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Chapter One – In the Dark at Sea
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She woke with a start. Her head hurt with a dull throbbing. The last thing she remembered was a raucous night of drinking in the High Lord’s Arms tavern, but the headache she was experiencing did not feel like a regular hangover.  She tried to reach up to feel her head, only to register the shackles on her wrists and ankles. Saliana let out a sigh and wondered what she had got herself into this time. She let her eyes adjust to the gloom. Looking down, she noted that she was still dressed in her soft buckskin breeches, knee-high black boots and a purple linen blouse. Her treasured pair of short swords were missing. 

The floor was wooden, as was the wall behind, and she felt the distinct motions of a ship at sea. The cabin was unlit, though enough light penetrated through small gaps in the hull for Saliana to make out another figure. She pulled at the manacles to find her chain was linked to a ring in the centre of the room. 

“I wouldn’t bother; our captors know what they’re doing,” came a voice as the face of a young man emerged from the darkness. Even chained he loomed; he was heavily built, but in good shape. His face was sharply angular and handsome; shoulder-length lank dark black hair framed his features and cold blue eyes shone in the half light. 

“I am Kyrian. If you need to throw up, please use the bucket,” he said, pushing a small wooden pail across the room with a booted foot. 

“Saliana,” she gave her name. “And no, I’m fine.”

Kyrian noted that she had the most extraordinary complexion, with long white hair hanging across a face the colour of aged ivory. Her cheekbones were high and there was something about her that was not quite human. 

“So where are we?” she asked. 

“On a ship,” Kyrian replied.

“Oh, thanks,” she snapped. “I know that; whose ship and what are we doing here?”

“No idea. I didn’t wake up much before you and have no memory of how I got here.”

“Me neither,” she said. “Though I remember an admirer insisting on buying me a drink.”

“An admirer!” Kyrian raised an eyebrow.

“I am a bard, a teller of tales and a singer of songs,” she said. 

“And a stealer of wallets, like most of your kind?” he grunted almost to himself. 

Saliana smiled. She was going to like this man – he wasn’t as stupid as she had first supposed. 

“And you?” 

“I’m a wrestler,” he responded. 

“A wrestler? You can make money doing that?” Then Saliana registered the man’s face. “Of course, you’re Kyrian of Kilon. I’ve heard of you.” 

His reputation was considerable in the lands of the west; he had won a number of competitions since his youth. Wrestling was popular among the elite of the merchant classes who liked to see violence without much blood. The peasantry – and, for that matter, the aristocracy – preferred their violence to be the bloodier and more final contest of the pit fighter. Though wrestling matches could be seen at country fairs, the real money could be won as a champion for a rich merchant or noble. 

“I started as a baker’s apprentice, but now I make my money in wrestling competitions throughout Sevain and Allakor. Picked up a few sword skills, and enough rich merchants and landowners want to hire me as a bodyguard to pay the bills. Or at least they used to.” He held up his manacled hands with a touch of despair.

Saliana tested her chains again. “So, this is not your average slaving ship. While the chains would fit, I’m not sure two to a room is the norm.” 

“It might be for specialist slaves; after all, we have certain skills that a buyer might pay for,” he said with a speculative shrug. 

“So how do we get out of here?” Saliana asked.

He chuckled. He had to admire her spirit; he had been sinking into despair until she had woken up and Kyrian felt better now that he had someone to talk to. He realized again that there was no chance of escape and he was probably heading for life as a pit-fighting slave. He also feared for his sister Dryana. He had not seen her since last night and he was worried sick about her. On another level, the banality of Saliana’s question annoyed him. 

“Well, we unlock the manacles behind our backs and on our ankles, then we unlock the cabin door, overpower the guards, take control of the ship and then the two of us sail the ship to the nearest port,” he shot back. 

“That was pretty much my plan too,” responded Saliana. 

Kyrian looked at her, trying to decide whether she was replying in kind to his sarcasm or whether his ironic comments had passed over her head. She seemed remarkably calm given their desperate situation. 

In the future when she told this story, Saliana would claim that the escape from her manacles had gone swiftly. The truth was less varnished. She was flexible enough to bend her mouth down to the top of her knee-high boots and draw a small metal lock pick from the top of one boot. The first time she tried, she nearly vomited, either from a concussion or from the movement of the ship. Either way, the back of her throat felt the burn of stomach acid as nausea rushed through her. Kyrian indicated his head at the bucket and gave her a wry smile. She looked back at him with a momentary flash of intense hatred. At the second attempt, she managed to pull the lock pick from her boot with her teeth. However, there was no way to get it from her mouth to the locked manacles behind her back. Chained up across the room, Kyrian was no use to her; he just watched with eager fascination. 

Saliana closed her eyes and concentrated. Beads of sweat appeared on her forehead and her whole body tensed. Then she opened her mouth, and the lock pick stayed in the air, floating and wavering. Kyrian gasped. For a mage, it was a simple trick, but for Saliana it took all her concentration. She opened her eyes, and the lock pick quivered in the air. It started to drop slowly, but she focused her eyes on the small piece of metal and it stabilized. Her face was now soaked with sweat, which was running down into her eyes; she tasted the salt of it on her lips. 

Slowly, the lock pick floated down and sideways towards the locks on the manacles. She twisted her back so she could make out the manacles from the corner of her eye. Kyrian’s face was also pursed with tension, his lips quivering silently as he willed her on. Saliana used her mind to twist the pick in mid-air, so it would enter the lock at the correct angle. As it did so both of them let out loud sighs. Exhausted, Saliana released control of the lock pick and it held in place. She took several small gasps of breath. Her lungs cried out for more, but she was terrified that any movement might dislodge the pick from the lock. For the same reason she ignored the desire to wipe the sweat from her brow – a difficult task anyway, given how she was shackled. 

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes again and focused on the metal of the lock pick, feeling its movement in her mind as she would if it were in her hand. She moved her body slightly and the pick dropped from the lock. A look of panic shot across her face. Her mind was quick enough that she caught the key with her magic just before it dropped between the boards of the deck. Refocusing, she levitated the pick back into position. Bile stung the back of her throat, but she maintained her focus, keeping her body still. After ten minutes of trying, which to her felt like hours, there was a small click and the manacles on her hands fell away. She took giant panic gasps of breath before vomiting in great hacking coughs across the cabin floor. 

