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Prologue

 

“I know it is here,” Franny said to Tasmin. “I can feel it. The wind, the rain, the raging sea.” And she could feel it, feel the power.

A few threats, and she’ll crumble. Threaten William, and you will be able to do what you wish. Franny thought of her beloved Eric Lavoussier, who was now holding William hostage while she got the amulet that they required. He would have his revenge and they would have true power.

And she was right. Tasmin, who stood square jawed and ready to challenge, drooped a little and she went into a hidden room, bringing forth the Heart of Ithalia, a prison of one of the most powerful Sea Witches that ever lived.

It was gray and lumpen. She snatched it from the other woman’s hands and pressed it to her chest, sinking herself in, trying to hear the call. Oh, this would be worth an awful lot of money. Eric would do away with his enemies, and they would flee. They would start a new life, her and her lover.

“No, shush, I’m trying to hear what she’s saying,” Franny said to some foolish thing Tasmin asked her. It was annoying. She could hear nothing, but she was not going to admit that to her. If William, who was about as magical as a brick, could sense something when he held the amulet, surely she must?

“She’s saying you made a mistake, angering my sprites, and a worse one, when you angered me.” Tasmin said, and flicked something at her. A pin, long and dark, struck through the webbing between her fingers to the stone. She could feel blood being pulled from the tiny wound, she felt as if she were being drained.

“The stone absorbs life and magic,” Tasmin was saying, but all she could think of was the pin. She yanked it out and dropped it, the hole in the stone was starting to glow. Franny tried to pull free of the stone, but she was stuck fast. Shaking it did not work, and when she grabbed the stone with her other hand to yank herself free, the skin of her hand seemed to fuse with the surface of the stone. “I can’t let go of it! It won’t let me go!”

It pulled at her. Her bones ached, and she could feel herself crumbling. The roaring in her ears blocked out everything, and the light from the stone was so very bright. She was being pulled, sucked into that tiny, tiny little hole the iron pin melted into the amulet.

And then, there was silence. Just floating in the black.

“Eric?” she whispered. She waited in the darkness a long time, whispering his name. What would happen now? Would he kill William and his worthless brother? Would they have revenge? She hoped so. Oh, she hoped so.

“Revenge and love. I understand revenge and love,” a voice said.

“Help me,” she whispered. The silence after that almost felt like a thinking silence. It was comforting and terrifying at the same time.

The world shifted, the blackness rolled away like fog, and she was laying on the floor of the cave. She placed her hands on it to help her up, but it did not feel cold or rough, just there. She could push against it, and she did.

She stumbled in the darkness, turning, trying to get a sense of place. A tiny speck of light drew her gaze, a hole the size of a pin. It winked and disappeared.

“Love and revenge. I have forgotten much, but not those concepts.” The voice behind her was like the whisper of the water lapping against a stony beach. Franny turned toward it. The woman that stood there, head tilted, had been beautiful. Her face, or half of it at least, had a soft, other worldly perfection. On the other half, the skin had been flayed away, and all that was left were bones made of coral; rough, twisted, filled with holes. A ghost of a fish flicked into sight between cheek and jaw, then flickered away, showed up in the empty eye socket and swam back and forth as if caught.

Franny straightened up. Something about this woman made her want to be on her best behavior. “I am sorry to have intruded, but…”

“One does not intrude in a prison.” She spoke slowly, as if unused to it.

Franny felt at a loss. She tried again, explaining herself to the woman who stood, quiet and formidable, in the center of the room. She looked over her shoulder, hoping a miracle had happened and that the wall had opened again. She looked back at the woman who was studying her, head tilted, expressionless.

Finally, she asked, “Am I really dead?”
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Chapter One

 

You may recall that there was a time in the Kingdom of Berengeny that a retired Sea Captain married a Herb Mistress, and that they lived, more happily than not, in the rooms above a chocolate shop. The shop was in the sea-port of Azin Shore, far to the South of the kingdom, away from the easy magic of the North.

Wise women were not thick on the ground, so banging on the door at all hours of the night was no longer a surprise. This night, the knocking was accompanied by panicked yelling. Tasmin opened one eye, groaned, and slowly pulled herself up.

“I shall see what they want,” William said, already stumbling across the floor to open the window. Cold air flooded the room, making her long even more to snuggle back down into bed and go back to sleep.

Instead, Tasmin rubbed her eyes and yawned hugely before taking the cover off the light stones, their bright glow telling. “We’ve not been abed long,” she muttered, stretching. A foot reached out from under the covers and onto the cold boards of the floor, and she flinched, and flung herself from the bed with a will.

