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        * * *

      

      For all the girls who grew up believing they were small: may you see yourself reflected as the giant you truly are, and learn that your magic is both necessary and wild.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Nieve

          

        

      

    

    
      “How many, my love?” Keir Manseray whispered close to my ear.

      I could tell from the way his eyes shifted around the pub and into the yard that he was aware of the armed intruders. I counted the bodies lurking in the far bushes. To my eyes, they came wrapped in spindly golden threads.

      “Twenty-eight. No-twenty-seven. One of them works for the publican, I think.”

      Manseray muttered something uncomplimentary under his breath and tapped two fingers against his thigh. Sitting at the table beside us was a huge bear of a man with scars striating the pocked skin of his face. This was Pitre, Manseray’s lieutenant and man-at-arms. At Manseray’s signal, the lieutenant stood and scratched at his chin, causing several other tables of men to fidget restlessly. Niles, the publican’s owner, raised an eyebrow at Manseray and lay a long-nosed pistol neatly on the wooden bar.

      I sighed and got up from the table, stretching my legs. I guessed we were going to fight, then, and that was a shame, as the pub was one of the nicer establishments on Dooney’s Spit—which, to be honest, wasn’t saying much. It had three walls, with the fourth open to the ocean breeze; a thatched roof; and a couple of birds who liked to swear. Sometimes they even served food.

      But that was the Spit for you: less like an island town and more like a sandbar parading as a pirate’s lair. And, since Manseray was a pirate—at least according to the locals (he preferred the term ‘mutineer’)— we’d been permitted to dock for necessary repairs to Manseray’s ship, the Floating Star. More to the point: he thought that an island not much bigger than a gob of spit in the middle of an ocean would be a nice, safe place for me to learn to control myself.

      Given the armed men in the trees, I didn’t think he was right on that count.

      A little over a month past, Manseray and I had raced to Kiro, a tiny island upon which stood a gate as old as time. Broken centuries past, the gate had been slowly strangling our world of the magic that sustained it.

      But not just anyone could force Llyan’s Gate to reopen. That task required the great magic of the Elder Wrights—our world’s living gods—so it was a good thing that we’d been travelling with two of the last known in existence: Arisame, Elder Wright of Dragon Root and Fire, the one who’d originally woven magic through our world; and Edsel Bo, Elder Wright of Locks and Luck, whose magic was necessary for finding the tiny island.

      Or, as it turned out, the Gate could be reopened by someone like me.

      I’d grown up in a little fishing village on Talinskaar Odd believing I was the only Talin ever to be born without magic in my veins. But I’d been wrong. I had magic—just not the water magic of my people.

      My magic lay in blood.
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        * * *

      

      With a flap of wings, a blue and green striped bird hooked itself on Niles’s shoulder and squawked, “Bloody, filthy vermin. Yer all going to pay!”

      Niles made a funny face and cocked back the hammer on his pistol. The rusty sound pinged through the quiet pub, causing birds in the rafters to shift and squeal.

      It happened quickly after that. A whoop sounded from the bushes, followed by a crash of glass and crockery and the thud of meeting bodies.

      Machetes raised, men exploded through the thatched entrance of the tiny pub. Pitre knocked one in the windpipe and the invader went down in a blur of limbs. Another jumped at Manseray from an open-air window, knocking him off his feet.

      “Run, Nieve. Outside.” Manseray panted at me from beneath a large and dirty man’s armpit.

      I shook my head and pressed my lips together. He couldn’t honestly think that I would just leave him or the Floating Star’s crew. After all, I had a pretty good idea why these pirates were attacking, and it wasn’t for our gold or trinkets. Pirates didn’t steal from pirates. Much.

      Just then, a large man with a red scarf over his scraggly brown hair swaggered inside, gun raised. A resounding boom broke up the melee as he shot at the roof. Birds scattered in a noisy blur of feathers. It was enough of a distraction that even the marauders stopped the fight to see who’d been shot.

      “All right. Which one of you ijits is cap’n of the Floating Star?”

      Pitre, still holding a man in a headlock, snarled. “Who wants to know?”

      “I do.”