“You missed the bucket,” Kyrian interjected dryly, and Saliana remembered her fellow captive. 

She favoured him with another black look. She rubbed her wrists where the chains had chafed them, then wiped the sweat from her face and the vomit from her lips. Grabbing the lock pick, she swiftly unlocked the chains around her ankles and then, crossing the cabin, she released Kyrian. She swayed and the wrestler stood up to catch her, lowering her to the bench on which he had been sitting.

“Are you okay to go on?” he asked. 

“Just give me a minute, I need to catch my breath,” she replied. 

Kyrian stretched his arms and chest, tensing and untensing his large muscles; it felt good to be free. He examined the door. It looked like a normal light wooden door that would be found on a ship, with a cross piece and four panels. There were no obvious signs of a lock. He tried the handle and pushed against the door, but it didn’t budge. It must be bolted, he thought. Saliana struggled back to her feet and joined Kyrian. 

“Any ideas?” she asked. 

Kyrian tapped at one of the door panels, then hit it with his elbow. There was a dull thump. 

“Don’t you think someone will hear this?” whispered Saliana.

“You would rather stay here?”

“Fair point,” she conceded. 

He hit the panel again, and the thump repeated. He hit it another couple of times and was rewarded with the sound of cracking. A couple more hits and the panel gave way, enabling Kyrian to push his fist through and release the bolts. He gave Saliana an attempt at a reassuring smile and opened the door into a small corridor, perhaps three feet wide and six feet high; Kyrian had to stoop slightly as he moved into it. A small, covered brazier hung on chains in the middle of the corridor, its coals giving out some light to diminish the gloom. There were five cabin doors each side; their room was in the middle of one side. At each end of the corridor was a small flight of stairs. Saliana judged that one led up towards the deck, as more light seemed to be seeping through a hatch. The stairway at the other end led down into darkness. 

Kyrian and Saliana checked the doors along the corridor, finding most of them unlocked and the rooms empty. The cabins were similar to the one they had escaped from; small cells, each with room for a couple of people, the chains on the floor waiting to receive the occupants. Only two of the cell-like cabins remained unexplored, one either side of the corridor leading up to the deck. Both were bolted, indicating they were holding captives. From the one on the right emanated a strange and disquieting herbal smell. The pair looked at each other nervously, before sliding back the bolts and opening the door. The smell hit them fully. Saliana choked and gagged; staggering back into the corridor, she emptied her guts once again. 

Kyrian peered through a haze of smoke. The room was similar in size to the one in which they had been held. It was windowless, though there was a strange amber light in the room from four braziers placed in each corner. Each contained glowing coals, emitting a heaving, pungent herbal smoke that made the atmosphere cloying. Kyrian struggled to breathe, though he did not have the same strong reaction as Saliana. In the middle of the room a man was chained kneeling down, his ankles attached tightly to the central ring common to each room so that he could not stand. His wrists were manacled to two chains reaching from the wooden walls so that his body and arms were held up as his core sagged against them. His head was down, and Kyrian could not tell whether he was dead or alive. Kyrian wondered if this was a form of torture or punishment.

Suddenly alert, the man looked up, his red eyes blazing. His skin was the colour of dried parchment and pulled tight across his face. His body was emaciated. His hair was long, grey and lank. He was dressed in loose-fitting breeches and a shirt; his feet were bare. Kyrian realized he was looking at no man; this was a Tancree. 

“Tell the Gar to stay out of the room,” croaked the Tancree, baring his yellowed pointed teeth, his eyes fixed on Saliana who was now looking over Kyrian’s shoulder. She found the smell of smoke overpowering and moved down the corridor to get away from the doorway. Her nausea subsided.  

“She can unlock your manacles,” said Kyrian helplessly. He did not know if he could trust the strange figure. The terrible stories of the Tancree made him nervous, but right now they needed every ally they could find. 

“There is no need; use the bucket to douse the braziers,” commanded the Tancree. 

Kyrian picked up the bucket of water and did as he was bid; after a few moments, the smoke in the room began to clear slightly. The Tancree looked to his left and Kyrian heard a click as the manacle lock came undone and the chain dropped to the wooden deck with a thunk. The emaciated figure repeated the same trick with the manacle on his right hand and those on the chains holding his ankles. By now the Tancree was shaking as all the muscles in his body spasmed. He was then violently sick, and Kyrian could smell the stench as the prisoner evacuated his bowels. 

“Get me out of the room and shut the door,” pleaded the Tancree.

Kyrian dragged him out. His emaciation meant he was easy to heft, although Kyrian wrinkled his nose at the stink. He then pushed the door shut behind him. Almost as soon as the door was shut, the Tancree started to regain his strength. Saliana also seemed better and joined them. 

“Am I the only person on this ship who can’t use magic?” grinned Kyrian. “Though had I known about the resulting mess, I imagine most people would give up using it.”

“In normal circumstances I could have unlocked those manacles with a raise of my eyebrow,” replied the Tancree, panting from exertion. “But they used magewood to suppress my powers, which is why our Gar friend here was unwell too.”

“I am not of the Gar,” responded Saliana.

The Tancree looked at her questioningly, but then simply shrugged in response. “So, what’s the plan?” he asked. 

“Take the ship, and sail it to the nearest port,” Saliana explained matter-of-factly.

“Except there are three of us, and I think it is safe to assume we are outnumbered probably heavily. Even if we can take the ship, there aren’t enough of us to sail the ship. Even if there were, we don’t know how,” said Kyrian.

“I know how to sail, though I don’t know how we overpower the crew. I have been on a lot of ships, and this feels galleon size, the crew could be a hundred or even more in normal circumstances,” said the Tancree. 

“What do you mean in normal circumstances?” demanded Kyrian.

“Have you felt the movement of the ship?” asked the Tancree. “There is barely any roll to it, yet we are moving, so we are not becalmed. I think this ship has a crown; it might be sailing with a smaller crew.”

“What is a crown?” asked Kyrian, perplexed.

“A magical device that allows a mage to guide the ship,” Saliana explained. 

“More than that,” added the Tancree. “A crown allows a mage to extend his power across the ship, to even feel the whole ship. It is said a truly powerful mage can even fly the ship or sail it below the waves. In this case, I doubt the mage is that powerful; he is just keeping the ship from suffering the worst effect of the waves. If we can get to the crown, we should be able to pilot this ship with a minimal crew.”

