them.”

				Norris bowed curtly and followed the admiral to the keep. The trek seemed to take forever. He clenched his hands to keep them from shaking, but even so, when they reached the door to the dungeons, he fumbled the key so badly that he could not fit it into the lock.

				“Please, sir,” Huffington said, easing the key from his grasp, “let me.”

				“Thank you,” Norris said, backing away.

				The large padlock clicked open. Huffington threw the hasp and lifted the bar, but before he could pull the door open, Admiral Joslan stepped forward.

				“Hold there,” the admiral said, placing one hand on the door. “I mistrust this. We could be walking into a trap. We are exploring a dungeon at the behest of a pirate. Lieutenant, you will take the fore with the marines.”

				“Aye sir.” The lieutenant drew his cutlass and nodded to the marine corporal in charge of the contingent. “Right, then. Swords if you please, gentlemen. Ready?” The marines muttered in the affirmative, weapons bristling. The lieutenant tugged on the door.

				Nothing happened.

				He tugged again, harder, and when that yielded no better results, he sheathed his sword and applied both hands to the handle, pulling with all of his formidable strength. Still, nothing happened.

				“Stuck, sir. Or bolted from inside.”

				“The pirate captain said she bolted it,” Norris offered.

				“Break it down,” the admiral commanded.

				“Axes and sledges, Corporal, and a cold chisel for the hinges,” the lieutenant said. “And torches would be welcome, as well. Go!”

				“Aye, sir!” The marine turned to go, but Huffington interceded.

				“If I may, sir; a brace and bit, and some thin bar stock might make an easier job of it, and a lot less fuss. I may be able to trip the bar.”

			

			
				“As he said, corporal,” the lieutenant said with a nod, “but bring the rest, too, just in case.”

				The corporal dashed off, and in short order a team of sailors returned with an array of tools. Huffington drilled a hole near the latch, bent the bar stock in an arc that would fit through the hole, and, with some effort, levered the inside bar out of its cradle.

				“There you go, sirs,” he said, stepping back. “These things are usually simple, though there could have been another lock on the inside.”

				“Thank you, Mister Huffington. Lieutenant, the van is yours.” The admiral drew his own sword.

				“Aye, sir.” The lieutenant put his hand on the latch and nodded to the corporal.

				The marines formed up, and everyone else backed away. The door swung outward with a squeal of corroded hinges, but beyond loomed only the empty, dark stair leading down into the bowels of the mountain. Huffington sniffed, and muttered something that Norris couldn’t make out. The marines advanced in close order, and the rest followed behind, torches held high. The stair ended in a platform with two open doors, left and right.

				“Count Norris?” The admiral’s features were unreadable in the flickering torchlight, though Norris could hear his apprehension. “Would you happen to know which way?”

				“Sir, I—”

				“The left is the dungeon, Admiral,” Tim said. “The right leads down to Bloodwind’s old witch’s lair.”

				“Very well.” The admiral eyed the two passages dubiously. “Leave two men here, Lieutenant. I don’t want any surprises.”

				The lieutenant assigned two marines the duty of keeping watch, and the main party preceded through the left-hand door and down the stair. The dungeon was a simple corridor at the bottom with cells on both sides, rusty iron bars and a thick scent of decay prevalent throughout. They explored the rows of tiny cells quickly, but to no avail: no Camilla.

				“Well, Count Norris, it seems that you were lied to. Not surprising, really, though I’m disappointed that you were duped so easily.” The admiral’s smug tone made Emil want to slap him; the man almost sounded pleased.

				“Sir,” Huffington said. “The bar on the door above was thrown from the inside. Someone is down here, and we still have the other chamber to explore.”

			

			
				 Norris grasped Huffington’s shoulder in thanks, not trusting himself to speak. His nerves were in tatters, his hope waning. He knew that it had been too long for anyone to survive down here without water.

				“You think she would go down into a witch’s lair?” Joslan asked, his tone dubious.

				“She might, sir,” Tim said, his voice cracking. “There might be water down there.”