      If Red Scarf was a pirate, he couldn’t be a very successful one. He was filthy, for one thing, his shirt streaked with dirt and grime. For another, he looked hungry. His concave stomach and gaunt cheeks made his nose, curved like a bird’s beak and slightly off centre, look overly large.

      When he finally saw me, the man sucked at his thin lips. “And who might you be? Fancy getting me an ale, gelly?”

      From the floor, Manseray snorted and muttered, “Oh, you’re going to regret that.”

      “And who might you be?” I fixed the man a hard stare.

      Red Scarf had the audacity to open his mouth and grin, showing me a row of feeble green teeth. “I’m Stan Withrow. And I’m here for Keir Manseray,” he told the room.

      I crossed my arms. “Well, I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time, Mister Withrow. You’ll not have him.”

      Grinning, he reared back, clearly amused by my show of defiance. “And you, little gelly. You’re going to stand there and tell me that he’s not here?”

      “Oh, I didn’t say that, Mister Withrow. I said you’ll not have him.”

      The man laughed. Laughed, like I was a street monkey dancing to his tune. Laughed like I was a joke. Some of his men joined in. A low chuckle went up from the man holding Manseray in his armpit. The marauder Pitre had in a headlock let out a wheezy, suss, suss, suss before passing out cold.

      Pitre threw the unconscious man on the ground and took a step back. “You did it now, man. You just had to, didn’t ya?”

      “Do what? You be Manseray, then?” Withrow pointed his pistol at Pitre’s belly.

      “No.” Pitre’s lips sewed into a neat line. “But it don’t matter who Manseray is, mate.”

      “Oh? And why’s that?” A grin broke out across the pirate’s face.

      Pitre tipped his head at me. “Because what matters is that she’s here. And she’s getting upset.” The big man took another step back.

      I spied a long splinter of wood on the ground and bent to pick it up.

      “You’re going to come at me with a little split of wood, gelly? You think you can best Ol’ Stan with that?”

      “Yes. I do think I can best you, Stan Withrow.” In fact, the invader had gravely misread this situation.

      He laughed again. I was so amusing. This time, more of his men joined in. I waited until they’d had their fun and quieted down once more. The men wanted a show, after all.

      I was happy to give it to them.

      “But not with this splinter. This is for me.”

      I scored the sharp point over my palm. Blood welled to the surface in thick, golden beads. Strictly speaking, I no longer needed to spill my blood to call the threads binding magic in our world. I did it, though, because I was untried, and blood was a focus.

      Because we were on the Spit to help me learn control. And control was the one thing I seemed to lack.

      Blood spooled up, coating my palm. I wiggled my finger at it, asking it to create a ladder, a pulley, a thread. Strands wove together, gaining mass and pulling into long, thick skeins. Idly, I heard the sound of my own voice, chanting in a language that was alien even to me. The threads hardened into a long, thin arrow, more deadly than a bullet.

      And then, with a wave of my hand, I released it.

      Ricocheting through the room, it ripped through its targets. The men went down, one after another, toppling with little grunts of surprise. Holes appeared in their chests—in one instance, a head—or legs, or shoulders.

      Until only one of the men remained standing: Stan Withrow.

      I whispered to the blood. It transformed into a noose that slipped over his head. The marauding captain stank of fish and stale ale and a body that had not been washed in an unfortunate length of time, and now I could add fear to his layers of stench.

      Holding my breath against his reek, I leaned closer. “Do you still think I can’t best you, Stan Withrow?”

      The invader bared his teeth and cocked his head, as though trying to define the creature before him. “You be a witch then. Or maybe you’re of the Kraken’s ilk.”

      “The Kraken?” I laughed, although it wasn’t funny. Over the past month, a handful of pirates crossing the Spit had brought with them nightmarish accounts of the mythical Kraken: a beast as large as a ship and as hungry for men’s flesh as a shark. We’d passed off their accounts as nothing more than tall tales brought on by grog and sleepless nights.