The Tancree suddenly cried out with pain and grasped at his legs. 

“What now?” asked Saliana. 

“Nothing, just a bit of cramp. I’ve been kneeling for a week,” grimaced the Tancree. 

He struggled to his feet.

“Ryback, Slinker Ryback, not that anyone seemed to be asking?” said the Tancree. 

“Good to meet you. I’m Kyrian and this is Saliana,” said Kyrian, clasping Slinker’s bony long-nailed hand. 

“Right,” said Slinker. “I suggest Saliana and I head below and see if we can find any more slaves to release who can help us take the ship. Kyrian, you check the cabin opposite this one and see if anyone is in there.”

Sali was about to protest, but something in his tone stopped her. The pair went down the corridor to the stairs leading down to the other decks, placing distance between them and the wrestler. 

“Why not help Kyrian then go below?” Sali whispered.

“What he will find in there, he must find alone,” said Slinker. 

“What or who is in there?” she asked. 

He said nothing but his face was etched with sadness as Kyrian stepped through the door into the cabin. 

Slinker and Saliana continued down the stairs and reached a new deck, thick with the stench of human misery. The deck ran most of the length of the ship and was darker than the rooms above. Metal bars ran along the floor, with rings protruding from the bar to which chains could be attached. The deck was almost empty, though under normal circumstances Saliana realized that it would be heaving with slaves, with barely enough room to sit, let alone lie down. At the moment only one ring was in use, with six slaves clustered around it. Saliana spotted a ring of keys hanging on a hook by the door of the cabin. She quickly released them, and they stared nervously at her and the Tancree. Saliana understood their nervousness; neither of their rescuers were exactly normal. Looking at the bruised and battered men, she wondered what help they might offer.

Kyrian undid the bolt and stepped into the room. It was a mirror of the cabin he and Saliana had been held in. There was a ring in the centre with two small wooden benches either side. At first, he thought there were no occupants, but in the corner a blanket moved, and he heard sobbing. He reached out to pull back the blanket. 

“No more,” a girl whimpered. 

Gently moving the blanket down, he revealed the face of a girl, who had been beautiful. Her left eye was black, there was a cut along the cheekbone that wept blood, and her lip was split. Her eyes seemed almost devoid of life, as they stared out vacantly. Underneath the blanket he realized she was naked; her body was covered with welts, cuts and newly formed bruises. The injuries were so terrible that at first, he didn’t recognize her, but when he did, he let out a great keening sound. It was his sister Dryana. Her long black hair that only a day ago had shone was now lank and ravaged. Her eyes looked back at him, pleading. 

“I promise to be good now,” she muttered. 

He held her in his arms, cradling her as his body was wracked with sobs. He did not notice that her only reaction was to stiffen as she felt his touch. After some time, he laid her back on the floor, moving a ringlet of hair from her face. He turned. Framed in the door was a member of the crew. A short and stocky man of middle years, life spent as a sailor since childhood had honed him into a block of muscle. He had a full beard, as if to offset his bald pate. His mouth was agape as he realized that a prisoner had escaped. Kyrian saw none of these things. He flew across the room in a ball of rage, barrelling into the sailor, sending him flying across the corridor and through the wooden door of the cabin that had held Slinker. The sailor desperately tried to hold Kyrian off, his arms flailing. The wrestler had the upper hand, his fist smashing repeatedly into his opponent’s face. The wrestler picked up the sailor and threw him back into the room, cracking his head against one of the benches. Kyrian grabbed the dazed and battered man from behind. Wrapping his great muscled arms around the sailor’s neck, with a roar, the wrestler crushed the life from him. Saliana had returned from the lower deck. She watched from the door as Kyrian beat the sailor’s head into the large iron ring in the middle of the room. The man was clearly dead, his face a bloody pulp, but Kyrian did not stop. From the corner of the opposite cell, barely audible, came a young woman’s sobs. 

At that moment, the ship’s bell started to ring. 
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Chapter Two – A Chance for Freedom
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Slinker burst through the hatch into the muted daylight of the main deck. He had no time to admire the grey blue expanse of the ocean that surrounded him. He took the only guard standing by the hatch in the throat with an arm bar, sending him crashing to the ground. Grabbing the guard’s head with both of his bony hands, he snapped the man’s neck with a single swift motion. A surprising strength still resided in his withered frame. Grabbing the guard’s sword and dagger, he turned to face a group of sailors advancing across the deck. Saliana was next out of the hatch, leading the six freed slaves from the hold. An arrow struck the first slave in the throat, and he tumbled back down the ladder, taking his fellow escapees with him. 

It was the Tancree who had insisted on the direct approach. A ship this size could have a crew of as little as a hundred sailors or as many as three hundred. He just hoped that as a merchant ship and one using a crown that it was closer or even below the lower number. Even then their chances were slim, but slim was better than nothing. Saliana had argued for a more subtle approach perhaps scoping out the deck before launching an attack. Slinker had insisted that surprise was the only option. Especially if the ringing of the ship’s bell indicated that the crew knew something was up with the slaves. If they did not move fast the crew on the deck could simply lock them below giving them time to regain control of the situation. 

Their plan was basic, get on the main deck, fight their way to the captain’s cabin, take him hostage and then try and negotiate with the crew. Slinker had also impressed on them the need to get to the mage wielding the crown that was guiding the ship, to ensure they got control of the vessel. As plans went it was desperate, but the other available option was a life of slavery. Normally a mage like Slinker would have been able to feel the presence of the crown-wielder, but the magewood had dulled his senses. For Sali with her much more limited magical talents, the crown-wielder’s presence registered merely as a feeling.  

As the bard reached the open sky of the main deck, she witnessed a maelstrom of violence; the Tancree had charged into a group of a dozen sailors and had already dispatched two of them. This group of sailors had not had time to reach the armoury and were reduced to fighting the sword-armed Slinker only with daggers. On the forecastle were two longbowmen who had shot at the escaping prisoners as they emerged from the hatch. It was only a matter of time before more sailors who had been resting below joined the fight. Even now they were busy collecting arms from the weapons store. The escapees only had a very narrow window of time before this would become a disaster for them. 

