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      Jeremiah sat on the step before his front door, watching as his daughter, Adelma, considered taking her first step. It was late afternoon, the sun low and yellow. It made a fine halo of Adelma’s dark baby curls, tingeing them with gold, and turned the sea in the Damsian Enclosed Docks to the colour of beaten brass.

      The mad chaos of the docks was starting to slow, leaving ships to sway gently in their berths, their masts like a forest jutting out of the sea. A few voices still rang out here and there, final orders being called as dockworkers wrapped everything up for the evening.

      Jeremiah’s house opened directly onto the docks, the perfect spot for a fisherman. He had lived in that house his whole life and had grown up among the smells of the docks. Back when Damsport was just a slum, the smells of rotten seafood had mixed with the thick waft of silt and algae, but now it was a whole other kettle of fish. Old spices, animal dung, meat on the turn that glistened with an oily sheen, sweat from all the dock workers, bruised fruit, spoiled vegetables, and lots he couldn’t identify mingled together as more and more ships arrived each day, bringing exotic cargo.

      There was a new smell, too, of late—the acrid coal smoke of steam-powered boats. They were an unusual sight, so the one carefully manoeuvring out in the docks was drawing a crowd. Its engine coughed and wheezed heavy puffs of black smoke from its single chimney as it moved awkwardly.

      “Steam power,” Jeremiah scoffed to himself. He turned to Adelma. “Ridiculous. That’ll never take, my girl. You mark my words. Ain’t replacing a good sail and a strong wind. Them fools what are working with steam are wasting their time. Now come on, come to your Da.” He stretched out his arms.

      Adelma gurgled happily, stretching her own arms open in reply and swaying like a drunken sailor on her chubby legs, but still, she didn’t walk.

      “One foot in front of the other now,” Jeremiah coaxed, still gesturing with his hands.

      Adelma squealed and gurgled again. Then she seemed to decide to move forward and lost her balance, falling back on her bum. She hiccupped from the shock of it, looking up at her father, her mouth an O of surprise. She wore only a yellowed cloth nappy, the fabric speaking of the many, many washes it had been through. Her bare brown belly bulged over the top of it. She was so small, so fragile, her brown skin looking pale compared to Jeremiah’s weather-beaten and sun-darkened hide.

      Jeremiah laughed, and Adelma broke into a smile in response, delighted. “Come on, my girl.” Jeremiah set her back on her feet. “Let’s try again.”

      Today was Adelma’s first birthday, and so Jeremiah had taken the day off from fishing to mourn and celebrate. Adelma’s mother—also called Adelma, as Jeremiah had named his daughter for his wife—had died in childbirth.

      “Come on, Adelma,” Jeremiah repeated, waggling his fingers.

      She took a hesitant step, wobbling dangerously.

      “There you go… There you go!” Jeremiah called out excitedly, prouder than a peacock on parade day. “There you go, my darling girl. Come to your Da.”

      A couple walked past at that moment. Their clothes were expensive enough to make it clear they weren’t from this part of town. The woman held on to the crook of her husband’s arm, her nose wrinkling in disgust at the riot of smells. She cast a glance at Jeremiah and Adelma.

      Adelma chose that moment to take her second wobbly step, falling forward. Jeremiah caught her and swept her up in his arms, laughing. “I gotcha. You remember that, my girl. Your old man’s always got your back.”

      He felt a twinge of sadness at the words. Adelma should have had a mother standing behind her, too. Jeremiah felt oh-so keenly aware of his responsibility. He was the only person Adelma had in the world. He had to not only keep her safe, but also make sure she would continue to be safe even once his time had come.

      “Did you see that girl?” the woman asked her husband as they walked past. “She must be two or maybe three, and she doesn’t even walk yet. Disgraceful. I tell you, people in this part of town are little more than savages, and that baby is clearly retarded.”

      Jeremiah felt a rush of icy anger at the words. Adelma was easily larger than a two-year-old, but no matter how big she was, it didn’t make up for the fact that she had only been alive for a year, and therefore couldn’t quite walk yet.

      He stood up, shifting Adelma so he held her with one arm, keeping her balanced on his hip. He hurried after the couple. “Excuse me.”

      The couple stopped and looked back, surprised. The woman had the good grace to look sheepish when she caught sight of Adelma.

      Jeremiah backhanded the woman across the face hard enough to send her sprawling to the ground in a cry of pain and shock. Before her husband could react, Jeremiah punched him in square in the stomach. The man made a sound like a bladder deflating, and he slowly sank to his knees, groaning with pain.

      “My daughter is one year old,” he informed the prone woman, who looked up at him with fear, holding her reddening cheek. “She might be big, but she’s only one, so it’s perfectly normal for her to only be taking her first steps today. In fact, I reckon them was the best first steps anyone’s took in the Rookery. So you say anything about my daughter being retarded again, and I’ll knock every one of your teeth out. Every. Last. Tooth. Got it?”

      Jeremiah turned to the husband. “Nothing personal,” he added. “Didn’t want to risk you trying to defend your wife. Got my daughter here to think of.” He patted Adelma’s back. “Couldn’t have you swinging for me and hitting my Adelma. It’s her birthday, after all.”

      The husband didn’t reply, still curled around his winded stomach.

      “It’ll take you a while to get your breath back,” Jeremiah told him, not unkindly. “I punch pretty damn hard.” He turned and walked away.

      Adelma had watched the whole scene unfold in silence, her eyes wide. She held on to her father’s neck with her chubby arms, looking back over his shoulder. She had her mother’s eyes, wide and dark, but everything else about her features came straight from Jeremiah. And he had one ugly mug—a forehead like a stack of books and a nose like a butcher’s cleaver. Jeremiah wasn’t one for vanity, and he hoped Adelma wouldn’t be, either.

      He kissed her cheek to reassure her. “You see, Adelma, my girl, that is how we deal with people what insult us. Retaliation is key—never ever let a slight against you pass without answering it. I’ll teach you how. Don’t you worry yourself none for now, my darling girl. Your old Da’s gonna keep you safe.”

      Jeremiah opened his front door and ducked low to pass beneath the doorframe, which had been built for regular-sized people. He knew from experience that the world wasn’t always kind to those who were as freakishly big and ugly as him. The jokes, the sniggers, the snide comments saying that only a blind woman would look twice at him. It was likely to be even worse for a girl who looked like that.