“Aye?” William half yelled, half whispered out the window in deference to people not married to the only person who could serve in the Wise Woman’s place.

“’Tis my wife, William. She’s having the baby!” Joe, a large boned, earnest man had no such care for the neighbors.

“And why are you not talking to Dr. Havelock, just down the street?” The time, just coming on to two, Tasmin noticed, was not making him charitable. She pulled on her clothes right over her night dress, shaking her head to try and wake herself up. The buttons did not want to go in their holes.

“A man helping to give birth? Are you mad, William?” was the response. “Can your wife not come?”

“A traditionalist, I see.” Tasmin said. “Tell him I shall be but a moment.”

“We will be down shortly.” His hand stroked her shoulder as he reached for the breeches folded over the back of her chair.

Tasmin was wiggling her feet into her shoes as quickly as she could. “Oh, sweetheart, go back to bed.”

“You shouldn’t be going out by yourself,” he said, stuffing his night shirt into the waistband of his breeches. She hooked her fingers around his, forestalling him.

“Joe can protect me on the way to his wife perfectly well,” she said with a smile. “Besides, ’tis her first time and if the baby is born before the dawn I shall be pleasantly surprised. If I need, I shall find someone to guide me home.”

A little body landed on her shoulder. She could not see it, but she sensed one of her clan of wind sprites nestling into her hair. “And no, you shall all stay home,” she said to the sprite. “Last thing the young woman needs is to think ghosts are invading her birthing room.” She put her hair up in a messy bun. “All of you, to bed. I shall be fine.”

William kissed her on the cheek, then pushed a pin into her hair a little better. “I do have to be up early, if you are sure…?” She rolled her eyes at him and he laughed. “Thank you.”

“Sleep well.” She grabbed her cloak and ran into her workroom, where she threw some useful items into a basket. “And I meant everyone…” she said to a sprite worrying at her hair. “There is no sense in anyone else in the family being discommoded.”

Joe grabbed her arm the second she opened the front door and started pulling her away, barely giving her time to secure the lock. “I can’t believe it, Mistress Tasmin, I can’t believe I’m about to be a father,” he said as they raced down the cobbles. She was tempted to ask him to slow down, but one look at his face, and she knew it would do no good. “It’s been years since we married, we’d given up hope.”

The second time she almost tripped she pulled her arm out of his grip with a hard wrench. “If I am dead by the time I get there, I will be of little use to Meggin.”

He stared at her, his eyes weighing her. She took a step back, warding him off with her basket. “And no, you will not carry me. We will walk at a pace that assures that I will arrive in breath and in one piece.” She walked under her own steam, quickly as she could as she was not a heartless woman, while Joe hovered around her as if he could usher her along.

The moon was but a sliver in the sky, creating a dim, gray light that made the night seem even colder. She tried to adjust her cloak as they went, down the hill and towards where the houses gathered closer together. The yards slowly became smaller, but the homes were well taken care of, and you got the feeling that those who lived there did alright for themselves. Not well to do, precisely, but not impoverished.

Still, it was dark and lonely, and not for the first time Tasmin thought about the town’s real Wise Woman. I hope Cherise is alright. No word for weeks…I only hope she has not been harmed and the rumors that she took off because she was overwhelmed are true, rather than anything more sinister…

Joe’s small house was half way between Dockyard Hill and the merchant district and shared walls with others on either side. Not that she had much time to study the place. Joe pretty much pushed her into the house, and she had to watch her feet to keep from stumbling on the sill.

The basket was deposited on the floor. She plucked her gloves off and tossed them, and the cloak, on a chair next to the door, trying to get herself in the proper frame of mind. I do so hate being a midwife. But there is no one else until Cherise returns, or they declare her gone. She and Cherise hadn’t had much to do with each other, true, even though Tasmin was a herbalist and their knowledge overlapped. Cherise did not have much interest in befriending a woman she saw as competition, even though Tasmin had tried her best to reassure her that this was not the case. In their few interactions, she found the other woman shy, uncomfortable, and terribly green, but Tasmin dearly wished she was here to do her job.

She shook herself, and put on her kindest and most reassuring mien, and got to the task at hand. “ Now, Meggin, let’s see how things look.” She smiled at the mother to be, patting her knees.