Saliana sprinted across the deck, jinxing around the main mast. Another arrow thudded into the mast, narrowly missing her head. She leapt up, catching the rail of the forecastle deck and vaulting it, an impossible jump for a human. Both her feet kicked out and struck one of the bowmen in the chest, sending him sprawling to the deck. Her palm smashed up into the other bowman’s nose, sending the bone up into his brain and killing him instantly. She turned as the other bowman staggered back to his feet and drew down on her. She knew she was dead. Slinker threw his stolen dagger, grazing the bowman’s throat, and the arrow went wide. Sali rolled and grabbed the fallen longbow. Coming up with an arrow already notched, she let fly, taking the surviving bowman through his right eye. Snatching up a quiver of arrows, she rushed to the rail. 

The sailors around Slinker were on the ground, all dead or wounded, but now another group of half a dozen properly armed sailors were advancing on him. She drew down on the group but couldn’t risk firing for fear of hitting Slinker. 

At that moment Kyrian came out of the hatch, a six-feet-tall tower of muscle, naked to the waist, and covered with the blood of the slain sailor. He came at the group of swordsmen with no concern for his safety. The five surviving hold slaves had grabbed up wooden sail pins to use as makeshift clubs and went in support of the rampaging Kyrian. Slinker used the disturbance to dodge out of the fight and head for the ship’s bridge. A total of eight sailors had appeared on the bridge deck at the rear of the ship. It gave them a vantage point from which to overlook the fight on the main deck. Most of them appeared to be sailors through three wore leather armour, more normal for guardsmen. The guards had longbows from which arrows rained down on Slinker. He ducked and dodged to avoid them, but one shaft grazed his shoulder. Saliana targeted the archers firing at the Tancree warrior, her arrows finding two of the guards. Slinker sprinted up the steps to the bridge, taking them two at a time. His fist pummelled into the stomach of the first sailor who sought to block his path, and he threw him over his shoulder down the steps. Reaching the bridge itself, he shoulder-charged another attacker in the stomach, sending them both crashing to the deck. 

Despite the mounting casualties, there were still five enemy sailors left alive on the bridge. One lay struggling with Slinker on the floor next to the bodies of two men that Sali had slain with her arrows. The other four were standing in a knot, swords and, in some cases, daggers drawn. One was clutching his shoulder, where another arrow from Saliana was embedded. One still held a longbow and swiftly notched an arrow, aiming at Slinker. Before he could release it, an arrow from Saliana took him in the throat, spinning him around. 

Slinker’s elbow smashed down into the face of the enemy beneath him. As his sword was useless at such close range, he tossed it aside and rummaged around with his spare hand seeking the dagger from the sailor’s belt. The pair struggled, the sailor desperate for his life, but the dagger came free and Slinker slammed it into his opponent’s throat, pushing it down with his other hand and twisting.

The three sailors had moved to attack but they were too slow. The Tancree came up from the deck, a sword in each hand. They tried to fight him, but the difference in skill was clear to see and in moments all three were dead. On the deck, Kyrian and the other slaves had overwhelmed and slain the remaining sailors. Equally matched in numbers it had been the violent anger of a raging Kyrian that had murdered most of them. The wrestler sat astride the prone from of the last man his hands slick with blood, a wooden sail pin grasped in his hand. The five slaves had all survived the combat, largely thanks to Kyrian and were now stripping weapons from the dead sailors. None really knew how to use them, but long sharp metal objects seemed likely a better option than short wooden ones. Saliana leapt over the railing from the forecastle deck, landing lightly on the main deck below. She ran across the length of the ship and up the stairs to meet Slinker on the bridge deck, shouting to Kyrian to join them. Together they headed towards the door of the captain’s cabin, which framed the end of the bridge deck. 

Suddenly most of the remainder of the ship’s complement burst through hatches and doors onto the main deck.  There was more than fifty of them fully armed with swords and daggers swiftly grabbed from the armoury. They swarmed across the deck below and towards the steps up to the bridge. Slinker threw his spare sword to one of the freed slaves. 

“Hold them off as long as you can!” Slinker screamed. “We have to get to the captain. It’s our only hope.”

The three charged through the door into the main cabin with Kyrian, still armed with his makeshift club, leading the way. Inside they found an opulent working and resting area. Expensive carpets covered the floor and silk hangings decked the walls. Off to the left side was a sleeping cot far larger than would be normal for a ship, even in a captain’s cabin. On the right-hand side was a grand oak table surrounded by chairs and strewn with papers. In a chair in the centre sat a man of middle years dressed in light blue robes. A small gold circlet rested on his black hair, which was just starting to show stripes of grey. He seemed to be asleep, though he sat bolt upright in the chair, and appeared to be unaware of the attackers. Next to the chair stood a young man in his early twenties. He was short, only a touch above five feet in height. He had a sharp angular face with a ratty brown goatee beard and short brown stubble. He was dressed in a pale yellow doublet and leggings, which seemed incongruous on a trading vessel; it was more the attire expected at court. His left hand was balled into a fist and positioned jauntily at his waist. He held a sabre in his right hand, which hung loosely at his side. It was almost as if he were preparing for a fencing bout.

In one fluid movement, his sabre came up and he leapt forward, meeting Kyrian’s oncoming charge. He batted the club out of the way with a flick of his wrist and scored a long bloody line across Kyrian’s ribs. Only Kyrian’s swift movement backwards had saved him a deeper wound. His opponent lunged in for a killing thrust, but the blade never connected, as Saliana’s sword blocked it. The sabre-wielding man skipped back, giving him space to take on his next opponent. He didn’t register the roundhouse kick until it connected with his head, sending him sprawling across the floor. Saliana was on him in a moment, disarming him and punching him in the throat. The man coughed up blood and tried to rise but thought better of it as he felt the sword point at his throat. 

Slinker wrenched the sitting man from his chair. He still seemed to be in a trance. The man awakened as the gold crown was knocked from his head. His eyes flashed open just long enough to see the Tancree bear him to the floor and plunge one dagger into his throat and a second into his right eye socket, killing him instantly. The ship lurched and shook as it shuddered to a stop, suddenly wallowing low in the water. A few of the combatants across the ship staggered and kept their feet, but most were thrown to the floor. 

“Why the hell did you do that?” demanded Kyrian. 

“He was a mage, and once he was not using the crown, he could focus on us and we could all be dead, that’s why,” snapped Slinker. 