      Well, he’d make sure Adelma was ready. The world wasn’t going to dare say a bad word about her—he’d see to that.

      “I got us a special treat for dinner on account that it’s your birthday,” Jeremiah told Adelma. He blew a raspberry in Adelma’s neck, making her squeal with laughter, and then put her down gently. She didn’t stay standing for long, dropping down to a sturdier sitting position, keeping her eyes on him. Jeremiah smiled at her and closed the door, shutting out the world and all its nastiness.
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      Adelma dropped anchor in the quiet little cove she and Kieran had used before. It was the middle of the night, but although there was a full moon, the creek was hidden within thick shadows, keeping them out of sight of anyone watching from the shore.

      The tide had begun to go out, revealing a slimy fringe of algae that ringed the base of the rocks, like the last few hairs clinging to a balding man's head. The coast in this part was a jumble of rocks and boulders, giving way a little farther on to a coarse gravel beach. With the low tide, the sea-worn, smooth rocks were going to be so slippery, they might as well be covered with oil. Adelma and Kieran would need to be careful.

      Once the ship was secured, Adelma paused, listening to the night. The air was thick with the salty smell of the algae, the waves lapping gently against the rocks. As far as she could tell, all was well. She grinned into the darkness and whispered, “You ready?”

      Kieran grunted. That was as much of an answer as she was going to get from him. She figured if there was a problem, he’d make the effort to actually use words. Adelma climbed over the side of the boat, easing herself down into the tiny dinghy that she kept tethered to the side of her ship.

      Kieran leaned over to pass her a bundle which she cradled carefully in her hands. That bundle was as dangerous as anything an alchemist could cook up: a rover sea fly nest.

      Rover sea flies were no joke, and Adelma had been stung enough times growing up to have a healthy respect for them. They were big, about the size of hornets, and they made their nests in mangroves, building the drop-shaped structures around low branches or roots.

      Adelma had no idea why they were called flies—they should have been called something like painful-arse hornets. Rover sea flies made them sound nice and harmless. Probably some stupid scientist wanted to have them named after him.

      She’d waited until the flies of this particular nest were all inside and asleep for the night. Then she’d cut off the branch supporting the nest and wrapped it in a cotton cloth. So long as she was careful not to disturb the rovers, she’d be able to carry the nest without trouble.

      Kieran slipped down into the dinghy, making it rock. It was so small that when they were both sat in it facing each other, their knees were touching. He had a pack on his back which contained the opium, and Adelma passed him the rover nest. He kept it at arms’ length, twisting to the right so it wasn’t in Adelma’s face. Although it was too dark to see his expression, Adelma knew there’d be quite a lot of fear there. Kieran wasn’t the bravest sort.

      She untethered the dingy and rowed them to shore. They did some more awkward passing of the nest to and fro as they both clambered off the dinghy and onto the rocks. The rocks felt slick as wet glass beneath Adelma’s hands.

      Once she had secured the dinghy, they both set off, Adelma carrying the nest once more.

      Clambering over the rocks was slow, careful work. They couldn’t afford to rush, not when a fall into the sea meant the risk of someone hearing the splash, the opium getting wet, or worse, the nest breaking, releasing the rover flies all over them. An attack by an angry swarm was devastatingly painful, and Adelma needed the nest intact for later.

      Once out of the little cove’s shadows, Adelma caught sight of the moon shining brightly and illuminating the bay. It cast gleaming reflections over the sea. The song of the waves was now a loud shivering sound as the water withdrew between the thick gravel of the beach.

      From the beach, the land rose up steeply, but at this end of the bay it was more a steep climb than an actual cliff. Adelma clambered down from the slippery boulders, her boots sinking an inch into the wet, gravelly sand. She crouched and Kieran joined her.

      “You remember the plan? Same as last time. Once I’ve got them all occupied and focused on me, you slip through and make the delivery.”

      He nodded, frowning. “I know what I’m doing. Stop fussing.”

      He was an odd-looking man, although Adelma wasn't really in a position to criticise anybody's appearance. He wasn’t as ugly as she was, but there was something of the pigeon about him. He was tall and lanky, with a beak-like nose, bulging eyes, and a prominent Adam's apple. The pigeon impression came when he walked, his head bobbing in rhythm with his steps.

      He was also the only person Adelma had found willing to partner up with her in this venture. He could flap his arms like wings and coo or cluck if the fancy took him—she didn’t care so long as he did his part of the job.

      Adelma stood up and crept towards the steep hill. She found herself grinning. A night spent smuggling was a night well spent. Very well spent. She loved smuggling work and had done ever since she put together her first job. But it was particularly pleasant to be pulling one over on Airnian customs officers.

      This part of the Airnian coastline wasn’t far from Damsport, but it was far enough from any large town that it was only lightly monitored. Perfect, in short, for a smuggling run.

      She made her way up the steep rise slowly, careful to stick to the grass rather than step on the path, where the crunch of gravel might give her away. Jutting rocks at the top of the rise created a natural bottleneck.

      Adelma knew customs officers patrolled this area—clearly, she wasn’t the only one who’d found it a good smuggling spot in the past. She expected the officers would be sitting on the other side of the bottleneck, playing cards or something of the sort, from the way she could hear them talking softly.

      Last time, there had only been a couple—child’s play for her to spring on them and knock them out. There was no way to climb over the sheer rocks on either side of the bottleneck or up the cliff face farther up and down the coast.

      Adelma planned to repeat the same plan as last time, but she expected to find more people tonight. That was why she’d brought reinforcements in the form of the nest. Moving oh-so-slowly, she carefully unwrapped it.

      Then she took a deep breath and threw it up through the bottleneck. She hurriedly ran back a few paces, hearing the nest smash to the ground, followed by the shouts of surprise from the officers.

      Immediately, the familiar angry buzzing took up as the flies rushed out of their ruined nest to defend against their perceived attackers.

      Adelma and Kieran were prepared with heavy leathers that should protect them against most of the stings. They both pulled scarves around their faces. Adelma waited for the shouts of pain and panic to really have taken hold.

      “Alright, here goes.” She drew her battle-axes, took a deep breath, and charged forward.

      She burst through the bottleneck to find no fewer than ten men and women. A good thing she’d brought the nest. They might not be fighters of her calibre or strength, but ten opponents was still a lot to take on alone.

      “She’s back,” one shouted, and Adelma felt a brief flash of smugness. They remembered her.