She was wrong, about the length of time she would be busy. Meggin was a natural, her mother was a great deal of help, and even Joe, rambling back and forth, was not completely without his uses. Soon, it seemed, Tasmin was carefully looking over the baby before letting the new grandmother take the baby away to swaddle it. She smiled when the new baby boy was handed over to the overjoyed parents, and turned to the things that needed doing. Cleaning up the necessary mess associated with childbirth, making sure all was well. Joe was beaming, stroking his wife’s hair, holding his little son reverently. It had not been nearly as unpleasant as Tasmin had feared. This was the third baby she had delivered, and each time she went to the task with some dread in the back of her mind, as if she would make some horrid mistake. But, all was well, her dress wasn’t ruined like the first time…that was the Night That Shall Never Be Mentioned; no arguments over who the real father was, like the second. Maybe things did get easier with practice.

She went out into the kitchen with the newly minted grandmother. “Good birthers in my family,” the older woman said. “I knew it wouldn’t be any trouble at all.”

“It was well done,” Tasmin said delicately, she could almost feel the next question out of the other woman’s mouth, and wanted to duck out before it came.

“So, you and your William will be having a baby soon, I suspect?”

“No,” Tasmin said, “not for a little while yet.” She smiled to cover up the awkward silence her words had produced and to keep the smart remark that started to form at bay. “I will be back in a few days to do the Mating Spell.”

“I thought you had to do it on the birthday?”

“Oh, that’s just tradition. We’ll do it on his birthday next year, but we can get started in a few days. Less traumatic for the little one.”

The woman thought this over, then nodded in approval, to Tasmin’s relief. She wasn’t sure if she could do a spell right now, she was so tired. “I’ll get Joe to walk you home, then.”

“Oh, ’tisn’t far. I don’t want to drag him from his new family.” Or wait for him. “I am quite comfortable making my own way. Let me know if you need anything…” and she was out the door before she had to argue any further, wrapping herself in her cloak, holding her basket firmly in hand. She looked around her. Nothing but emptiness all around. Good. The only light was the moon, in this part of town no one wasted money by putting candles in the windows. Light Stones were plentiful (if slightly expensive) in the North, but somewhat ruinously expensive and hard to get in the South. She had had as many as she needed when she was teaching at the university in Tarnia, and her parents had brought her and William some as a wedding present, which she was grateful for. They were safer than candles, and, in the long run, cheaper since one did not have to replace them, just maintain them. Still, it would have been nice to have a little more light. Up the hill there will be some torch stones, perhaps they have not faded yet. Torch stones were cheaper because they were roasted in fires to bring the light out of them, and put in tall torch stands. The heat worked down the iron posts and were a favorite place for people to stop and warm their hands. Not likely to be warm this time of night, though.

She sighed. She was concentrating on trivialities, but to be honest, she was a bit bothered. Three months. I have only been married three months, and already…’tis like my only purpose in this life is to give birth. The idea of childbirth made her uneasy, and not just because she was seeing, up close and personal, how messy and painful and dangerous it could be. She was uneasy because she did not feel like she had really settled in yet. The shop was adorned by bottles of cordials and tea blends, her contribution to the family business, but her studies were suffering. I simply need to balance it all out. Once everything is sorted, I shall be able to get back to my work. She was happy. Her husband encouraged her studies, and was gratifyingly pleased when she did something directly related to the shop. He was loving, kind, and sweet, and would make a wonderful father, but the idea of actually having a child filled her with the desire to run away screaming.

Tasmin turned at the end of the street. An unseasonably late snow made the sidewalk icy under her feet. She took her time making her way up the steep hill. Do I miss home, I wonder? She slipped a little on the stones, so she stepped into the gravel and dirt that lined the roads, her feet crunching in the ice and grime, but feeling much more secure. She played with the thought in her head, remembering her old office, gone now to her replacement, longing for the vast libraries of the university where one could easily get lost for hours. But in the end, I would always rather have William. Thinking of snuggling next to him in the warmth of their bed made her move a little quicker. It was gone four, and she fancied the sky out towards the water was lightening, but the truth was that it was very dark, very bitterly cold and very quiet. Mayhaps I should have gotten Joe to walk me back after all, she thought, wishing she had someone strong to help her up the hill. But she had been…and still was…impatient to get back to her bed, which would be wonderfully warm since sleeping next to William was like sleeping with a small furnace. He didn’t even seem to mind when she put her cold feet on him, which she was quite eagerly contemplating, since her toes felt like they would shatter if she stomped her feet too hard.

The rumble of icicles sliding off roof edges and crashing to the paving stones made her jump. Her foot slipped and she reached for one of the torch stands. She pulled herself up, clinging to the rough iron. She was right, the light had died out, and the post held but a little heat to fortify her. Her spine straightened, shivering as if cold fingers had worked their way into her clothes. It wasn’t just the cold of the night. Something felt off, and all her senses reached out, trying to figure out what it was.