Saliana dragged the jauntily dressed young man to his feet. As she did so a pair of rats scurried from the nearby cot across the floor of the cabin before disappearing through a hole in the wood. The bard ignored them. 

“What do we do with him?” she asked. 

“Do you know who I am?” the young man demanded imperiously. 

“No,” grunted Kyrian. 

“I am Antonnin Pandus, agent plenipotentiary of the Imperial Pandus Trading Company. How dare you assault me?”

Kyrian punched him on the jaw, breaking it with a sickening crack and sending him back to the floor. “You are a stinking slaver!” he roared.

“Leave him,” said Slinker sharply. “We have bigger problems; this ship has stopped. The ship’s surviving crew is about to batter their way into this cabin. We are travelling in convoy with other vessels; they will be alongside us in moments. All our escape efforts will be for nothing unless we get control of this ship and get it underway.”

“How do you propose we do that with three people?” asked Saliana. 

“We need someone with magical ability to wear the crown,” said Slinker, gazing pointedly at Sali. He picked up the crown and threw it to Saliana, who caught it instinctively. 

“What do you expect me to do with this? My magical ability is minimal at best.” A look of panic crossed Saliana’s normally confident face. 

“You have considerable power, but for some reason you can’t channel it properly,” responded Slinker. 

Antonnin started to crawl towards his sabre. Kyrian gave him a good hard kick to the ribs. “Enough of that!” he said, then gave Antonnin a second kick for good measure. The trader squirmed on the floor, coughing up more blood. 

“Sit on the chair and put on the crown,” ordered Slinker. 

From outside they could hear the cries and shouts of the battle. They would soon have company. 

Saliana put on the crown and felt a strange sensation that made her slightly queasy. 

“It’s not working. Slinker, you have magical ability, can’t you do it?” she asked, reaching up to remove the crown. 

“No, the after-effects of my prolonged exposure to magewood mean that I do not have enough strength to helm a ship,” said Slinker. “Your exposure to the magewood was only momentary; it won’t have limited your ability in the same way.”

“But I’m not sure I have enough ability,” said Sali.

Slinker stood behind her, placing his brown long-nailed hands on her shoulders. Even with his depleted power his touch sent waves of magical energy through her body. 

“I’m going to clear the mental blockages you have, which limit your ability to use your magic,” said Slinker. “This is going to hurt like nothing you could possibly imagine.”

“Oh, great now...” began Saliana.

She let out a scream of pure agony as she writhed and shook in her seat. She tried to arch her head back, but it remained clamped between Slinker’s claw-like hands. She screamed as her forehead was wracked with sharp stabbing pain, her blood replaced with fire coursing through her veins. She closed her eyes from the pain, but it did no good; instead, the agony in her temples alternated between a throbbing and a rending feeling. Then suddenly the pain stopped and her body was suffused with gentle warmth, as if lying in a hot bath. Power coursed through her. She felt exhilarated. She had the sensation that she was running across the ship – no, not across, through the ship, as if the ship, its wood, cloth and metal, had become part of her. Then she was the ship: she felt the shivering cold of the ocean below her, the breeze against her skin, and the taste of the salty air in her mouth. The ship rose slowly on the waves and started to move judderingly. She became so absorbed in the process she did not register when Slinker released his grip. 

Slinker stepped around the chair to take a look at Saliana. She was bolt upright in the chair, but otherwise appeared to be sleeping peacefully. Slinker could feel the ship starting to rise in the water so it was no longer wallowing but resting lightly on the top of the waves. It moved slowly at first, then at greater speed. Slinker ran to the windows that lined the whole back wall of the cabin. He looked out to see several of the other ships in the convoy were catching them up. He turned to Kyrian. 

“We need to get back on the bridge. Bring that whimpering pile of filth,” said Slinker, indicating the bloodied form of Antonnin Pandus. 

Kyrian threw Antonnin Pandus over his shoulder and followed Slinker out of the cabin. Carnage greeted them; the slaves had paid a heavy price for the defence of the bridge. Only one of the slaves remained standing: a nondescript figure, medium of height and build with a tussle of brown hair. He was covered in blood with a gore-soaked sword in his hands. He was the only defence now between the oncoming crew and the door to the captain’s cabin. The bodies of crew and officers were strewn about him, dead and dying. Still there were now nearly forty survivors bearing down on the lone slave, but with none seemingly willing to make the brave or stupid decision to cut him down. Above the cabin door was a small overhang part the deck above supported by a line of four posts. The slave was making use of these wooden supports to prevent more than one or two opponents reaching him at a time. The numbers of the attackers worked against them as they got in each other’s way on the crowded bridge deck. 

Slinker and Kyrian had pushed their way onto the bridge, round the bloodied surviving slave, and threw down the battered but obviously still living form of Antonnin Pandus. Slinker pointed his stolen sword at the merchant’s throat. 

“Throw down your weapons or your master dies!” Slinker’s voice rang out across the deck to the forty or so surviving crew. The Tancree could see them thinking for a moment, but the fear in their eyes confirmed to him they had won. They were scared, as Slinker had hoped they would be, that if they let Antonnin die they would be tortured and killed. Better a slight chance of life at the hands of the Tancree than certain death when the Pandus recaptured the ship and discovered their dead lord. Kyrian might not know the unforgiving reputation of the Pandus family, but the Tancree did. He had seen the crimson banners with the stylized P, framed in a black outline, hanging from masts and doorways across the ship. The heraldry of the Imperial Pandus Trading Company.

There were clunks and clangs as clubs, swords and daggers were thrown down by the fearful crew. 

The brown-haired slave collapsed to his knees panting, blood streaming from his numerous wounds. He pitched forward unconscious, his fall broken by the ring of corpses he had created. Slinker didn’t even give him a glance. 

“Keep an eye on him,” instructed Slinker, meaning Antonnin.

Kyrian stepped forward, taking up the Tancree’s position threatening Antonnin Pandus. 

Slinker picked up another sword from the deck and hustled the surviving sailors down the stairs towards the slave cabins. On the stairs from the deck to the slave cells, one unwisely tried to grab for Slinker. His blade darted out, neatly slicing the sailor’s throat. The sailor tumbled through the hatch and down the stairs into the darkness of the slave deck. One less to kill later, Slinker thought. 