				“Very well, then,” Joslan conceded. He led them back up to the branching stairs, then nodded to the lieutenant to again take the forward position again.

				They descended.

				Torchlight flickered from the rough-hewn walls, the wavering flames causing the shadows to leap and jump. The stair curved, so their light only illuminated about ten feet in front of the leading rank of marines. When the stairs ended, however, the light of their torches faded with the vastness of the chamber beyond, and the echo of their footfalls was swallowed by the walls of the natural cavern.

				 Norris could not see ahead past the tight rank of marines, but he could see the rest of the cavern, and was awed. The ceiling arched high overhead, a confusion of stalactites wavering and leaping in the torchlight. The walls and floor were covered with moisture and a thin layer of slimy growth which gave him some slim hope; moisture meant water… He pushed forward, but Huffington put a hand on his arm.

				“Patience, sir,” he murmured, and Norris reluctantly complied. Over the years, he had grown to trust Huffington’s judgment in such situations.

				“Admiral!” The lieutenant’s voice froze everyone in their tracks, the light from his torch casting his face in shadow as he looked back to his commander. “There’s something…”

				“What?” the admiral answered.

				“I think we’re too late, sir.”

				“No!” Emil shrugged off Huffington’s hand and shoved through the cordon of marines. “Let me through!”

				The marines parted, even the admiral stepped aside, and Norris saw.

				Camilla lay huddled at the base of a thick column of rock upon a row of low, uneven steps, the crimson silk of her dress spread out around her like a pool of blood. He rushed to her, heedless of the slippery steps, and collapsed to his knees beside her. Her hair hung over her face, and he could detect no motion, no rise and fall of breath. He clutched her hand, and it was cold to the touch. He was too late.

			

			
				“Oh, gods, no!” He lifted her in his arms, brushing her hair away, his hand trembling, his heart breaking. His sob turned into a gasp of astonishment as he beheld her beautiful face, and her eyes fluttered open, then blinked.

				“Emil?” Her voice was faint, a bare, hoarse whisper, but it grasped his heart from the depths of despair and sent it leaping into his throat.

				“Thank the gods, you’re alive!” He heard cries from behind him, and felt the others rushing to his side, but he paid them no attention. Emil drew her close, and felt her hands clutch him weakly. “Bring water! Quickly!”

				A marine pressed a bottle into his hand and he put it to her lips. She took a swallow, and another, then pushed the bottle away and took a deep breath.

				“I’m all right, Emil,” she said, her voice stronger already. “Just weak.”

				“It’s a wonder she’s alive at all!” Joslan said, his tone somewhat gentler.

				“There was water in the pool. It kept me alive.” Camilla smiled up at Emil, her hand clasping his with surprising strength. “And I knew you’d come.”

				He kissed her, right in front of the admiral, the marines and the blushing lieutenant. Then he lifted her in his arms, and with a beaming Tim beside him, carried her up out of Hydra’s lair and back into the light.


				


			

				Chapter 29

				No Release

				“I can’t believe you let him live,” Camilla said. She clutched the blanket to her breast and looked at Emil as if he were a stranger, stunned with the news that he’d had Parek under the point of his blade and had not killed him.

				Parek’s face had been haunting her dreams for days, along with vivid memories of cannibals dragging her friends away through a pall of smoke, their blood darkening the flagstones of the pier. She treasured Emil’s comfort when she woke crying or screaming in the night, but right now, she was having difficulty not thinking him a fool.

				“We couldn’t simply murder him, Camilla,” Emil said, his brow furrowed. He took her hand and squeezed it, then cast a meaningful glance toward Tim, who sat on the other side of the bed. “It wouldn’t have been right. It would make us no better than him.”

				He did it for Tim, she realized, and she knew instantly that he was right. She struggled to hide her frustration. She recalled Parek’s brutality, the pain he inflicted, the smug smile on his face at her feigned pleasure, and felt nauseous. Then she remembered the cold satisfaction of driving a dagger into Bloodwind’s heart, seeing the surprise in his eyes, feeling him die.