The wind picked up, whipping and whirling around her. It felt different, alive was not the right word, but aware. She tilted her head, feeling for her wind sprites, but she could not sense their warmth and spirit. It had teeth, and texture, and purpose. She pushed herself away from the post, shivering, but no longer from cold. Something very basic inside of her, something very small and primitive, wanted her very much to start running. Instead, she picked up her basket, took a deep breath, and started walking again.

At the top of the hill, the snow spun and shimmered in the cruel wind. As she neared it, she slowed. Tasmin didn’t want to step into that whirling, dancing wall of snow, but she mentally kicked herself and kept going. Home and warmth, Tasmin. Not so far, now. Just stop letting your imagination draw strange fancies where nothing is.

She crested the hill, and the wind fell silent. The snow fell away, except for one spot, where it swirled and settled, drawing details that glowed faintly in the darkness to become the figure of a woman. Her head turned slowly, looking over her shoulder at Tasmin, and then the rest of her followed suit, the snow falling and lifting and resettling on the curves and folds that outlined the silvery figure. She stared at Tasmin, moving her head this way and that, as if trying to focus on the face in front of her, considering.

The ghost tilted her head, reaching out one hand slowly, making as if she would touch Tasmin. Tasmin backed up a step. The hand was getting closer, and she panicked. No herbs, no amulets would help her, but she did have another talent, thin and unpracticed, but still there.

She raised a fist, palm towards the figure, and opened it quickly, warding the touch away. “Forbidden,” she whispered, and a spear of air shattered through the snow. The ghost disappeared, and the world seemed to right itself, the wind died down and everything seemed to be normal.

She stepped carefully around the newly formed pile of snow and continued her walk home. Determined not to think any more about it, she stripped off her clothes and fell into bed, half wondering if her exhausted mind had not conjured the whole thing.
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Chapter Two

 

While Tasmin was sleeping off her adventure, Ailiani was waking up. She could feel the dawn, in the back of her mind, come creeping closer, and so she sighed, pushed aside a pile of covers deep enough to smother most people, and slid her feet into cold boots.

She wrapped herself in her cloak, warm from being one of the layers of covers on her bed, and crept out of her tiny room. Miss Dovlington’s boarding house was exclusively for ladies, and as she went down the narrow hall she could tell that most of the world was still deep in sleep. She reached out and touched the doors on either side of her, the hall so narrow that she had to bend her arms close. She counted the doors, as she always did, to help her wake up. She knew each sleeping form well, had spent time with them, and knew their stories. Some were here because it was the only place a woman can stay alone and keep her reputation. A few were the so-called fallen, a few widows, like herself. All women who were trying to make it in the world without the protection of a man. Ailiani privately thought that this was where the all-important Mating Spell failed the people of Berengeny, leaving good women broken on the crags of unforgiving rules.

The kitchen was warmer than the rest of the house, and the place’s namesake was sitting in the corner. The first bread of the day was baking. The older woman looked over her glasses and nodded at Ailiani, who smiled, walked out the back door.

It was all part of the ritual.

The path down to the ocean was a thin band of light sand against the rise of grasses on either side. She walked the familiar way, counting off steps.

She had always been a morning woman; her father, a great shaman, had woken her and her brother up early every day. They drank sweetened narajilla juice and spoke about the importance of the Prayer Cycles. The Dawn Prayer Cycle was a cycle for hope. “Even women can pray,” her father said, “if there is no shaman there.”

And so she was taught.

Ailiani looked out at the stretch of clean, smooth sand, dawn only a faint glimmer. “A couple of days ago I did the peace prayer. Yesterday was prosperity. So, today is the prayer of rest.” At Alessyn it was believed that your family watched after you, so it was perfectly fine to speak aloud, not a sign of madness. She only spoke to her long-dead family when she was praying. It was the only time of day when she allowed herself to miss them.

She threw off her cloak, and the cold cut into her. These prayers were definitely created for warmer climates, she thought as she slipped off her shoes and stepped onto the sand.

Dancing the Prayer was simple, each turn, each movement of the foot, every time she dragged her toe across the sand, contributed to a pattern that someone thought, many years ago, was pleasing to God. The dance was not as important as the pattern it drew, the studied leap that took her from one whorl to the next, creating the symbols of rest and quiet. She made the movements a little faster than strictly normal, but thought God would forgive her, for though it did little to warm her, the momentum kept her going.

But something did stop her, a flicker of white, filmy and soft, out of the corner of her eye. She paused on a pivot that was meant to create a dot in the middle of the circle, carefully placed a toe in the rut that created the outline of the circle for balance.