“Remember, if you resist your Master dies,” he roared harshly.

After that he was able to force them down the corridor past the small room, in which he had been imprisoned, down another set of steps into the main slave hold below. Having persuaded the last prisoner into the hold, he bolted the heavy hatch shut and breathed a sigh of relief. It gave him thinking time he mused. Their capture of Antonnin had surprised the crew and he had been able to take advantage of their fear of their Master, but soon that would wear off. He also did not know what to do with them, he had no problem with murdering them, though expected the others to be more squeamish. Humans tended to be like that. It was the practical difficulty of killing that many people when they outnumbered you. It was the same reason he had not taken the time to manacle them. Maybe Saliana’s magic could solve the problem, given the amount and time he had been exposed to magewood it would be at least a couple of days before his returned. 

He retraced his steps back to the small rooms and checked the room in which they had left Kyrian’s sister. She was gone, the Tancree cursed and quickly checked then other rooms which were also empty. He headed up the stairs to the main deck and closed the hatch, bolting it tightly shut. He then hefted a half-full barrel on the deck onto the top of the hatch. If the crew tried to escape, that would delay them long enough to allow him to deal with more pressing problems. 

He stopped suddenly as he saw the young girl, Kyrian’s sister, walking quietly across the deck, her bare feet stepping in the blood of the sailors. A filthy grey blanket was clasped around her shoulders. She looked at him, and her cold dark eyes bore into him. Slinker felt the oddest chill go through him and he swallowed nervously. 

Kyrian dragged Antonnin to his feet and pushed him down the steps, sending him tumbling to the deck below.

“Please be more careful, Kyrian, we need him alive,” Slinker warned.

Kyrian ignored Slinker and looked to his sister. His eyes seemed to ask if she was okay, to apologize for leaving her. Her cold dark eyes stared back. If it was reproach they held or something darker, Slinker wasn’t sure. 

The Tancree licked his long bony finger and tested the wind. He felt the breeze and swore. “The gods hate us today! We’re going to need your services, my friend,” leered Slinker, picking up the battered Antonnin from where Kyrian had left him and dragging him to the rail of the ship. “They can’t see us from here,” he mused. 

“What are you doing?” Kyrian demanded.

Slinker pointed out the ships, which were closing in on them. They had drawn closer even in the moments since Slinker had checked in the captain’s cabin. Slinker looked at the ships, down at the sea and back at Antonnin. In that moment, a plan came to mind. 

“We need to slow down those ships behind us,” Slinker said.

“Yeah, but how?” asked Kyrian. 

“Follow me,” he beckoned, “and bring the slaver.”

Kyrian dragged the reluctant form of Antonnin Pandus back up the stairs by which he had just come to the bridge. He watched as Slinker climbed a ladder to a smaller deck above the captain’s cabin. Slinker waved at them to follow him up and Kyrian forced the merchant up onto the lookout deck. 

The dark blue of the ocean spread out before them to the horizon, where the cloudy sky, a blue not much different from the ocean, met the waters. No land could be seen, and no birds were in the sky. Waves undulated below them, but with the crown in operation they barely felt their movement. The wind whipped up the salt sea in their face. It was then that Kyrian realized the problem. Six Pandus ships were strung out in an arrow formation, with the ship they were in at its point. All six ships were at full sail with the wind behind them. Despite the crown, the gap was closing rapidly. 

“Put the Pandus up against the rail so that the ships pursuing us can see him clearly. They will have lookouts and spyglasses so they should be able to recognize him easily at this distance,” ordered Slinker. 

Kyrian rammed Antonnin up against the rail, holding a dagger to his throat. 

“My lord Pandus,” started Slinker with a mocking tone, “those ships behind us are yours, their cargos are yours, their crews are your followers.”

“Yes, you Tancree scum, and they will board this vessel and rend you limb from limb!” screamed Antonnin. 

“We are in the northern Nerlinean Ocean and this far from the land the water grows very cold. Even a strong man would be dead in a few minutes,” said Slinker. 

“Any good sailor knows that,” retorted Antonnin. 

“Then I hope you employ good sailors,” replied Slinker. With that he pitched Antonnin Pandus over the rail and into the freezing ocean. 

“Why in the gods’ name did you do that?” said Kyrian, shocked. “He was our only bargaining chip.”

“They will have to slow down to rescue him, which will give us time to escape. We have a crown and a mage to use it. Once we get up to speed, we will be able to out-distance them,” Slinker said. 

“What if they have a crown and mages to power it?” asked Kyrian. 

“Unlikely; they are very expensive and difficult to make,” said Slinker. 

“What if only some slow down and the rest pursue us? With this wind they could still catch us?” demanded the wrestler. 

“Hope they don’t,” shrugged Slinker. “Besides, we are owed some luck today. Hopefully the thought of explaining why they left their lord to drown will be enough to give their captains pause.”

The ships pursuing them started to slow and Kyrian watched as they rushed to drop smaller boats into the water. He also noticed that their vessel was slowly picking up speed. After a while, the enemy ships became specks in the distance and finally dropped away below the horizon. 

“See I told you it would work?” leered the Tancree. 

“What happens when the prisoners below find out we no longer have their captain?” observed Kyrian caustically. 

Slinker looked pained at that.

***
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KYRIAN AND SLINKER lugged another body to the ship’s rail and threw it over, muttering a small prayer as they did so. It had been several hours since they had lost sight of the pursuing ships and the pair had used the time to clear up the mess from the battle. Only one of the slaves that Kyrian had released had survived the battle, and he was badly injured. Slinker had bound his wounds, but he was unconscious, and it was not certain he would survive. Dryana had taken to nursing him, despite her brother’s misgivings about her physical and mental state. 

They picked up the last body and threw it over the side, and Slinker dusted his hands off. Kyrian gave him a sour look. He disliked the Tancree’s cavalier attitude to death. 

“We should check on Saliana,” suggested Kyrian. 

Slinker nodded assent and the pair went into the main cabin. Saliana sat where they had left her, rigid in a trance state, but her eyes closed as if in a deep sleep. The only signs of strain were a few beads of sweat at her temple. 

“Can you take over from her?” asked Kyrian. 

“Not yet, but soon; the effects of the magewood are diminishing but I am still recovering. Besides, the woman has powerful magic. She can weave the ship faster than I can even ignoring the effect of the magewood,” Slinker mused with a trace of surprise. 