				To the hells with “right.” She didn’t care about right anymore, she wanted Parek dead.

				“Afta’ what he done, I’d a killed de basta’d,” Paska said, nipping a bite of biscuit from the untouched tray of food beside Camilla. “Start on dat food, Miss Camilla. You gotta eat.”

				Camilla reluctantly picked up her knife and fork. She knew she should feel better—clean sheets, food and drink, her friends’ smiling faces at her bedside—but she didn’t. She still felt strange, as if she itched all over but couldn’t scratch. She speared a piece of sausage and nibbled. The meat tasted foul, as if it had been boiled in saltwater. She chewed and swallowed with distaste. Despite her enforced starvation, she had eaten sparingly; not for lack of appetite, but because the food tasted odd. She wondered if the water she drank in the cavern might have been tainted, though it had tasted sweet…so sweet.

			

			
				“Yeah, I coulda killed him,” Paska repeated. “Might not bring oua frien’s back, but it’d make me feel betta’.”

				“Do you think they’re all dead?” Emil asked hesitantly. “The ones the cannibals took prisoner, I mean.”

				“Prob’ly not,” Tipos said, his tone flat and hard. “At least, not yet. Tim here said dey took maybe two dozen, and it’s not been but twelve days. Dey won’t kill ‘em all so soon. Kill ‘em all at once, how you store de meat?” Paska swatted him and inclined her head toward Camilla, who was forcing down a second bite of sausage. Tipos had the grace to look abashed.

				“Can’t we help them?” Camilla asked.

				“The admiral has refused,” Norris said, the muscles of his jaw bunching. “His orders are to secure Plume Island and deal with Cynthia. He is determined not to be diverted from that, even if it means sitting here for weeks until Cynthia returns.”

				“Aye,” Tipos agreed, clenching his fists at his side. “He’s got de men here ta do it, but he won’t.”

				“But if we do nothing…”

				“I agree with him on one point; attacking the cannibals on their own island would be costly.” Norris rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “He said he would lose more people than were taken.”

				“He would if he’s an idiot,” Paska said, as grim as Tipos. “He won’t even let us take Flothrindel to get back to Vulture Islan’ and get help. Said he di’n’t trust us.”

				“That doesn’t seem fair,” Camilla said, putting her fork down and trying a sip of tea. It tasted sour, but she drank it, knowing she needed the fluids. “It’s not his boat, after all. It belongs to Ghelfan.”

				“He confiscated it,” Tipos said. “It’s chained to de dock, locked up tight.”

				“Confiscated!” Paska gave a snort of derision. “That’s Imperial Navy speak fer ‘stole it’.”

				“Just like he’ll confiscate Mistress Flaxal’s ships when she comes back, I’ll wager,” Tipos added.

				“Can he do that?” Camilla asked, looking to Emil for an answer. “Is that even legal?”

				“The situation is complicated,” Emil said, refusing to meet her gaze. “The emperor sees Cynthia as a threat, and the admiral is under orders to deal with that threat. I think the losses of the Clairissa and Fire Drake have the admiral running scared. He is erring on the side of caution, and the result is a heavy hand. He refuses to believe that the loss of the ships was not Cynthia’s doing, and won’t accept my word that her intentions are benign.”

			

			
				“Perhaps I should talk to the admiral,” Camilla suggested. She put aside her knife and fork.

				“It certainly couldn’t hurt, my dear,” Emil said. He smiled at her with such fondness that her heart swelled. The memory of his kind face had been the only thing that kept her going in the darkness of the cavern. “Your persuasive talents certainly won me over.”

				She blushed as he kissed her, and Tipos, Paska and Tim burst into irrepressible snickers. She smiled, and it felt good. Honest. Something from her heart. She gripped his hand and squeezed it, willing its solidity to carry her through this. She had been many things in her life: a slave, a pirate’s woman, a lover and a captive. Now it was time for her to become something new.

				She just wished she knew exactly what that was.

				≈

				“It’s time, Cyn,” Feldrin said as he entered the cabin wearing his blue captain’s coat. He had trimmed his beard, and someone had even managed to make him sit long enough to tolerate a haircut.