Was that a ghost? She frowned, looked around as much as she dared. She had not seen a ghost in ages. I don’t even know if they get ghosts here. Stairs of Alessyn, yes. Ghosts were one reason why she was not anxious to return home.

She finished the pattern, watching carefully, then she leapt out of the pattern, left the symbols on the strand behind her as she looked for a spot that was wave-swept and unmarked by man. She was starting to hurt quite badly. The cold made the bones in her feet ache, and she was clamping her teeth to keep them from rattling together, but she had to know.

There were common prayer-patterns, ones that it was perfectly fine for a woman to know. Some were so common that ordinary villagers could be seen using them, tracing them on the prow of boats, on bed boards.

But there were some only the shamans knew. Her father had taught them to her brother, making it clear that they were for the shaman alone to know, but Ailiani watched, and remembered.

She used her right foot to draw a straight, hard line, starting into the spirit prayer.

She was pivoting dots at the corners of the crooked sided box when she saw the flicker again. A quick, small jump to one of the edges, and she transitioned to a point where she could start on another box, open this time. Once, she nearly lost her balance and had to put her foot down. Her balance was shaky, and the lines were losing their perfection.

She reached out with a toe, feeling a little bit of fear. Not for the flicker of the ghost light here, there. She could deal with that, if not today, then tomorrow or the day after. It was, irrationally, because she knew she was going to fail this pattern. The last time she’d failed a pattern, she had been ten years old and nervous.

Another line done. She had drawn it a little closer than usual…but if she evened it out, it would be equal distant on the other side, the pattern would still have balance. She stepped to the next line.

It was when she was mid-step, off balance, that she felt two gusts of wind hard at her back, and she twisted and landed on her side, the pattern destroyed. She froze where she was for a moment. That was no mere gust of wind. They don’t have ghosts here. You are being silly.

Ailiani rolled onto her back quickly but she saw no one else, just the spirit fragments drifting around her. She could not deny what her senses were telling her. Ghosts can’t touch… Whatever that had been, it had been purposeful.

She righted herself as quickly as she could. The cold had gotten to her, and she wrapped herself back up in her cloak. Her feet were so numb she could not tell if they were properly back in her shoes, but still she walked, swiftly, back to the house.

Miss Dovlington took one look at her and helped her up to her bed, and a moment later she was putting hot bricks at the end to warm her feet.

The dreams she had afterward were troubled. But, she was not the only creature who was uneasy.
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The Ghost did not know who she was. She wandered the streets, the wind following her, swirls of snow passing through her. She could feel it, almost, trails of cold that faded quickly into nothingness.

Shop windows gave her no reflection. She pressed her hands upon them, looking, looking, and after a moment the surface tension would break, and she would slip through. She would lift those same hands to the lights…torch light, moon light, candle light, and the results were the same…nothing. She existed. She was. But she had to accept that she did not breathe, she did not eat. She made no sound.

“How long have I been dead?” she said, and it came out like a low moan, like the sound of the wind bending the trees. Franny, when she broke into her prison, had described a world so different from what the Ghost knew that she knew she must have been dead for a very long time. “I had sisters,” she said. “A lover. Where are they now?” But there were no answers for her. She could feel magic, at the edges of her existence, soft and old. A remnant of what she had been. If I use it, my sisters might know. I am not prepared to face either of them. The thought surprised her, but felt right. Deep in her soul, she knew she had to avoid them no matter what.

Very well, she thought, I exist again. I don’t know how, but I am free of my prison. What can I do with what I have? She had slept, mostly, to keep herself sane, and thought came slowly to her. Memories were sluggish, as if time had buried them in the deep, relentless silt of the sea. I am alone. I don’t even know where that Franny creature is. The Ghost had been in her safe little haven, avoiding the other woman as much as possible, wandering through the rooms she had created with her imagination and will and then, suddenly, there had been a great pressure. She remembered that. A crushing pressure that pushed her out of the prison, as if there had no longer been room for her.

Which seemed impossible. Souls were not tangible. You did not run out of space for a soul. You could have imprisoned thousands of souls within the amulet and each could have imagined their own palace. It would not have mattered. It should not have mattered.

I make no sense. I might as well not even exist. I am nothing. There is nothing to know.

The thought made her very sad, inconsolable, and she wandered around, the wind flinging snow and sometimes ice against the walls and windows of houses.