      The real story goes something like this: when the world was still new, the Elder Wrights breathed their magic into fierce, magical beasts terrible to behold: monsters that flew the skies with wings as wide as galleons. Creatures of the sea the size of islands, who consumed large ships in a single gulp. But as the Elder Wrights began to disappear, their creatures turned strange, despondent. Uncontrollable. Humans hunted them to extinction aeons ago—or so we thought.

      None of that mattered, of course. Because I was here, and I was much more dangerous than a tall tale.

      “Oh, I’m far worse than a witch, Withrow.” I tapped a finger to the side of my nose. “You’re definitely closer with Kraken.”

      “Nieve, don’t.” Manseray called from the ground. I saw Stan Withrow’s terror in the weave of magic wrapping around his trembling limbs. Terror of me, the monster whose blood could be used as a weapon against him. And there was nothing he could do to fight back.

      Or so I imagined.

      Withrow flopped, loose-limbed, to the ground. Manseray’s eyebrows knit together in concern a heartbeat before he called out.

      “Look out!”

      But it wasn’t me Manseray needed to be concerned about.

      Stan Withrow curled his lips into a sneer as he threw one, last, mischievous look at me. I didn’t pay attention to the knife he pulled from a holster on his thigh. Its metal gleamed as Withrow rolled to his knees and plunged the blade into Manseray’s side, who let out a whuff, his face turning ashen. And me, still leashed on my own, thin thread of restraint?

      I let go.

      The crew from the Star had already started moving back. Now, they all but ran—all but Pitre, who grabbed Manseray from under the limbs pinning him down and dragged him quickly towards the back of the pub.

      Too late. The golden threads dancing behind my eyes took on a faint red sheen, turning the gold a dusty, pale pink. I plucked magic with my fingers. The world roared. It felt good, echoing the roar within me.

      I held up one finger and pulled it back, as if I’d loosed an arrow into the sky. In answer, a spear of lighting the size of a ship’s mast hurtled down between me and Withrow. It cracked the ground in two, leaving behind a smoking, glass-filled crevasse. Withrow shrieked. His arms blistered from the intense heat of the strike.

      And I was just getting started.

      I hummed a note. The pub tumbled down on top of the groaning, injured men. Laughter reached my ears, startling me—especially as I realized it was my own. The laugh rolled into a hiccup, and the tall, stone hotel on the other side of the main row sank into a newly-formed sinkhole—as did three tall ships basking in the harbour. With their crews on board.

      The ships had each held threads belonging to the man at my feet, you see. That was my only excuse. I needed no other. My love had been injured. And the magic roared.

      “Wait. Stop.”

      Manseray stood before me, pale-faced, his hair sticking to his forehead in sweaty strands.

      “Keir?” My voice shook, as did my legs. My lips. My hands. I could have harmed him. What had I done?

      “Come over to me now, love. Slowly.” Manseray held out a hand, beckoning me with his fingers. His other hand pressed his side, where bright, coppery blood soaked through his shirt.

      The sight of that blood tore something loose inside of me. I tipped my head back and screamed. All over the island, birds shrieked with me as they lifted, forming a dark shadow that blotted out the sun.

      But I could still hear Manseray, his voice pitched low to urge me to calm. “I’m okay. Look at me, Nieve. I’m fine.”

      I blinked and stared back at my love. He was wrapped in threads of magic that wove through the air, connecting us—a sight that never failed to both surprise me and comfort me. They were evidence that he was alive, and mine, if not perfectly well.

      “Well, that’s good, at least.” I swayed unsteadily. What had I done?

      Manseray shuffled through wafts of thatch and broken bottles. He grasped my hands, pulling me over a downed crossbeam that now pinned Stan Withrow, leaving his unseeing eyes staring into the sky.

      Manseray’s thin tsk rose from the dust and mess and chaos of the scene as the Floating Star’s crew unburied the marauders. “You could have left just one for us to talk to,” he teased.

      Somehow, I failed to find humour in the situation. “At least three are alive. Several more of Withrow’s men survive in the building over there. None survived in the boats.” I heard the bitter curl of my voice.

      Manseray hid his shock, but not well enough for someone who knew him so well. “You’re all right, my love.” He planted a kiss to my head, then grabbed my face between his hands and kissed me, hard. “You did what you had to do.”