				Cynthia stood and adjusted her dress, the only one she had aboard. It was sea-blue and matched his coat nicely. She stepped gratefully into his ready embrace. The solidity of him, steady as a mountain, gave her strength, and she would need all her strength.

				“I’m ready,” she said, easing from his arms and lifting the baby from the bed. He was sleeping; fed, burped and changed, he was warm and content. As with her, food and rest had done wonders; he was pink and happy and gaining weight daily. Holding him in her arms, knowing what today would bring, she felt a wave of crushing guilt. Once again, Feldrin’s huge hands on her shoulders steadied her.

				“Come on, lass.” He turned her to the door and followed her out of the cabin and up the companionway to the deck.

				Chula stood ramrod straight at the door of the cuddy cabin, also in a blue dress jacket, his dark features grim as stone, his eyes gazing over her head. Beside him Horace swayed easily on his feet with the gentle motion of the deck; he offered her a smile and his hand, and she accepted both gratefully to step over the high hatch coaming onto the crowded deck. Mouse fluttered down from the rigging and settled on her shoulder, solemn and silent.

			

			
				Every man, woman and child—the two cabin boys were barely into their second decade—stood at rigid attention upon the deck of Orin’s Pride, and she felt the weight of their gazes. She knew them all, had lived with them on Plume Isle, watched them work in her shipyard, tend their gardens, fish in the lagoons, bear their children and see to her every need with a devotion that bordered upon worship. That devotion, she knew, was what brought them all on this voyage and had sent so many to their deaths. Though their eyes were gentle, some tearful, she felt their devotion like a condemnation.

				With Chula and Horace flanking them, Feldrin guided her to the taffrail. When they turned to face forward, the deck was a sea of faces. Cynthia held her own face in stern repose, resisting the urge to look away; she made herself meet those eyes, endure their stares. They deserved it. Feldrin’s hand clasped hers, and she gripped it like a lifeline in a gale. He had agreed to speak, taking her burden onto his broad shoulders once again.

				“We’re assembled here to honor our dead,” he began, his voice pitched to reach every ear, “by whose sacrifice our son was saved. When we asked you all, our friends, fer help in this, we didn’t know that so many would pay so dearly. Had we known, we likely wouldn’t have asked, but had they known the price they would pay, I’d venture a guess that they, and you, would still have come. So, we honor their decision, and their sacrifice, and we thank them, and all of you, from the bottom of our hearts fer the gift you have given us.”

				Feldrin turned to Horace. “We will now read the names of those who have left us, and those among us who knew them best will speak of their deeds in life.”

				Horace read the first name: Quinta, a young woman Cynthia remembered for her flashing smile and the thin scar on her nose. Her friend, Trepa, stepped forward and gave an account of how Quinta had helped him build his first dugout, and how they had paddled it together around the lagoon.

				And so it went, name by name, deed by deed, and each one Cynthia remembered in life. Each name brought new pain to her heart, and when they reached the last name, Kloetesh Ghelfan, she stepped forward with tears coursing down her cheeks.

			

			
				“Kloetesh was a rare friend of mine,” she said. The words scraped her throat raw with emotion, and she had to stop for a moment before she could continue. “Without his kindness and his guidance, I would never have built my first ships, and would never have become a seamage. Feldrin and I honor him by naming our son, Kloe, after him.”

				Murmurs of approval swept across the deck of Orin’s Pride, but before another could speak, Cynthia raised a hand and continued.

				“And I would like to add one more name to the list, though she was not one of us until the end. Kelpie, mer Priestess of Odea, who saved my life three times. The first time was when I plunged into the ocean, sure of my death, and emerged a seamage. The second was the day Bloodwind died, when his demon sorceress attacked both Mouse and me; again, she healed me of a mortal injury. The third time was two days ago, when she saved not only my life, but every life on board this ship.” She remembered her conversation with Tailwalker that morning, and added, “She taught me that love, for good or ill, is the strongest force in the world.”