During the day, she slept, though the term sleep was not a correct one. She just stopped pretending to be anything. Her thoughts shut down, she merely attached herself to a corner and let herself cease. She let herself be again at night, wandering when there were fewer people about, for people made her feel worse, angry and regretful and bitter, so she was surprised to see the Woman trudging up the slope of the road with a basket in one hand, her other clutching at her cloak. Magic, familiar magic, came to her, the magic of wind, wind over water, over earth. The ghost shuddered, came closer, like one would come closer to the fire on a night such as this.

She stopped in front of the woman, gathering more ice and snow around her, trying to give herself an outline. The woman stopped abruptly, pale breath curling like smoke from her lips, eyes wide but watchful.

If I could touch her, I could speak to her.

The woman stopped, tilted her head. She did not look afraid, but curious. The Ghost could feel magic beating, deep inside of her, thrumming through her veins in time to the beating of her heart.

She brought up one hand. She did not need to stay with the physical form, head, arms, legs, but she found it both comforting and grounding. Slowly. Slowly.

The woman’s eyes widened more, and she flung out her hand. Air slammed into her like a hammer, shattering the illusion of snow and ice that she’d been pulling to her, scattering her. She reformed, invisible now. The hand that had reached out to defend was slowly retracted, and the woman clutched the cloak closer, looking afraid and confused.

Interesting. She watched the living trudge away…the woman even looked over her shoulder, once, then shook her head and kept going.

Time to go and visit the sea again. The sea-side was the only place she felt comfortable, close to being herself. She let herself go again, and when she opened her eyes she found she had drifted to the shore. She was lonely, and she hurt, oh, she hurt so much. She hated the people in the houses behind her, hated their eating and sleeping and breathing and talking and seeing themselves. They seemed particularly selfish, being happy and alive while she was powerless and dead.

Powerless. Yes. That bothered her. The woman. Maybe she is the solution. Power so much like my own.

She turned the thought over, considering it, as she drifted to the water. There was something comforting about the sea. It seemed to know her. She drifted as far as she could, but when the land fell away and the water got too deep she was stopped and could go no further. Her connection to the land was too strong, so she went back, feeling less thin and tenuous the closer she got to land. She continued on down the beach, looking over the water, wondering what she should do next.

Another witch-woman was on the shore, tattoos like thin swirls of power on her skin. Other ghosts were gathered, wispy, more like faint echoes than ghosts, gathered to watch the tattooed woman dance, drawn to the magic she created, the glow of the pattern on the sand. She drew close. She could almost feel the woman’s warmth, her power. If I could get inside that warmth, she thought desperately, and pushed forward. The dark-skinned woman stumbled as the ghost tumbled backward like a leaf. The dancing woman rolled over, looking around wildly.

I need a body. It will all be fine, if I can just find a body.
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Chapter Three

 

When William opened his eyes again the sun was just painting the horizon gold and lavender. The roof line of the shops opposite blocked most of it, but it was enough for him to see that the day would probably be bright and sunny. Good. We could use some sun. He turned over slowly, listening to his wife’s breathing. Her long dark hair was in a messy braid that curled over her shoulder. The skin under her eyes looked a little bruised from lack of sleep, so he was even more determined to take care not to wake her. Gingerly he turned towards the edge of the bed, untangling himself, which involved slowly lifting her arm and gently placing it on the nest of blankets that covered her. It was murder, tearing himself from that sleep-warm form. Tasmin made a sound of protest and snuggled against him, her slender arm returning around his waist to keep him on the bed. “Now, now,” he whispered. “No use protesting, your heat source needs to get up.” It was tempting, to go back and curl against her, just to hold her for a little longer before the day intruded. It would be a lie to say that he had slept well the night before, every sound jolted him out of his sleep. Eventually he heard the door shut, the soft sound of her steps as she came up the stairs as quietly as possible. Once in the bedroom she’d knocked into something and muttered a soft apology, stripped off her clothes and slipped safely into his arms. Finally he was able to sleep.

Now, in the morning light, she groaned softly, but did not protest when he gently moved her arm and stood. He adjusted the curtain so the light was not shining on her face.

He paused only to take up his clothes and boots from their place before creeping out to dress in another room. The upper floor of their home was divided into three rooms. The main bedroom, which doubled as a living room, and two (much) smaller rooms. One had a bed for guests, but was being saved with an eye towards being transformed into a nursery, the other was Tasmin’s study. There was also an attic, and someday Tasmin wanted to save enough money to have it refurbished. There was nothing up there at all, not even a proper floor, just the floor joists. He’d been up there once, smelled the scent of must and mouse, and hadn’t felt any need to return since.

As he dressed, he could smell the chocolate rising up from the kitchen below. He itched to get to work in the kitchen, but he, too, was filling in for someone and he wanted to be at the docks as soon as possible.