Slinker started opening the cupboards around the room and rifling through the contents. He yanked out a variety of clothes and footwear, scattering them onto the floor. In another cupboard he found crockery and cutlery, which he left in place. He opened up a third cupboard and gave a smile, though to Kyrian’s mind it looked more like a leer. He removed from the cupboard a pair of strange-looking swords and laid them on the cabin table. He then took out a belt holding five metal discs, each about six inches in diameter. Slinker gave the belt an affectionate stroke and quickly strapped it on. Sweeping up a silk shirt from the clothing on the floor, he set about polishing the swords on the table. Looking at the blades Kyrian realized they were not true swords; instead, each comprised a single-sided blade slightly longer than a man’s forearm. A chain was attached by a row of metal loops to the blunt side of the blade, with leather straps attached to the chain. At one end of the chain where the blade curved round was a chainmail glove.

“What are they?” asked Kyrian. 

“They’re mine. They were taken from me when I was captured. They are Tancree fighting blades,” responded Slinker. 

“How do they work?” questioned Kyrian. 

Slinker slipped his hand through the leather straps and into the chainmail glove and pulled the straps tight with his teeth. The blade hung along the forearm with a point at one end near the elbow and the blade curving around his fist to a point at the other end. Slinker undid the blade with practised ease and strapped the blades to his back. 

“You should grab yourself some weapons and armour. I get the feeling you’ll be needing them soon,” said Slinker with a smile. “Let’s check out the rest of the ship.”

The ship was large, Slinker assured Kyrian. He guessed it was one of the pride of the Imperial Pandus Trading Company trading fleet, though it was still smaller than the great ocean-going junks of the Nerlinean Imperial Fleet. They found some neatly furnished cabins, though smaller than the captain’s cabin. There were weapons rooms and a large kitchen store full of food and freshwater. Through another hatch parallel to that leading to the slave holds they found another storage deck used to carry non-living cargo. Inside, stacked either side of a central corridor, they found fifty bolts of the finest blue Amaland silk. 

“This is worth a fortune,” marvelled Slinker.

He felt a certain warmth at the thought of a sudden windfall. His recent years, struggling by living hand to mouth, had not been the path his life had supposed to take. He turned to Kyrian to share their good fortune, but the wrestler was already looking beyond him. 

“What’s in those crates?” queried Kyrian. He pushed past Slinker, who was stroking the neatly stacked bolts of silk, to stand in front of a pair of square wooden boxes. 

“Let’s find out!” said Slinker, his enthusiasm for further wealth bubbling up. He grabbed a crowbar from beside the crate and levered the top panel off the box. The pair stepped back in shock. Arranged neatly in the rectangular chest were large gold bars, five across and two deep. 

Kyrian and Slinker looked at the crates and then at each other, shock, awe, greed and fear playing across their faces. 

“Now, that is a fortune,” came Saliana’s voice. 

Slinker and Kyrian turned around, shocked to see Saliana standing by the bolts of silk. She was still wearing the crown that controlled the ship and they could both feel the clear movement of the ship as it skipped over the waves. Slinker walked around Saliana, regarding her with amazement and fear. 

“I have heard of this, but I’ve never seen it,” he whispered nervously.

“What?” asked Kyrian. “Is she alright?” 

“She’s walking around and still guiding the ship,” said Slinker. 

“I thought that was impossible,” responded Kyrian. 

“Not impossible, just requiring uncommon magic ability.” Slinker looked at Sali as though she were a mythical beast rather than a person. 

“It is easy,” said Saliana through clenched teeth. 

She was drenched with sweat and the look of pain on her face indicated that was far from the truth. Slinker marvelled at her and silently wondered if he had been right to remove the blocks in her mind. Who had been powerful enough to put them in and why did Saliana seem not to know about them? 

Sali walked carefully to the crates and with great effort picked up one of the gold bars. She hefted it to feel its weight. She looked down to see more bars below the one she had removed. The ship gave a sudden lurch before righting itself. Even the phlegmatic Saliana could be distracted by the great wealth before them. 

“Kyrian, open the other crate,” she instructed.

He did so quickly, revealing another row of gold bars five across by two deep. The three set about removing the bars from the two boxes, revealing fifty bars in total. They stood staring at the fortune before them. Kyrian’s reaction was simple: an ever-widening grin that he could not suppress. The Tancree’s initial reaction was of satisfaction, almost divine recompense for his recent years of hardship, but slowly changed to one of horror. This had to be most of the financial reserves of the Imperial Pandus Trading Company. 

“Whatever hope we had of avoiding pursuit is now gone,” said Slinker. “They will tear the world apart looking for this and for us.”

Saliana seemed unfazed by their sudden wealth, but she realized she had to tamp down her emotions for fear of losing control of the ship.

“We need to check on the prisoners. They are not properly secured and could be up to anything down there,” she said.

“Good idea,” responded Slinker. 

The three of them clambered out of the cargo hold and headed back towards the slave hold. A sudden flush of fear rushed through them: the barrel that Slinker had placed over the hatch was tipped over on its side and the hatch lay open. They reached for their weapons, though in Slinker’s case they were already strapped to his arms. Slinker took point and the three nervously moved towards the hatch. They were greeted by the stench of death. A sailor lay collapsed halfway up the stairs; it was as if his head had been pulled apart. 

Gingerly, Slinker led the way down the steps to the slave decks. He struggled to find somewhere to place his feet to avoid the slick blood coating the steps and the deck below. The hatch to the hold in which Slinker had imprisoned the sailors had been thrown open. Bodies were scattered along the corridor, in the small rooms and down into the hold below. Slinker counted over forty dead: all the imprisoned sailors were dead, including the one he had slain earlier, and the one Kyrian had killed when he found Dryana. It looked like a butcher’s yard. 

“This makes no sense,” said Slinker crouching down to look at the corpses. “The sailors that Kyrian and I killed have moved. How is that possible?”

He turned to Saliana and Kyrian. He noticed Kyrian was no longer with them. 

They found the wrestler in a small officer’s cabin just off the captain’s cabin. He was screaming with rage at his sister. 

Dryana seemed nonplussed by his behaviour. She sat with the dirty grey cloak still clasped around her, tied with a piece of rope. She had found a bowl of soup, sitting on the galley stove and was now feeding it to the injured slave, who was awake and sitting up in the officer’s cot. 