				“So let us honor them,” Feldrin said, his clear, strong voice booming out over the mass of tear-streaked faces. “Let us never forget that they gave their lives out of love, for us, and for our son, Kloe.”

				Chula stepped forward then and, to Cynthia’s surprise, he began to sing in a low, melodious tone, in words of his own language. The others picked it up immediately, their voices as one, calling on Odea to take the honored dead into herself, into her limitless and never-ending sea, where all things are renewed.

				Orin’s Pride sailed on, the wind that Cynthia called from Odea’s breath filling her sails and carrying the song of the natives out over the sea. Cynthia gazed into the blue depths. The sea had given her so much, and had taken so much away. Occasionally, she glimpsed the shining scales of the two mer who rode their wake, and wondered about what kind of relationship might be salvaged with them. But right now, she didn’t care. She had the man she loved beside her and their child in her arms, and they were sailing home.

				≈

				“Don’t give ‘em the satisfaction!” Dura shouted, straining against the bindings of her cage as the screams of pain and terror faded to sobs, then silence. Only the droning chant of the cannibals’ ritual continued. It would end, she knew, when their meal concluded.

			

			
				Nineteen left, she thought, looking down the line of tiny cages. One of us dies every second day as sure as clockwork.

				“They’re going to kill us all one by one, aren’t they, Dura?” someone said in dwarvish. The woman in the next cage looked at Dura with tear-filled eyes. Her name was Pica, and Dura had taught her the dwarvish language.

				“Aye, that’s what they’re plannin’, lass.” Dura had abandoned any hope of rescue days before; all she hoped for now was a quick and painless death, though she refused to admit it to anyone. In her soul, she knew they were doomed, but refusing to say it aloud was enough to keep her dwarvish defiance firmly in place. “But Mistress Flaxal should be back from her jaunt in a few days, so mayhap some of us’ll survive.”

				“You don’t believe that, Dura,” Pica said. She had been doing joinery for Dura for more than a year, and was a fair hand with a coping saw. She would make a fine carpenter’s mate in any shipyard in the realm. If she lived long enough. “You’re just saying it to keep our hopes up.”

				“Aye, that could be, lass, but the gods themselves take lessons from dwarves when it comes to stubbornness, so I’ll jist keep me cards close to me vest ‘till the reaper comes callin’, if you understand me thinkin’.”

				Pica shook her head and said, “I’m sorry, Dura, but I don’t understand that thinking at all.” She shifted in her cage, and pulled something from a fold of her tattered loincloth. “Odea will receive us all when this is over and done. It is not dying, but the manner of my death that concerns me.”

				“Whassat ye got there, lass?” Dura squinted and caught the glint of glossy black stone in Pica’s hand. “A bit of shale rock?”

				“Obsidian,” Pica answered in a bare whisper, her dark eyes flicking sidelong to make sure none of their captors were close enough to hear. “It’s sharp, but I don’t know if I have the courage to use it.”

				“Then buck up there, lass! Come nightfall, use it to cut the bindings on yer cage, and hightail it outa here!”

				“I thought of that, but then I thought about what they’d do if I was caught, and I would be caught, Dura.” Pica turned her dark eyes back to Dura and her face fell. The defeat in Pica’s expression made Dura ache in sympathy. “That’s not what I was thinking of using it for.”

			

			
				Dura’s heart sank when she realized Pica’s true intention.

				“Don’t ye do it, lass,” she said, surprised at her own vehemence. “Ye got too much ta live for!”

				“Too much…” Pica shook her head. “I’m sorry, Dura. I would have liked to build more ships with you.”

				Dura’s protest caught in her throat as Pica drew the small bit of volcanic glass down one wrist, then the other. Bright blood pulsed from the wounds in jets, and Pica leaned back and sighed out a long, wracking sob. Blood pooled swiftly in the dirt beneath the cage, then more slowly, until it stopped completely. Pica gave one last convulsive breath, and stilled.