      She attacked, fast and ruthless. She’d use the flat of her axes rather than the blade, so as to knock out and not kill. If she killed them all, that would attract a lot of unwanted attention from the nearby city. She charged the guard nearest to her, bending at the waist so her shoulder crunched into his ribs. That sent him staggering back.

      She spun around, extending both arms. Her battle-axes were still angled to stun, not kill, but the three who’d rushed to attack dodged in time, and she only caught one in the side. Still, the blow was enough to send the woman staggering, wheezing from a winded stomach and cracked ribs.

      With a joyful cry, Adelma launched herself at her opponents. They were distracted by the pain of the rover flies. Poor bastards probably hadn’t felt the sting of rovers before, whereas Adelma was used to it. Their fighting was poor, at best.

      A kick snatched the legs out from under a man, sending him sprawling heavily to the ground. She dropped one axe and punched another woman in the throat, not strong enough to break anything, but enough that the woman would not be able to breath properly for a while.

      A rover fly stung her on the back of the head, through the fabric of her hood. It felt like a mix of fire and acid being injected into her skin. It felt bad, but had no lasting effects, so she ignored it. Pain, she could deal with.

      A man swung a truncheon, too late for her to dodge. But the rovers stepped in just in time, stinging him and making him cry out, so the blow had no real force behind it.

      Adelma caught it on her arm, twisted, and caught the truncheon with her free hand. She head butted the man, then kicked him in the stomach, sending him reeling back.

      She held on to the truncheon, yanking it out of his grasp. Another truncheon cracked her in the back, making her grunt with pain. She whirled and smacked the woman with the truncheon straight in the cheekbone and ear. The woman went down like a sack of seagull shit.

      Adelma snatched her axe from the ground and put it back in its holder at her hip. The truncheon would be a better weapon tonight. She continued with her work efficiently. The Airnians were sloppy fighters, lacking strength and discipline, so aside from a couple of stray blows and shallow cuts, Adelma took care of them relatively easily.

      She collected a few stings from the rovers, too, on her hands and a couple more on her face. The pain was bad, but not unbearable, and certainly not enough to distract her. One of her eyes was starting to swell shut from a nearby sting, but she could still see well enough.

      She was down to three opponents when a sharp yell tore through the air.

      “Adelma!”

      She spun around, very nearly getting herself skewered in the process as a woman lunged at her with a pair of twin long knives. Adelma twisted, only just avoiding the blow, which instead of stabbing her stomach, glanced over her ribs.

      She hadn't noticed the second cluster of customs officers hiding in the shadows farther along from the bottleneck. Maybe Airnians weren’t so stupid, in spite of their reputation. They had a wagon, and they had Kieran.

      The scrawny little thing was useless in battle, and his captors were already heaving him into the wagon. Adelma cursed.

      Truth be told, she wasn't particularly worried about her first mate, but she’d bought the opium using the entirety of her and her father's savings. She cared a great deal about losing that money.

      With a cry, she swung her battle-axe and disarmed one of the long knives from the woman's grasp. Then she sent her forehead crashing into the woman's mouth, making her scream as blood poured out from between her teeth.

      Adelma spun around, ducking away from a blow. She diverted a jab from a third man and dropped her truncheon to the ground. She punched the man square in the stomach. Adelma punched like her father—there was no quick recovery from that kind of blow.

      She threw herself sideways, out of range of her final attacker, rolling back to her feet and drawing her second battle-axe again. She kicked the man she'd wounded in the head for good measure and took care of her final attacker.

      By the time she made it to Kieran and the wagon, they'd managed to shackle him to the wagon’s rail, and they were just beginning to leave. That was cutting it fine. Another minute or so, and she might have lost the opium.

      Kieran’s captors cried out, but they were even less effective than the other fighters had been. Soon enough, she had them all knocked out and on the ground.

      “In the nick of time, ain’t I?” Adelma grinned at Kieran, wiping sweat from her forehead with her forearm. She didn't have the patience to search the guards for the key to his shackles, and the metal chain connecting his wrists was thin enough. A well-aimed blow from her axe broke it.

      “What about these?” Kieran asked sourly, waving his wrists in her face and making the remnants of the chain clink against the manacles.

      “You'll get rid of them once we're back home—easy enough.”

      “I almost died. If you’d taken even a minute longer to get to me, I could have died.”

      Adelma put away her axes and slapped him on the back. “Oh, unclench. We’re smugglers. You didn't die, so that’s something to be grateful for. And now at least you got a decent story to tell people when you go to the pub back home, so cheer up.”

      Kieran grumbled. Adelma laughed again, clapping him on the back, and then she hauled him and the opium pack out of the wagon.

      Damn, but she felt alive.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They were on the edge of the small coastal town, and it didn't take them long to find the delivery address. The narrow lanes they walked through could have been plucked straight out of the Rookery, if not for the lack of people—and the lack of cutthroats. The smells were essentially the same—another reminder that southern Airnia was not really that different from the Damsian Peninsula. Other than the fact that it was full of Airnians, of course.

      The delivery happened smooth as paint, same as last time. Adelma performed the agreed knock, and the man who opened had the money ready. He checked the opium, and Adelma checked the coins. Everyone was professional and calm.

      That was the way to do business, rather than arguing with fishwives on the docks to sell the day’s catch.

      Once everyone was satisfied, the man and Adelma exchanged a nod. “I’ll let you know if I get my hands on more,” Adelma said.

      The man nodded again and shut the door. And that was that. Another smuggling job brought to successful completion.

      Kieran and Adelma headed off, Adelma rubbing her hands. “Job well done… Job well done.”

      Once they were in another, discreet alley, she went through the coins, pocketing enough to cover what she'd spent to buy the opium in the first place. She split what was left in two equal parts.

      Kieran gave her a sullen look as she handed him his money.

      “What?” Adelma frowned. “You was there when I bought the opium. You know how much it cost me.” She’d done that on purpose, specifically so he didn’t get annoyed with the split of the money.

      He shook his head. “This just ain’t worth it. Not given the risks we take. This is piddly money.”

      “I know it ain’t much, but it'll get better,” Adelma replied cheerfully as she tucked her share away. “I need time to get enough cash together to be able to buy more opium at one time and get a better rate. And once people can see that I'm reliable, I'll be able to make better contacts in Damsport to smuggle for them without needing to buy the opium first. I’ll figure out some other smuggling spots, and then we’ll slowly make a name for ourselves.” Adelma momentarily lost herself in plans and daydreams. “And then we’ll start to get more interesting jobs like—”

      “I ain’t risking my neck further for such a pathetic amount of money.”