Even the wind sprites seemed to be asleep as he crept downstairs, boots in hand. He peeked out into the shop proper, the sun making the stained glass frame around the large shop windows dance with color. He breathed in deeply. He wasn’t quite used to it, by some miracle, and you would think that after three months or so he would be, but the smell of his shop, the soft polished glow of the wood display cases, still had a way of making him feel utterly content.

He went out the back, through the kitchen, lingering only long enough to down the roll he had kept aside for his breakfast. Soon he was striding down the steep hill that led to the docks, ships dotting the bright blue water below. The puffing of the sails still caught at his heart a little. Somewhere below, his old command would be at dock, being made ready for a voyage. He’d been a captain of the Tregaurde for his father’s merchant fleet before giving it up to be a shop keeper, and as much as he loved his life, sometimes he felt the pull of the tides in his blood.

And he ignored it, for many reasons.

His brother, Andrew, had taken a vacation from the family business, and as a favor William agreed (knowing not doing so would only get his brother in trouble and spark another month-long argument with his family), but only if he could keep his own hours. It will do him good to be away. Perhaps clear his head and help him figure out what to do about Bonny.

Around the time William was getting married, his brother’s marriage was falling apart. Bonny had committed adultery, a nearly impossible thing because of the Mating Spell they all lived by, and the talk had gotten to be too much for him. Now Bonny was in prison, serving a sentence of one year.

William took what their parents would both consider his proper place in the business again, splitting his time between paperwork and missing his little brother. They were giving him wages for his efforts, at least, the sum starting to form a small, comfortable amount. Maybe I shall consider refurbishing the attic sooner rather than later, making Tasmin a proper work space. The hardest part would be sacrificing space in one of the rooms for a set of stairs, rather than the ladder one had to set up every time one wanted up into the attic.

The main warehouse was close to the water, built of stone and wood, the Almsley Family coat of arms painted in fresh blue and gold paint above the main doors. There was a magnificent doorway that faced the town, leading to the main floor where merchants came to claim their things; William skipped it, taking the steep stone steps along the side down to the portside entrance, closer to the shore.

The scarred old desk that served as his workspace was not too far from the doors, and while the light was better, it was colder. A brazier had already been lit, he was grateful to see as he took off his overcoat, folded it, and hung it on the back of the chair. Between the brazier and his walk, he would be warm enough. “Good morning, Mister Boyd. What have we today?”

Boyd stepped up, placing a heavy book and a stack of papers in front of him. “I have the manifests for yesterday’s shipments, if you would like to check over my work?”

William nodded. Boyd was good, so he was not overly worried. “What do we have this morning?”

“Two ships from the Emerald Line. That’s what you see now, the majority of yesterday’s items have already gone out. We have two carts that will need to be taken to the Capital, they requested extra guards.”

William nodded, and once he double-checked the other man’s work, he was soon elbow deep in silks and books and spices. Comparing manifests and opening crates to verify contents before sending them on, or sending notes to those who wished to save themselves the delivery fee to let them know their things had arrived.

He fell into the routine. He checked things off, confirmed them, Boyd sent the things away. He did not like the paperwork part of it…too much double-checking and repeating…but he liked being in the warehouse, with the boxes of mysterious goods all waiting for their new owners. He even loved the smell, wood, spices, the salt of the sea.

Early in his task he saw the crates with the familiar symbol of his favorite cacao grower but ignored it. If he did them last then there would be no harm sending a carter to his shop, should one be available.

Finally, he took a crowbar to the crates, looking forward to seeing the cocoa nibs. He pulled the lid of the first crate, then drew a bright blue bag out of the straw. It was Shaba-cloth, spelled to keep the mold out. He inspected the contents, which looked like brownish-red stones of various sizes, and smiled.

“Is that what you make chocolate out of, sir?” Boyd asked when William poured some onto his palm and held it out to the other man.

“Aye. I’d love to get the fruit and ferment the nibs myself, but I don’t have the space for it. Also, transporting the fruit would be impractical.”

Boyd took a nib and bit into it, then shuddered and tried to cover up his distaste to be polite. William smiled and put the pouch away, counting the rest that were in the crate, then marking them off. “It takes a lot of work to make them taste like chocolate, but ’tis worth it.”

“If you say so,” Boyd said quietly, pulling forward another crate and working off the lid.

Whatever reservations the other man had, William was pleased, very pleased, with the product and more eager than ever to get back to his shop.

“Sir?” Boyd looked at his lists again, then up, at one crate off to the side. It was half hidden by shadows. “We have everything marked off, but there’s another crate.”