				Eighteen, Dura thought, turning her gaze away. She muttered a dwarvish prayer for the swift passage of Pica’s spirit, but her mind was muddled, and she couldn’t concentrate. Her thoughts kept returning to the sliver of obsidian that Pica had secreted away, and what Dura would have done if it had been hers.

				≈

				Emil collapsed into Camilla’s arms, his breath coming in deep, exhausted gasps. She held him close, gripping his shoulders streaked with the sweat of passion and the red tracks of her nails. Never in her life had she felt such a desperate need, such a craving, as if Emil’s touch could burn away all the evil, hatred and loathing that Parek had left in his wake. At first, he had been reluctant to accede to her request, not wishing to stress her so soon after her ordeal, but Camilla had been insistent. She needed this. She needed him.

				She still needed him.

				She traced her fingers down and up his back and nibbled at his neck. “Again,” she whispered, teasing his ear with her tongue. “Please, Emil. Again.”

				“Half a moment, my dear,” he said between breaths, laughing. His hands caressed her skin, and he entwined his fingers in her hair. Gentle…always so gentle.

				“Now, Emil,” she whispered, kissing his neck, tasting his sweat, feeling his pulse pounding against her lips. She didn’t need gentle, not now. She needed him to scour away the last vestige of every other man who had touched her. She needed him to make her forget Parek ever existed. “Please…”

			

			
				“The spirit is willing, my dear,” he said, propping himself up onto his elbows and smiling down at her, “but the flesh is weak.”

				He rolled away, and she reluctantly let him go. He lay on his back, and she curled up against him, one leg draped over him, her chin on his shoulder. She traced designs in the damp hair of his chest with her fingers and listened to his heart pounding in his chest. Its cadence eased, and his breaths calmed.

				“Would that I were a younger man,” he murmured, his soft fingertips brushing her shoulder.

				“I don’t want a younger man, Emil,” she assured him, nipping at his shoulder. He tasted salty, coppery, and her head spun with it. “I want you.”

				Thunder rumbled in the distance, and the light curtains billowed with the night’s cool breeze. A storm was coming. She could feel the building pressure of it, a line of early summer squalls that would rake the Shattered Isles, bringing welcome rain. Camilla kissed Emil’s shoulder, tracing the lines her nails had left, while the thunder pounded in her head. So good. She watched his pulse—beat…beat…beat—in his neck, and the thunder in her mind took on its rhythm.

				Men are like storms, she thought, letting her fingers play. All they need is a little coaxing.

				“Can you feel it?” she asked, teasing him with her nails, her need redoubled. Lightning flashed outside, and thunder crashed only a second behind. Then came the muffled rip of wind-driven rain falling in torrents, beating against wind-tossed palm fronds.

				“Hm hmmm,” he murmured, a lazy smile spreading across his lips. “You are relentless…”

				“Yes, I am,” she said as she rolled on top of him. Sitting upright, she kneaded the muscles of his chest. A blinding burst of lighting silvered the room, simultaneous thunder so loud it shook the bed, as rain and wind lashed across the balcony, dampening the curtains. Camilla felt the storm surge into her like a lover, and her fingers flexed.

				“Ouch! Camilla!” Emil shouted, his grip hard on her wrists.

				“Oh! Emil, I’m sorry!” Camilla bent to kiss the weeping wounds her nails had left, dizzy from the thunder pounding in her head, the sharp wind blowing across her skin. She tasted his wounded flesh, and felt the storm rise within her.


				


			

				Epilogue

				Death and Life

				“Like a bloody hot-house, ain’t it, Corporal?” Private Yarel wiped the sweat from his brow and fingered the neck of his uniform. The squall was past, but it had dumped enough rain to make the night swelter with humidity. “Not a soul about. Could we loosen our collars for the night?”

				“No.” The corporal was a career marine hoping for a sergeant’s position, and not likely to bend any rules. Yarel knew it, but there was no harm in asking. “Be thankful that you’re on the night watch and not the day. Besides, it’s better than sitting in that stinking hole Rockport, or even Tsing Harbor. At least there’s a breeze here.”