      That pulled Adelma out of her thoughts as efficiently as a kick to the arse. “I’m risking my neck. I do all the fighting, and you just got to keep out of the way, which you didn’t even manage to do today.”

      “I nearly died today. That’s risking plenty.”

      Adelma rolled her one good eye. “Oh, enough of that already. Nothing actually happened to you. They didn't even roughen you up. Man up already.”

      “You know what? You can take your bad attitude, your lack of sympathy, and shove it. I ain’t doing this no more. Scrounging around in the dark for piss-poor money—I’d have better luck going back to mugging people.”

      Adelma frowned, more stung by the words than she would have cared to admit. Without a partner, her venture couldn’t work—too many of the smuggling spots she’d figured out required two people. “And who you gonna mug? Skinny thing like you, you’d only be able to mug children.”

      Kieran shrugged. “I’ll do what I have to do, but I ain’t doing this no more.”

      Adelma glared at him and then threw her hands in the air. “You pathetic excuse for a first mate. You know what? I’m done with you.”

      “I already told you that I'm quitting.”

      “Oh no, you ain’t—I’m throwing you out. Don’t know what I were thinking putting up with such a useless excuse of a first mate. I’d be better off trying to teach an eel to knit. And you can piss off if you think you can come crying to me later, when you’ve failed to make a living and you’re broke as a dock rat.”

      Adelma stomped away. Useless as Kieran was, without him, she was back to earning her living through fishing, and her dreams of becoming a proper smuggler were that much farther away.
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      Adelma put up her hammock in her boat, listening to the familiar sounds of the Damsian docks at night. She'd slept so often on her boat recently that she felt like she could identify the neighbouring ships simply from the creaks they made as they swayed in their berths. The sky was clear, the vast blackness punctured with stars. She crossed her arms behind her head, staring at the night sky.

      Adelma wasn't the type to get dispirited, but all the same… it wasn’t just that smuggling was a dream she’d had for a while now. She also needed more money than she could make just from fishing. She thought of her father and what awaited her when she got back home.

      She used to love fishing, back when he was well and the two of them could roam the seas together. Now, though, everything about fishing reminded her of her Da, and when she thought of him, she couldn’t help but think of what he’d been reduced to.

      Adelma felt a prick of guilt at having chosen to sleep on the boat. She could have gone home and had enough time to get a little sleep before she had to leave again to fish for the day. If she didn’t go home, that meant her Da wouldn’t get washed today. She should really go back.

      And yet she stayed in the hammock. Today was one of those days—she simply didn’t have it in her to face the reality of life at the moment. Easier to stay on the boat, listening to the gentle lap of the sea against the hull. Her Da wouldn't be expecting her back, anyway, since he knew she was working tonight. Those couple extra hours of shut-eye she’d get if she stayed put were needed, too. Adelma couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a full night’s sleep.

      But in spite of the dry, gritty tiredness she could feel in her eyes, she still couldn’t sleep, and she stared at the stars instead. The thought of giving up on smuggling made her chest feel tight.

      Smuggling made her feel alive, happy—free to explore. It made her feel limitless again, like when she’d first learnt sailing as a kid. She might only have been doing small runs for now, but it was a first step, until she could work up to bigger smuggling routes. And then… the world would be hers for the taking.

      Her mind drifted to fishing, to the work she would have to do tomorrow, and then back to her father. She sighed and shifted in her hammock. She’d have to figure something out for the smuggling, if only to keep sane. She couldn’t spend her days doing nothing more than fish, which reminded her of her old man, and then care for him at night. That wasn’t a life.

      His voice rang out in her mind. The only person you can truly depend on is yourself. He was right, of course—Kieran was proof of that. Other people were unreliable, so it wasn’t a great surprise that Kieran had buggered off.

      “I’ll figure it out. Do it on my own if I need to,” she muttered, shifting again in her hammock. Nothing was going to stop her becoming a great smuggler. Certainly not Kieran.
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      The following day, Adelma lost herself in the simple pleasure of fishing. Physical work never failed to make her feel better. She enjoyed the feel of her own strength, of her skill at sailing. The catch was good, the sun was shining, and the wind was whipping through her thick braid. In those moments, life was pretty damn fine.

      And then towards the end of the day, her eyes caught onto the silver coin nailed to the mast. The reminder of her Da burst her happy bubble. She sighed, the fishing turning from joy to bitter reminder of the way things used to be.

      When her attention was consumed by hard work, it was easier to ignore the signs of her father all over the boat, but now that the day was ending, they all tugged at her attention relentlessly. The silver coin nailed to the mast for favourable winds. A tiny iron anchor dangling from the tiller—touching cold iron warded off bad sea spirits.

      The worst of all the superstitions, though, was the one about cats. If a cat happened to come on board, it would supposedly be a very good day, even better if the cat washed its face. Some fisherfolk, including Adelma’s father, had a saucer nailed in place. He used to put out milk or food daily to entice one of the many Damsian strays on board. The damned cats pissed everywhere, stinking up the boats.

      Adelma didn’t have the heart to remove her father’s tokens, but the cat superstition, she’d abandoned. She liked the boat to smell clean when she worked—of fish, salt, and oil.

      It had been months since her Da had been well enough to come out to sea, even just to “oversee” the fishing, as he’d called it, rather than admitting he was too weak to work the nets. Adelma grimaced and rubbed the back of her neck, feeling the tension build back there. She sighed and did her best to push the thought of her father away as she finished her jobs for the day.

      She set sail for the place where she currently kept her lobster pots. She and her Da had dealt with a lobster-pot thief back when she was a kid. Someone had been systematically checking their pots and emptying them. So her old man—ingenious as always—had invented a pretty amazing yet simple solution.

      He’d discovered a kind of paste made from arobrum nitrate, which was sticky as a pickpocket’s fingers, but slowly dissolved in seawater. He’d then had Adelma make them a new, smaller floater. It was attached by a thin bit of rope, delicate enough that it could be stuck to the side of the lobster pot using the arobrum paste.

      Once the seawater had dissolved the paste, the floater was released towards the surface. For most of the day, the floater was below the water, keeping the pot safely out of sight of would-be thieves.