      But he was wrong. I was the furthest shore from all right.

      This story, my cautionary tale, begins so: once upon a time, a Talin girl who thought she had no magic discovered her gift lay in blood. But when she arrived on Kiro’s fabled shores—and just as she accidentally reopened Llyan’s Gate with the magic carried by her blood—she was met by soldiers who shot the girl with arrows.

      They’d been sent by King Hyperion, you see, who wanted to hunt down and destroy all magic wielders. But, as she lay dying in her lover’s arms, her blood and magic seeping into the island’s sacred soil, the Elder Wright of Dragon Root and Fire breathed her ancient magic into the girl, saving her life. Only, there is a terrible price to pay for magic like that.

      What had I become?

      I was an Elder Wright—a living god, newly forged. And I was death incarnate, not in control of her immense power at all.

      And if I was not careful, I could destroy the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Manseray

          

        

      

    

    
      Keir Manseray knew all too well how encountering doldrums at sea could steer a ship to ruin. A vessel could lay fallow for days, weeks,  months, even.

      Once, he witnessed a passel of a ship’s crew floating into shore after three months stuck in a windless pocket. The few survivors lay among the dead in the dory bed, stark naked and raving and covered in sores. Their flesh was gouged from where fellow sailors had taken ravenous bites. Their jaws clacked restlessly as they tried to relay their tale of suffering.

      Until now, Manseray had thought himself immune to such things. He was a water mage, after all—unparalleled in a generation, at that—which was one of the reasons his crew would sail with him to the end of the seven seas. The wind would not trip him up, nor the weather, so long as he could feel Ocean’s currents beneath him.

      Not all doldrums, he was learning, are faced on the water.

      He called hoarsely to the woman who stood a little off to the side, looking down at her ruined skirt through a curtain of black hair. She looked…frail. Manseray wanted to punch Stan Withrow’s corpse.

      “Nieve? Starling.”

      When Manseray had first met Nieve Septîle, she’d reminded him of those small, shoreline starlings that dart about telling their bird stories. Bold as daylight, she had the kind of bright, curious spirit that soared. Nieve was still that woman—he still called her by that nickname—but when her blood had turned to an Elder Wright’s gold, something went dark and withered within her.

      And it broke him.

      A whistle pierced the settling calm—Pitre, calling back Manfred and Gilbert from where they’d run into the trees. They joined the rest of the crew in pulling chunks of debris off to the side. Two feet away, a pile of thatch rustled. They fished the publican from the rubble.

      “She’s gone and blown down my pub. What’s a man supposed to do?” Niles brushed himself off with a glare. He’d lost one of the bullet slugs he wore instead of teeth, but otherwise seemed unharmed. That, at least, was a positive development. Niles’ bawdy bird chuckled nearby. Manseray followed the sound to a large frond, where the bright parrot soothed down her feathers with a sharp beak. “What’s a man to do? Filthy beggars,” the bird screeched and came to Niles’ shoulder.

      “And she’s scared my Betty, Captain Manseray. That won’t stand.”

      Nieve pressed her bleeding palm against the skirt of her dress. “They were invading, Niles. Practically an army. Would you rather I let them kill you all?”

      Manseray ripped a strip from his cotton shirt and wound it around Nieve’s hand. Maybe it was calm now—a kind of post-melee doldrums—but his senses remained on high alert. His stomach cramped with the fear that, thanks to this mess, Nieve could spiral, throwing herself further down into the dark canyon of herself.

      Oh, it hadn’t been apparent right away. But soon after she’d been changed, it became obvious that Nieve’s mastery over the blood magic she’d discovered just a few weeks prior was not sufficient for her new, Elder Wright existence.

      A section of Kiro’s old forest, toppled. A herd of whales, brought by Nieve’s song, breached the island sands and needed rescuing. Several of the crew’s eardrums had popped and bled as she accidentally spoke the ancient magic language that rises to her skin in tidal waves.

      I can’t die, Keir. But—what if I deserve to?