				“Aye, but there’s inns and doxies in them places.” Yarel fingered his collar again and shrugged. “Just don’t put my name on the list of volunteers for permanent garrison here, if you please, Corporal.”

				“Not my choice, and you know it.” The corporal turned away with a snort of mirth. “I’ll mention your name to the sergeant, though.”

				“I’d appreciate it, Corporal. Goodnight.”

				“Just keep your eyes open, Yarel. These natives make me nervous.”

				“Aye, Corporal. I’ll keep an eye open.”

				He turned away, hiding a derisive smile. There was no danger from the natives, Yarel knew. They were upset, to be sure, but about the pirate attack, not the imperial presence. Some were downright friendly, as a matter of fact, and several of his mates had found out just how friendly they could be. The women were willing, and their men didn’t seem to mind them taking up with the imperials.

				No, if there was danger here, it would come from off-island, and with a dozen warships on station, there was little to fear. Night watch was a necessary precaution, but there was no real danger. Yarel strolled his patrol area with one hand on the pommel of his sword and the other tucked in his belt. The burned-out shipyard had been dismantled, but the massive ship-hauling device had escaped the flames and loomed tall in the moonlight, its upthrust frames resembling the skeletal fingers of two cradling hands. He passed one of the haul’s massive wheels, almost as tall as he was, and trailed his sword hand over the rusty iron rim. He had to concede, it was peaceful here, no loud tavern brawls or signaling trumpets, just the night sounds of the jungle, the hum of the insects, the lap of the water on the black sand beach, and the roar of the distant surf on the reef.

			

			
				All was quiet.

				Yarel strolled out the long wooden pier near the mangroves where the little smack Flothrindel was chained to the dock. This, he knew, was the admiral’s main concern: he didn’t want the natives stealing the boat and running off without his permission. Under the wan light of a crescent moon peeking through scudding clouds, her graceful lines shone as if she were spun from beams of starlight. She was a sweet craft, her elvin lines pleasing to the eye, yet seaworthy and speedy, if the tales of her passage from Plume Isle to Tsing and back in less than a fortnight were to be believed. Yarel wondered if Joslan’s concerns were more selfish than defensive; the little boat would make an elegant admiral’s yacht.

				“Maybe, someday…” he murmured, tucking both hands in his belt. Plans for the future—retirement someday, maybe with a corporal’s pension—rambled through his mind, distant and vague. He wouldn’t mind having a little fishing smack like this, taking her out a few days a week from Tsing Harbor to catch grouper or the big dolphin-fish that ran in the deep. The income would supplement a pension nicely, and there were doxies aplenty in Tsing on which to spend it.

				A splash off the end of the dock snapped his reverie, and he looked down into the water, counting the concentric ripples. Some fish had been startled, probably by a barracuda hunting by moonlight. The big fish prowled like wolves in the shallows.

				“Careful.”

				Yarel whirled at the lilting feminine voice behind him, reaching for his sword. His cry of alarm caught in his throat, however, for before him stood a woman of such surpassing beauty that it took his breath away. She wore naught but a filmy nightgown, sheer enough to tempt his eye with a glimpse of her curvaceous outline. Her pale skin shone luminous in the moonlight, her face framed by a wreath of dark hair. Her lips were full and smiling, but her eyes were cast in shadow.

				“Who— Pardon, Lady, but what are you doing out here?” he asked, peering at her more closely. By the gods, she was beautiful. He’d never seen a woman quite like her before, certainly not on this forsaken little island, of that he was sure. Nobody could forget a woman like this.

			

			
				“Enjoying the night,” she said, her voice low and haunting. She approached him, raised one slim hand, and traced her graceful fingers across his chest. “You should be more careful, walking out on the docks like this. You marines wear mail under these handsome uniforms. If you took a plunge, I daresay you would sink like a stone.”

				“Don’t worry about me, Lady,” he said, still cautious, but not wanting to be rude. Perhaps the poor lass was touched in the head. “We’d best get you to the keep and into a robe. A lady like you shouldn’t be walkin’ around in naught but a night shift.”