William was not overly worried. This was not the first time they’d had a left-over crate, a quick look at the manifests would find something not checked off. He crossed over to it, looking for a mark on the rough-hewn wood. “Not something well regarded,” he muttered, bending over to inspect the side closer, certain that there must be some mark. Nothing would have entered the warehouse without some sort of marking on it, from a ship, from a merchant, something. The crate was of poor quality. As he leaned close and breathed deeply, he caught, much to his dismay, the undertone of death.

“Oh, dear,” he whispered. “Mr. Boyd, the bar, if you please?” He held out his hand, unable to stop looking at the crate. He grasped the cold metal as it touched his palm and looked for the first nail.

“I have a light, sir,” Boyd said, raising it high as William pried the crate’s lid open. It wasn’t hard: only a handful of nails, poorly hammered in, secured the lid.

The woman had not been lovely in life, she had been too fretful, too scattered. Tasmin had called her a handful of leaves on the wind, and it had suited the former Wise Woman.

They had been gentle, whomever they were; had laid her on leaves and straw covered by a tattered old blanket, crossed her hands over her chest. Death made Cherise pretty, for her features were smoothed out, quiet. Her hair was neatly braided. He would have rathered the leaves on the wind, the fretful, forgetful absentmindedness of life.

“Oh, Light take her, poor girl,” Boyd said softly.

“William?” Tasmin’s voice echoed through the warehouse. He could hear her feet tapping on the stone floor as she approached. He turned quickly to meet her, unsure that he wanted his wife to see the dead woman’s body. He was fairly sure, given the chance, he would gladly give up the experience himself. “Wait there, dear,” he called to her. “Mister Boyd, the Magistrate, if you please. Send your quickest lad. And no speaking of this, the less said, the better.”

The now pale face nodded. Boyd handed him the lantern with a shaking hand as he left to do William’s bidding.

“The Magistrate?” Tasmin was running her finger along the edge of his desk. He abandoned the crate and set the lantern down on the edge of the desk.

“I am afraid that the body of Cherise has finally been recovered.”

“Oh, William,” she said softly. “Oh, dear William. Not again.”

Only three months ago William had narrowly avoided the hangman when he’d been accused of murder. It seemed terribly suspicious to find another body in his place of work, and he was worried that he would have to go through the same hell again.

“Well, hopefully they won’t arrest me, this time,” he said. “I suppose we shall have to hope the new Magistrate likes me better than the old one.”

“He won’t have to like you much more,” she said, smiling weakly. “But if Cherise is dead, what about Mistress Anne?”

Anne was the Wise Woman before Cherise. She had even performed the Mating Spell for William, when he was a child, to determine who he would marry. She left to go and visit family, but never returned, and Cherise had taken her place.

“It was never clear, what happened, only clear that Mistress Anne would not be returning. I don’t know why.”

Tasmin nodded, then took up the lantern.

“What are you about, my dear?” he asked as she headed back towards the crate.

“I wish to take a look at her—see if there is anything interesting or obvious.”

He got up and placed a gentle hand on her arm. “We will be in trouble enough, without an unseemly interest in the body.”

She looked up at him with clear, calm gray eyes. “Your experiences with Lavoussier have jaded you, my love. I don’t see why this new gentleman would be sorry for our help.”

He arched an eyebrow and she tossed her head. The point became moot, anyway, for but a moment later Master Carys was introduced to them.

He was not like Lavoussier. He was not tall and handsome, rather, he was just about Tasmin’s height, balding, paying just enough attention to fashion to look well enough put together but not giving the impression that he actually cared. That, too, was completely different.

“Master Carys, well met. I am William of the House of Almsley. May I present my wife, Herb Mistress Tasmin Almsley?”

“I have heard of your involvement with my predecessor, if that’s the right word…” Carys murmured. “Show me the body, if you please?”

“This way,” William said, leading him to the crate.

“Have you checked the other crates?”

“Aye, all the cargo has been opened and accounted for. But, as you will see, there are no identifying marks on this one. I am not sure that this crate was ever on a ship.”

Carys nodded, then took the lantern, peering in at the late Wise Woman. “We shall need a cart and a horse. Can you spare one?”

“Of course.” William looked over his shoulder at Mister Boyd, who nodded.

“I will oversee the moving of the body. No one is to do a thing without me here,” William started to agree, but Carys interrupted him. “How well did you know Mistress Cherise?”

“Not well at all. She came to my shop from time to time, but that was about it.”

Carys looked at him. “You did not need her services?”

“Why would he?” Tasmin asked. “I am as well trained as she, if he needed the services of a Wise Woman, he would need look no
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