      As Adelma reached the right spot, she found the floater. She pulled at it, feeling its smooth slick surface beneath her hands. The string below the floater was too delicate to bear the weight of the lobster pot—and hopefully of the lobster within—so instead, it was tied to a large rope. Adelma pulled the string up until she brought up the thick, sturdy rope. It was slimy with algae, and she heaved, slowly bringing the lobster pot to the surface.

      Adelma cursed over and over as she saw what was inside. Not a lobster but a black-acid squid, which took up all the space so a nice juicy lobster couldn’t wander in.

      The squid was the size of a small cat, its body a beautifully iridescent midnight blue. It was also angry and spraying black ink everywhere. Those critters were worth a pretty penny if you could catch them, but Adelma didn’t have the right equipment with her.

      They were even nastier than rovers—their ink was like acid that burnt the skin real bad. Special gloves were needed to handle them. It wasn’t worth her trying to catch it now—it would make a mess of her hands, and then she would have trouble working for a few days. The money alchemists paid for the ink of black-acid squids was high but not worth the loss of several days’ work.

      Adelma kept on cursing and swearing loudly as she went looking for something to open the lobster pot from a distance. She certainly wasn’t going to do it by hand—the acidic ink was designed to work with water, so getting sprayed with ink while in the sea was nauseatingly painful. She knew that because as a kid, she’d reached in to touch the pretty creature before her Da could warn her to keep away.

      She used a pair of pliers to unhook the latch and open the back of the lobster pot. The squid swam away quickly, leaving a final—spiteful—spray of ink behind it.

      “Yeah, piss off and leave my lobster pots alone,” Adelma told it.

      She waited a good long while for the ink to dissipate before she hauled the lobster pot in. It didn’t take long for her to reset it and its floater, waiting for the paste to stick the fine string back against the trap. After a little time drying in the sun, the floater would be held securely out of sight underwater, until Adelma was back first thing the following morning.

      As far as she knew, she was the only one with such a setup. Her Da had made her swear on her heart never to tell a soul.

      “People ain’t reliable, my girl. You think you can tell them something, and they’ll keep it secret—they won’t. People always let you down. At the end of the day, you can only rely on me and on yourself. Repeat it now, Adelma.”

      Adelma had dutifully repeated.

      “Good. Took me a good long time to find the perfect consistency for the paste to stick proper. Can’t be having no one steal our secret from us.”

      Adelma had never breathed a word of the lobster pots to a soul. He was a smart man, her Da. Savvy and shrewd. People always assumed big meant slow or dumb, but beneath all the brawn, her old man was sharper than a tack. Or at least he had been.

      Adelma scowled at the horizon. It didn’t achieve much, scowling. It wasn’t like it would change things with her father. But at least it made her feel a bit better.

      She continued checking the other pots. No lobsters today, but quite a few decent-sized crabs. That done, she guided the boat nimbly back to the Damsian Enclosed Docks, and it seemed that the light was somehow growing darker the closer she got. It was impossible, of course—the sun was still far from beginning its descent.

      She manoeuvred the boat skilfully, feeling the familiar anger and frustration rise up. All her strength and skill as a sailor and fighter were utterly useless to make her Da right again. She was completely powerless, and she hated the feeling.
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      Adelma watched as Kriss poured her a pint of weak beer. Behind the counter, the bottles of rum seemed to taunt her.

      “Anyone told you that you don’t look so good these days?” Kriss asked as she placed the pint down.

      “You and I both know I look as rough as the wrong end of a badger.” Adelma took two large gulps of beer and grimaced. “For the love of rum, this is about as good as watered-down cat’s piss.”

      “You ordered weak beer,” Kriss pointed out.

      “I know. And yet you poured me a pint of cat’s piss.” She eyed the row of rum bottles forlornly.

      “How’s your Da?” Kriss asked in a low voice.

      “The one-man ‘death by pickling’ experiment? He’s doing fine.” Adelma grinned, although it didn’t come off quite right. It was getting harder to make flippant comments about her old man, especially when her throat tightened like it was doing at that moment.

      “You know, no one’s gonna judge you if you show a bit of—”

      “Arse? Reckon it would shock the beer right out of everyone present.”

      Kriss shook her head, her eyes full of concern. “You know what I mean. You need to slow down. Feel something. You’re going to run yourself into an early grave the way you’re going.”

      “Late or early, a grave’s still a grave.” Her Da wanted a sea burial, when the time came…

      Another patron reached the bar counter, and Kriss headed over to him, saving Adelma from having to speak. A good thing, or she might not have been able to stop her voice from wobbling.

      She looked down at her pint. There was nothing to be gained by whining or throwing herself a pity party. She just did what had to be done, and that meant net fishing during the day, squid fishing at night if she couldn’t get smuggling work, taking care of her Da when she wasn’t working, and if she was lucky, snatching a precious few hours’ sleep.

      Today was a rare luxury—if drinking cat’s piss could be called a luxury—although she couldn’t really afford the cost of it. Her Da had asked for yet another doctor’s visit, convinced he was improving.

      Adelma hadn’t the heart to contradict him—pain-killers didn’t cure liver disease. But he wanted to see a doctor, so she got him one.

      “Adelma Hensson?” a voice said at her side.

      Adelma nodded without bothering to look at the doctor. They all looked the same. Neatly dressed and disapproving of her drinking. “Gotta finish my pint,” she grunted.

      “I have other patients, you know,” the doctor said in a voice pinched with displeasure. “And I’m not sure I want to wait for the daughter of an alcoholic to finish drinking.”

      Adelma knocked her pint back, not wanting to risk the doctor leaving before the visit. “This way, doctor.”

      Useless, judgemental prat. As far as she was concerned, doctors were about as useful as a barbershop on the steps of a guillotine. They just told you what you already knew and then charged exorbitant fees for it. Her Da was dying—it didn’t take a medical professional to see that. He was dying, and he was getting worse by the day.

      She led the prat to the house. “Here we are.” She opened the door and stood aside so he could enter, not bothering to warn him about the smell.

      He walked in and let out an exclamation at the stink. Adelma took a couple of deep breaths, both to get a lungful of fresh air before the putridness inside and to prepare herself for what was to come.

      Her Da no longer looked like he was part of the world of the living. The stench emanating from him was so thick and cloying, every time she entered the house Adelma wanted to gag. Rot and faeces and urine. She didn’t know how he could bear to sit in such filth all day every day, but he managed it somehow. The doctor looked disgusted, a handkerchief over his mouth.