      That’s what Nieve said to him, the night before he ordered the ship to sail to the Spit. It had chilled him to the core to see her laying in the pitch-black stateroom, inconsolable and so utterly alone. Her body curled around itself, a pearl hardening around an irritation of dirt, and kept her back to him like a wall.

      He was losing her. He felt it in his bones, along with a thick panic that spread like wildfire. New Nieve fretted and tangled herself in cocoons of rage and fear. This Nieve questioned herself and kept herself apart from him—from everyone, really, because she didn’t want to hurt him. Only one pearl per shell, after all.

      Because she couldn’t live with herself if she did.

      No, there were far worse doldrums than those found at sea, Manseray saw now. How does love survive a leap like hers?

      “It’s one thing to have a melee, see. Melees are all well and good.” Niles slapped one hand inside the other as he lectured Nieve like she wasn’t one of the most powerful beings in the world. Like she couldn’t kill him with a blink of her eye.

      “Guns and cannon fire and swords are all fun and games. But when you start taking down pubs, gel. When the liquor gets broke.”

      Manseray leaned over and ran a finger over the bird’s ruffled feathers, who returned his touch with a malignant stare. “My crew will get the bar back up, Niles. By this time next week it will be better than new. I give you my word.”

      Resurrecting the pub was the least Manseray could do. And frankly, it would be required if ever Manseray wanted the Star to dock at Dooney’s Spit again. Small as a pebble thrown into the vast third sea, the island was one of the few places beyond the reach of King Hyperion—mostly because only sailors of a certain ilk knew of its existence. Manseray and his crew had friends and allies here. Wives, even. And weapons, of course. Lots and lots of weapons.

      Unease worked its way between his shoulders. Getting banned from the Spit would be a problem—but at least it would be a tangible problem. One he could touch.

      One he could solve.

      The problem he couldn’t solve—the root of his own spiritual doldrums—looked close to tears.

      “You can’t think I meant to break your liquor?” Nieve stared around with an appalled look—realizing, perhaps, how much worse this was than spilled whiskey. “I truly didn’t mean to. But that Withrow fellow. He stabbed Keir.” She gestured towards him. His heart hurt just to look at her.

      Nieve hadn’t needed to be gifted an Elder Wright’s power to be singular. With her funny little mass of freckles under warm, turquoise eyes, Nieve Septîle didn’t have to do much more than crook her finger to level the world. All she had to do was tilt up that pert nose of hers to look as if she held all its secrets in the palm of her hand.

      Before he’d met her, Manseray hadn’t known that there was something in this world deeper than Ocean. And quite simply: he didn’t know if he’d survive if that feeling—if she—disappeared, even if just under a layer of nacreous, pearlescent protection.

      “Oy,” Niles was saying, “An’ I’ll want a nice perch for my girls.”

      “I could make you one right now.” Nieve waved her hand. Niles ducked.

      It was enough to get Manseray to pay attention to the throbbing knot in his side. “Maybe leave the perch to the crew.” It came out in a breathless kind of wheeze.

      “That looks bad.” Nieve’s gaze darted to the seeping hole in his side.

      “I’ll do, Starling.” But maybe he needed to sit down first.

      Nieve got that stubborn lick between her eyes. “No, you’ll let me tend to you.” She motioned to Pitre, and between the two of them, they led him to one of the few still-standing benches in the yard.

      Pitre glowered. “You’re an idiot for letting the man pinch you.”

      Manseray saw through his lieutenant’s tough pirate act—Pitre was concerned. He closed his eyes. Sunlight danced over his face, but Manseray felt a creeping kind of cold. “Just watch, Pitre. Nieve will have me right as rain in no time.”

      “Nieve will do so if you sit still and stop being an arrogant⁠—”

      “An arrogant what, Starling?” Manseray smiled as he brought his head back to stare at her.

      By the Elder Wrights, she was beautiful.

      “Ass, that’s what.” She planted fists on her hips.

      “Come, now. I’m bleeding like a stuck pig. Fix me up first and then yell at me.” He grinned, but it was hard to breathe. He was starting to worry he was going to pass out and scare her.

      She looked plenty scared as it was. “Yes. Now be quiet, Lord Raven, and let me work something good today.”