				“Oh, I’m warm enough,” she said, raising her hand to caress his stubbled cheek, “and we have time enough.”

				“Time enough for…” Her hand blazed a lazy trail down his cheek to his neck, her fingertips brushing the lobe of his ear, then lingering. He reached up to pull her hand away. As much as he thrilled at the caress, he was far too aware that they were standing out in the open, in full view of the other marines on night patrol, though he saw none about. “Please, Lady, I don’t…”

				“Oh, but you do,” she insisted. Her smile spoke volumes as she raised her other hand to cradle his face between her warm palms. “I can feel it in you, and I need it.”

				“You need…” Words failed Yarel as she drew him near. He couldn’t speak, struck dumb by her beauty, her manner, and those luscious lips so close to his.

				“Yes…I need it.” Her lips touched his in light, teasing kiss. This close, he could see her dark eyes, black in the moonlight. “I need you…” she breathed into his mouth.

				“But I…” he began, but then her lips were pressed to his, her tongue darting, teasing. Without conscious thought, he found his hands on her, crushing her against him. His will fled as her mouth trailed down his neck, and her hands twined in his hair, pulling him close.

				Yarel felt a sudden chill, like something cold and wet crawling across his soul, and his eyes snapped open. There was a prick of pain, tiny needles in his throat, then a horrible jolt.

				He tried to scream, but only managed a gurgle of frothy blood, his voice lost in a crimson torrent. His hands grappled with her, his fingers trying to tear her away, but her grip was iron. First his strength fled, and then his sight.

				In the end, she had been right. He sank like a stone.

			

			
				≈

				Fire…

				It surged in his flesh, through his veins, in his mind, in their mind.

				Confusion. Fear. Anger. Love. Some of the emotions were his, some were not, but all were theirs together, and through it all there was fire. He tried to open his eyes, but found that he could already see. All around him there was the sea, and all through him surged light, fire and steaming water.

				Confusion…Fear…

				Instinctively, he shut himself off from the sea around him. He pulled his great gates closed, breaking through the blockage of coral rock, and sent forth the fire until the water in his lower reaches began to boil away. It felt good—this purging, cleansing fire that coursed through him, burning away the offal of a thousand years of neglect. He brought the winds in from above to howl throughout his passages, carrying away the ashes, steam and smoke like a deep, cleansing breath.

				Anger…

				This was not as familiar, not to him, but he felt it nonetheless. Their thoughts were inseparable. They were one. All the betrayal, the rage, the self-loathing and the madness rose in him like a burning tide. Memories that were not his rushed in: the anguish of loss, the pain of wounds, the taste of blood, and the curious, warm fullness of being with a man, the building pleasure of being two creatures as one, joined in rapture. His own memories meshed with these, and one moment, one encounter, came to crystal clarity in their mind from both perspectives; the moment of their lovemaking.

				Love…

				It felt strange to him, like nothing he had experienced before. It was akin to his longing for Camilla, but different; a thirst for protection and comfort. Another shared thought: neither mind had a single memory of ever being told they were loved. His parents’ fear of him, her father’s stoic attention to duty, and her mother’s coldness. The discipline of a lightkeeper, the heavy hand of a nanny…

				Abandonment…

				The crack of a whip…

				Fire erupting from Clairissa…

				Screams…

			

			
				Blood…

				Rage…

				Fire…

				Burn them all!


				The conjoined thought centered him, took hold and became him…a thirst for revenge against all those who had wronged them. Vengeance against those who had lied, manipulated and tried to kill them. Cynthia Flaxal, Feldrin Brelak, Emil Norris…

				Yes…especially the seamage…


				She lived, had somehow escaped the flooding chamber and survived the sword wound. He felt her nearby, the distinctive smothering chill of her power. Where… He looked outward with his new sight and saw a ship sailing away to the north. Yes…he could feel her there, her power fading with distance.

				The winds sprang to his call, howling from the south, pushing him, pushing them, slowly, ever so slowly northward. The ship was faster, but they would follow. And when they found the seamage, she would burn.

				They would all burn.
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