      “Sorry for the smell, doc,” her Da said with fake cheerfulness that didn’t really hide his shame. “Not got the best control of my bowels at the moment.”

      Jeremiah looked like a corpse. His skin was so pale and sallow, it was almost yellow. His eyes were watery and rimmed with red. Initially, he had bloated like a puffer-fish, but these days he was withered and sunken, his face little more than a skull over which his skin stretched. Adelma knew how painfully his vertebrae poked out of his back and neck. She hated the feel of them every time she washed him.

      Gone was the giant, formidable man of her youth, leaving behind a small and fragile shell. Adelma watched numbly as the doctor proceeded with his examination.

      “So, what’s the verdict, doc?” her Da asked.

      The doctor glanced at Adelma and gestured with his head towards the door. Adelma sighed and nodded, following the doctor outside. It was a relief to get a few gulps of fresh air.

      “It’s not good,” the doctor said, shaking his head. “There’s no easy way to say it…”

      “He’s dying,” Adelma said flatly.

      “Yes. Slowly, painfully, and it’ll go worse before the end. It’s going to be a bad death for him.” The doctor at least looked genuinely sorry. “It’s a real miracle that he’s still alive. I’ve never seen anyone hold on in such a bad state. It’s incredible, his organs—”

      Adelma raised a hand to stop him. She already knew it all, and she didn’t need to hear it again. Of course her Da was dying, and dying badly—even a deaf, blind, and dumb half-wit would be able to tell that.

      “I’m sorry,” the doctor said. He at least gave her a vial of something for the eye-waveringly high price of the consultation. Fat good the medication would do for a man at death’s door.

      She shrugged. The doctor left hurriedly, clearly relieved to get away, and Adelma returned inside.

      “So? So?” her Da asked. “What did he say? I’m better, ain’t I? I can feel it in my bones.” He ran his fingers along his wasted arms.

      Again, Adelma didn’t have the heart to put him straight. It was odd—the more the illness progressed, the more feverishly convinced he became that he would somehow recover.

      “He said you’re a bit better, Da,” she said in a low voice. He didn’t even pick up on the fact that this was the first time the doctor had seen him and therefore couldn’t have known how his condition compared to before.

      Jeremiah rubbed his hands. “You have my potion?”

      Adelma handed him the pain-killer she’d bought for him earlier, and he drank it greedily.

      “It’s working. I can feel it working.” He smiled, his lips tinged dark purple from the potion.

      “It’s a pain-killer, Da,” Adelma replied. Killing pain wouldn’t repair the damage to his body.

      “Yes, yes, but it’s mighty effective. I’ll get better, my girl, and when I do… When I do… Oh, we’ll just see what we’ll just see.” He lost himself to thoughts for a time.

      A spasm wracked his body, startling him. He coughed then wiped his mouth with a trembling hand, leaving a thin red smear of blood at the corner of his lips. “We’ll make all this money back, my girl. I have plans, Adelma. Great plans for us both. You and me against the world, huh?” He grinned, but it came out as a grimace. “It’ll be great. Don’t you worry, my girl, I won’t leave you alone. Your old man will keep you safe and make everything right again.” Again, he lost himself in his mutterings, his mind wandering.

      A fresh wave of stench announced that he’d soiled himself. Again. Adelma looked away, pretending not to have noticed, pretending not to see the pain and humiliation in his eyes.

      It took a good hour to wash him. They never spoke during that time, nor did they make eye contact. Once the ordeal was over, Adelma threw open the windows, letting in some fresh air.

      “Any chance of a beer for your old man?” There was a hopeful twinkle in his eye, a ghost of his old self.

      Adelma smiled. “Of course.” She fetched him a bottle of beer.

      She knew what people said, and she didn’t care. Her Da was dying, and if he wanted a beer to ease his final days, then he would have all the beer he wanted. Not only that, but if he didn’t drink, he got worse. His body shook, breaking out in sweat all over, and he had terrible head and stomach aches. Better to give him enough beer on top of the pain-killer to keep him gently pickled rather than make him go through withdrawal on top of everything else.

      “What about a rum chaser?” he asked, licking his lips.

      Adelma shook her head. “Can’t afford it, what with the doctor’s fee.”

      “Ah… Well, never mind, my girl. We’ll have all the rum we want when I’m better. Just you wait.”

      Adelma sat down with her head against the wall. She was far too big and too old to rest against his legs the way she used to do as a kid. But it was still nice in a nostalgic kind of way to have him in his chair and her sitting on the floor nearby. She missed the way they used to talk, missed the stories he used to tell her as a child. It really did used to feel like the two of them against the world. Now it just felt like sitting among the ruins of what used to be.

      “Tell me, Da, was my Ma a good negotiator?”

      He looked at her with mock wide eyes. “You mean I ain’t never told you how I met your Ma?”

      Adelma gave a sad smile and shook her head, re-enacting the bit they used to do when she was a kid. This had been their favourite story to share, and Adelma had always pretended she knew nothing of it.

      “Oh well, my girl, ain’t you in for a treat. Best story, that one. It were like this, see. One day, she came to buy my catch…”

      Adelma leaned her head back against the wall, closing her eyes and wondering how many more times her Da would tell that story. This moment of the day was the best for him, when he had a beer and he got to lose himself in his memories. A little of his old vitality returned for those few moments, and they could almost pretend things were back to normal.

      Once he was done telling the story of how he’d met her mother, he told the story of the first time he took Adelma drinking when she was young. How she’d thrown up in the street, getting it all over her long black hair. Adelma had shaved the sides of her head the following morning—and she’d done it badly, cutting the skin and leaving tufts of hair sticking out—so that if she threw up again, her hair couldn’t get in the way. Damn if her old man hadn’t almost dissolved with pride at her determination to try drinking again.

      Then he told the story of the first time he’d bought her knuckle dusters to help her take care of bullies who were picking on her. That was a good one, and Adelma smiled as her Da described just how she’d knocked out a boy twice her size with a single blow.

      As she did most nights, Adelma sent up a silent prayer, hoping some god somewhere was listening. She asked that tonight, sleep would take her Da quietly and painlessly.
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      There were all kinds of different pubs in Damsport. Choosing one depended on what you were after, and what kind of person you wanted to see. There were brawling pubs, where you went if you were looking for a fight; cross-eyed pubs, where the booze was dirty, cheap, and had you clinging to the floor to stop yourself from falling in under an hour; pubs that specialised in certain kinds of beers or ciders or other alcohols; pubs that only served rum; pubs to pick up female prostitutes; and pubs to pick up male prostitutes.