“How could you do it?” he was shouting at her, tears that were part rage and part sorrow rolling down his face. 

She gave no reply, her cold eyes meeting her brother’s angry gaze. She went back to feeding the freed slave. Saliana and Slinker ignored the shouting and instead stared in disbelief at the man sitting up in bed, eating soup. 

“You were nearly dead only a couple of hours ago?” Saliana exclaimed incredulously. 

“I have been well tended to,” he croaked, smiling at Dryana. 

“I know some healing,” Dryana said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “He should be up and around in a day or two. Now he needs to sleep.”

She stood up, carefully putting down the soup on a small table by the cot. She gently pushed her brother and the others out of the room and shut the door, leaving Sali and Slinker standing in the corridor staring at Kyrian waiting for some sort of explanation. He gave none but instead stormed down the steps towards the deck, cursing. Slinker watched him as he hauled the bodies from the slave hold and carried them single-handedly to the ship’s rail where they joined their former comrades in the deep. As he did, he muttered for each the prayer for the dead. 
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SEVERAL DAYS PASSED, and Slinker started to assist Sali in taking shifts to power the ship. The five of them were too few to sail the ship by conventional means. It meant that one had to be awake all the time, and the constant use of magic was exhausting both. For Slinker, the dulling effects of the magewood had finally worn off. His powers had returned fully in a matter of hours, but the pain of using them had been excruciating initially. Slowly, over a couple of days, this became easier, until magic suffused his body with its normal warmth rather than with stabbing agony. He could take longer shifts with the crown each time.

Nevertheless, even he could not power the ship without staying seated. The extent of his powers meant he did not have to enter a full trance state to steer the ship; he could see or speak to the others but not move around. At first, he was elated to have his powers return, but as the days wore on it became harder and he voluntarily entered a trance to reduce the strain on his mind. 

Saliana seemed to feel the effects of the magical work less, though often she would prefer to stay seated when moving the vessel. 

Three days had passed when the only surviving slave was physically recovered enough to leave his cot in the small cabin. He had drifted in and out of consciousness in that period, waking a couple of times each day to be fed soup by Dryana. She fussed over him constantly, sitting by the side of his cot as he slept, only leaving him briefly each night to sleep herself. Kyrian actively avoided his sister. Saliana could not tell whether it was because he did not know how to deal with the horrific sexual abuse she had suffered or because of what had happened to sailors in the hold. Kyrian put the latter event squarely at the feet of his sister, though he refused to give any explanation of what had transpired. 

Slinker and Sali knew that Dryana was healing the slave; they could tell from her drawn face and the shadows of exhaustion under her eyes. The healing power made them nervous. It was not what they would have called magic. They could feel it, but not in the same way as magic; it sat at the very edge of their consciousness. If their minds reached for it, they could not touch it, but it gave them a sickly, cloying sensation that made them turn away from it. 

Whatever it was worked, however, and the slave recovered to full health in an impossibly short time. They discovered his name was Balinor. Everything about him was average. He was of average build and average height with short brown hair and brown eyes. His skin was white, but darkly tanned from years of outdoor labour, and he looked older than the mid-twenties he estimated his age at. He had been a slave since childhood and he could not remember where he was from, though Saliana guessed he might be from either Las Ma or southern Allakor. He and the other now deceased slaves in the hold had been sold to the Pandus in the port city of Tasana in the Duchy of Las Ma. The Pandus had purchased a considerable number of slaves though most were being transported on the other vessels. 

The five of them sat around the main table in the captain’s cabin. It was a dark wooden oval scratched and pitted through years of use. A map of the northern reaches of the Nerlinean Ocean was spread out before them. It showed the coastline in a great arc from the land of the Sevains in the west, sweeping round to the territory of the Mourn Horde in the north, including the recently conquered city of Haydron, finishing in the east at the northern fringes of the vast Nerlinean Empire. 

Much conversation had passed between Saliana, Slinker and Kyrian as to their futures in the days after their escape. Slinker had been captured in the west, at High Ringstead, the largest and most cosmopolitan of the Sevain cities. Kyrian and Dryana had been taken from their village near Kilon and sent east to High Ringstead. There, like Slinker, they had been sold to the Pandus. To be traded in such a way told Saliana that they were all convicts of some sort. For the Sevains refused to keep slaves, believing it to go against the teachings of their one-god, Caon. They would however sell convicts into slavery in the East instead of carrying out a capital sentence. Saliana herself had been simply a victim of kidnap. While hazy on the details, someone on the Pandus ship, maybe Antonnin himself, had clearly liked her for her bardic talents and decided she was of value. It was not uncommon for slave traders to raid Sevain coastal settlements looking for slaves or to kidnap more rarefied product in the cities. No matter what the law said, there was always demand from the Nerlinean Empire in the East for more slaves.   

The course they had followed was north-westward out of sight of the coast of the Sevain principalities. They had stayed on this course, fearing that turning away from this would put them back in the hands of the Pandus fleet that might still be pursuing them. They would soon have to make a decision when they reached the ocean’s northern boundary, the land of the Mourn Horde: Return home and risk running into their pursuers? Risk the unknown welcome of the ferocious Mourn? Or turn east? 

Saliana was wearing the crown so they could all participate in the meeting while keeping the ship under power. She had grown more comfortable with the crown and now seemed barely affected by it while using it. There was a problem through, the release of her blocks as Slinker called it had not just released a wave a magical power. It had also set off images in her mind. She had said nothing to the Tancree or the others, mainly because she would have struggled to explain what was now churning in her head. She did not know how to describe the images or thoughts that had suddenly flooded into her mind. They seemed almost like memories, except they rested separately from her actual memories. She buried these new thoughts in the back of her mind, there was more important things to focus on. 

The meeting should have happened sooner, but Kyrian had insisted that Dryana and Balinor attend. 

“We have to make a decision about the future,” started Saliana. 

“What future?” grunted Slinker. “With the Pandus chasing us we will all be hunted down and killed.”

“You’re a ray of sunshine,” said Kyrian sarcastically. 

“Our only option is to stick together,” insisted Saliana. “We must form our own company; our own strength must grow so we can face the Pandus and win.”

“I salute your ambition, but I think
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