      Today, Adelma wanted to have a drink at the Rising Kraken. It had been six months since her Da had passed. For all that she’d tried, she hadn’t managed to scrounge even the smallest smuggling job since Kieran had left. And the debts she’d accumulated in the final months of her Da’s life had been too pressing to allow her the luxury of spare time. But now that her debts were finally wiped, she had a little money in her pocket, and most importantly, she had the time to invest in networking and making contacts.

      It was time to get back to her dreams of becoming a smuggler, and the stars were aligning in an unbelievably perfect way. The Widow, who ran the largest gang in Damsport and the most important smuggling ring, was looking for new smugglers to join her operation. The recruitment drive was taking place in the morning. So for tonight, Adelma wanted to treat herself.

      This was going to be her very first visit to the Rising Kraken. The place was expensive—a serious cut above the places she was used to drinking in. She’d grown up among the roughest, dirtiest pubs in Damsport. Compared to that, the Rising Kraken was so posh, she might as well be entering the Marchioness’s Mansion.

      The Rising Kraken, however, was a favourite among the well-established smugglers and, more importantly, among their clients and suppliers. In short, it was the place to go to make contacts and move up in that world. Adelma wasn’t expecting to pick up a new client tonight, but it would be good to get to know the faces of a few of the more important smugglers, maybe even chat with one or two.

      She pushed the door open and stopped in her tracks as she caught sight of the ceiling. Rippling, shimmering blue light cast patterns that perfectly replicated sunlight playing on the surface of the sea. It was disorientating at first, especially since the rest of the lighting was low and the floor was dark. It created the impression of having stepped into an otherworldly place deep beneath the sea. In the middle of the main room, a large shadow had been painted on the ceiling in the shape of a kraken. It loomed over the place, the rippling blue light playing over its body.

      An ankle-deep layer of alchemical mist covered the ground so that Adelma couldn’t see what she was stepping on. Brittle things crunched underfoot. Possibly bits of seashells, since this was a posh place. In the places she was used to, it would have been old peanut shells.

      The tables weren’t scuffed with age and bad treatment, but instead polished to a shine. A small boat’s hull had been repurposed to make the bar, a beautifully painted kraken tentacle extending across it. A mirror gave the impression that a second room skulked behind the counter. A pleasant aroma of spiced rum wafted about the place, welcoming Adelma and enticing her to have a drink. She would be glad to oblige.

      As she grabbed a high stool at the bar, she did a quick sweep of the room, feeling pleased. No one seemed to stare at her for being out of place.

      She glanced at herself in the mirror. The sides of her head were shaved, leaving a thick braid of hair along the top and back that reached all the way to her waist. Her skin had the dark, weather-beaten look that spoke of a sailor living at sea. Her hands were strong and thickly jointed, her limbs and torso covered with hard muscle that showed beneath her shirt.

      In short, she looked like she belonged here. The thought made her grin. She was a damned good sailor, and she was smart enough to figure out smuggling routes. She’d make a great smuggler—she just needed to get a proper start.

      She was about to order herself a shot of rum when a man entered the bar, catching her attention. He was bigger than her, which always made her take notice. Few people matched her in size, and fewer still were taller.

      His paddle-sized, square hands had HOLD FAST tattooed across his thick knuckles. His skin also had the dark look of a man living at sea, and his black hair was shaved to a dark fuzz. Tattoos were scattered up his forearms, disappearing under the rolled-up sleeves of his loose white shirt. And it was a crisp white—not the faded, old-tooth yellow, which was the way white clothing normally went out at sea.

      Adelma watched Hold Fast appreciatively in the mirror as he slid into a nearby booth, opposite another man. He moved well.

      “Heard you ran into a spot of bother,” the man said.

      Hold Fast gave a wry laugh, shaking his head. “Sparkles, man. Made the meet, though.”

      Adelma ordered herself a shot of rum. Smugglers had their own language, and she didn’t know what “sparkles” stood for. The meet was the delivery—that much she knew. She would have to learn the language, like entering a secret society.

      She glanced up into the mirror again, to find Hold Fast looking at her. He gave her a quick grin and a wink before turning back to his conversation.

      Adelma sipped her rum. It was good stuff. Seriously good stuff. Liquid gold, her Da would have said. He would be proud to see her now—having worked off all her debts and making a new life for herself. The thought pulled a curtain of sadness over her thoughts.

      She ordered herself another rum and found herself reminiscing over some of her favourite memories of him, back when he was strong and healthy.

      She understood now, why her Da had told the same stories over and over again at the end. There was something comforting about losing herself in the familiar trails of the past. She thought of one of his favourites—the first time he’d bought her brass knuckles, teaching her how to retaliate against the bullies who found it amusing to beat up the big, awkward girl. Always come back harder and faster than they’d expect, my girl. Never leave an uneven score.

      And hadn’t she given the bullies a shock. Broken some noses and knocked out some teeth, she had. And her old man proud as punch. Adelma was horrified to realise her eyes had filled with tears, and she wiped them angrily.

      What the hell am I doing? The absolute last thing she needed tonight was to make a spectacle of herself among the smuggler crowd. What if the Widow heard of it? Strong, no nonsense, capable—that was the kind of woman who got hired by the Widow, not some tragic basket case crying at the bar.

      “Well, look at that! A freak escaped from the freak show!”

      Adelma was yanked out of her thoughts. The man who had spoken was walking past, with a foreigner in tow. Clearly drunk, he had the dark colouring of a Damsian, and he looked vaguely familiar. That was as far as Adelma got before a rapidly growing red mist of anger overtook her thoughts.

      “Oh, it’s looking at me. It’s looking at me,” the Damsian man said, coming to a halt. “Screw me sideways, it’s uglier when I see it fully frontal. Mariano, have you ever seen such a beast? It’s like a cow mated with a, a… Mariano, you’ll have to accept my apologies. I wasn’t planning on forcing you to look at the dregs of Damsian—”

      Always come back harder and faster than they’d expect. Adelma interrupted him with a lightning-quick punch to the temple—her signature move, which she used any time someone was stupid enough to insult her within punching range. The man collapsed as clumsily as innards falling out of a gutted fish, banging his head again on the floor. The alchemical mist swirled around him.

      Adelma took a step towards the foreigner, who regarded her calmly. “I don’t like pretty boys, and I don’t like people what listen to their mates insulting me,” she told him.

      She slapped him open-handed, hard enough to make him stagger back. She saw two men coming towards her out of the corner of her eye. They had the look of paid muscle, and Adelma realised the foreigner was dressed very expensively. The kind of man who was likely to hire bodyguards.

      Bring it on. Adelma felt ready to take on everyone in the pub. Hell, she felt ready to take on everyone in Damsport, everyone the world, for that matter.

      She reached for her axes, then strong hands grabbed her and yanked her towards the door.

      “What the hell?” Adelma tried to jerk herself free, but the man holding her was too strong. It was Hold Fast.

      “What you doing?” she snarled.

      “Saving your skin.” Hold Fast’s voice was a low, smooth rumble as they stepped outside.

      “Let go of me. I’m perfectly capable of seeing to my own skin.”

      “D’you know who you hit?”

      “A prat who deserved it.”

      Hold Fast led the way to a quiet side street and finally let go of her. By some miracle of restraint, Adelma didn’t headbutt him there and then.

      “So you don’t know who you hit,” he said.

      “I told you—a prat who deserved it.”

      Hold Fast grinned, his smile lighting up his face. “Can’t disagree with you there. But much as it was fun watching Assurak get his arse handed to him, I couldn’t let you dig yourself a deeper hole. I’ve seen you around. You’ve been trying to set yourself up as a smuggler, ain’t you? Interesting strategy to knock out one of the Widow’s top lieutenants—even if he did deserve it.”

      Adelma groaned. Assurak. She knew the name, and now she knew why he’d looked familiar. And the day before the Widow’s recruitment drive, too. The fight went out of her as abruptly as it had come. She cursed repeatedly.

      “Ah. You were planning to join the Widow’s crew tomorrow at the recruitment drive,” Hold Fast guessed.

      Adelma nodded, her anger growing again. “If that arsewipe had kept his mouth shut, all would still be fine.” Never leave an uneven score, her Da reminded her.

      “The man’s an arse, no doubt about it. But it might also be an idea to check who you’re dealing with before you knock their lights out,” Hold Fast said.

      “Don’t lecture me.”

      “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’d have punched him too, if I was you. I’m Tom Riddick, by the way, although everyone calls me Radish.” He rubbed a hand over his bald head. “Probably on account of my size.”

      That drew a snort from Adelma. “Yeah, you’re almost as small as I am.”

      Radish laughed. “I am, at that. Only a few inches taller than you. What’s your name then?”

      “Adelma. No nickname.”

      Radish was somehow managing to dispel her anger a little. Something about his easy smile, maybe. “Well, Adelma no nickname, I’d stay clear of the Kraken for a little while. Mariano’s one of Assurak’s top clients, and you’ll have completely humiliated Assurak in front of him. And for tomorrow—well, Assurak can hold a grudge like nobody’s business.”

      “So can I.”

      “You sound proud of that.”

      “I am, as it goes—my old man was the same. Although it ain’t so much that we hold grudges, and more that we always pay back someone what does us wrong.”

      “Not sure that’s such a good idea with Assurak. Give him time to cool off. Lie low, avoid the recruitment drive tomorrow, and—”

      Adelma frowned at him. “What exactly gave you the idea that I’m in the market for advice? I can look after myself, and I don’t need you riding to the rescue.”

      Radish gave a wry smile and put his hands up. “Alright. You strike me as a pretty capable woman.”

      “Good. Because I know what I’m doing.” Adelma’s frustration with the evening was surging up again.

      Radish, on the other hand, was so relaxed, it was oozing from his pores. It was odd—Adelma was used to people growing stiff or annoyed when she rejected them.

      “Well, since that’s cleared up, fancy a drink?” His eyes twinkled.

      Adelma shook her head, even though a small part of her was tempted, and she made a point of not normally passing up on a free drink. But she didn’t feel like being sociable. “Thanks, but I’ll just call it a night. I want to be up early for the meeting tomorrow.”

      “You still gonna go to the Widow?”

      “Damn right. Way I see, Assurak and I are even now. He insulted me, and I hit him. Fair’s fair, and he ain’t got no reason to be pissed at me.”

      “He might not see it that way.” Radish must have read the change in Adelma’s face, because he laughed and put his hands up again. “I weren’t giving you advice. You do you. See you around, Adelma no nickname.” He touched two fingers to his forehead and walked off.

      Adelma watched him leave, frowning. Maybe she would bear in mind that Assurak was likely to be angry at her in the morning when she showed up. But if Adelma explained the whole encounter to the Widow, the woman was sure to side with Adelma. In fact, Adelma felt quite confident that no one would think she was in the wrong for decking Assurak tonight.

      Adelma continued to mull this over as she headed home. “I mean, what if I’d been a potential client and that moron had insulted me?” she muttered to herself. “What if I were someone with real business potential for the Widow?” Adelma shook her head to herself.

      By the time she reached home, she was completely confident in her position, and sure she would be able to explain away any objections the Widow might have.
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      The following morning, Adelma awoke feeling bright and excited. She stropped her cut-throat razor and carefully scraped the sides of her head so they would look nice and neat. That done, she loosened her plait and re-braided it.

      Once she was ready, she headed to Bayog, one of the more unsavoury parts of Damsport. It was the kind of place where sane, rational people entered, and dribbling fools left, unable to tell their arses from their foreheads. Adelma was actually quite fond of the area. It was remarkably well organised, all things considered. The gambling dens, brothels, opium parlours, and drinking holes were helpfully clustered in such a way that, if the cards were generous, punters could spank their winnings on their favourite vice, or they could find a comforting spot to drown their sorrows. No matter the game, no matter the vice, the biggest winners in Bayog were those lining the pockets of the Widow.

      Adelma passed a few Nightingales who were either finishing up for the day or plying the somewhat less profitable daytime trade. Nightingales were the exclusive gang of prostitutes who worked Bayog, and it had been a long time since anyone had been fool enough to step in on their turf. Even the Widow gave them a wide berth.

      Adelma nodded respectfully to one of them as she walked past. The prostitute’s makeup was greasy, the heavy black kohl smeared from her lids to form dark, smudged circles around her eyes. Her breasts strained
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