      It was never a good idea to bandy about that nickname while he sat bleeding to death. In the old Talin stories, Lord Raven ferried souls to the land of the dead. Nieve pulled his hands gently back from the wound and sucked in her lower lip. He didn’t need to look at her to know Stan Withrow had nearly accomplished his goal.

      The pirate had meant to kill him. The question was, why?

      “I thought they were here for me,” she said, as though reading his thoughts.

      “So self-centred, Starling.” He teased.

      But she was not wrong to think so. King Hyperion was hunting any and all with the old powers in their blood, especially Elder Wrights. It was his chief terror that the murderous old king would discover Nieve had joined their ranks—that he’d send an army of men after her.

      That Manseray wouldn’t be there to protect her.

      Lightly skirting the rips in his shirt, Nieve forced her fingers against the cleaved flesh. Manseray yelped—he couldn’t help it.

      “Baby,” she admonished.

      He knew she was just trying to distract him. And it worked, as fine, golden threads tipped from her hands and fell against his skin. The magic tickled as it sought the wounded parts, sewed him back together.

      “There, you’re a little better now,” Nieve told him. There was a catch in her voice.

      Manseray cracked open an eye. “I think I feel better, too.”

      What he felt was exhausted, as though the pub had fallen on top of him instead of Stan Withrow. But also itchy, as if tiny lightning bolts writhed inside him.

      Nieve, on the other hand, looked as fresh as a daisy.

      “My darling, can I ask you to make your way back to the inn on your own? I’ve got to speak with Bill about his building.”

      Her face fell. “You mean the one I accidentally pulled down? I should go with you and apologize.”

      Manseray laid a hand over hers, bringing another to her cheek. “I think maybe this is one conversation I’d best handle on my own. I’ll worry about you if you come. And someone needs to see how Arisame is faring. This Withrow fellow might have sent men after her, too.”

      And there was always the chance that, if attacked, Arisame might burn down the inn they were staying at. Or the whole town. And the line of ships in the harbour. Elder Wrights like Dragon Fire seemed to show their emotions through magic, and the old thing was notoriously peevish.

      Obviously reluctant to leave him, Nieve nodded. Manseray brushed her lips with a kiss. “I’ll be fine. And I’ll see you shortly.”

      “Keir—I am sorry. So sorry.” Stamped across her face was the translucent truth: she’d just terrified herself.

      “I know you are, my love.”

      Nieve turned on her heel and strode down the dusty road. It felt like a premonition. He shivered at the thought, feeling the heat of the day leech from his bones. Because that would be doldrums he would not survive.
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            Nieve

          

        

      

    

    
      I picked my way through the collection of businesses that counted as a town, stopping at the squat, two-storey inn just beyond the centre. Fashioned of timber stripped from unsuspecting ships, the exterior planks were all of different types and cuts of wood, lending it a bizarre, rickety appearance.

      Much like the woman who strode out of the building to yell at me.

      “What did you do?” Arisame, Elder Wright of Dragon Root and Fire, was a mess of curls in shades of red, brown, gold and silver that made her look a bit like an outraged fox. “Didn’t I tell you to be careful with that magic?”

      When we first crossed paths—before I knew she was immortal and relatively age-defying—I’d guessed her to be anywhere from age thirty to seventy-five. Since the reopening of Llyan’s Gate, and the return of the world’s life-sustaining magic, Arisame had begun to age in reverse. Her cheeks were dolloped with fresh, pink apples, the fine lines around her mouth and eyes all but disappeared. Her eyes were unchanged, though: a curious, gold-green that, at the moment, shimmered with ire directed squarely at me. Still not enough magic to improve her cantankerous mood.

      “Manseray was stabbed. Things went…” I made a sliding motion with my hands.

      Arisame squinted and blew out her breath, lifting curls off her face. “He didn’t.”

      “No!” But not for Stan Withrow’s lack of trying. “My magic may have…overreacted.”

      “You don’t say.” With a withering look, she crossed her arms and tapped a foot on the stone path.

      “Manseray could have been killed, Arisame. Someone set an entire brigade of pirates after us.” Or him. At this point, it was hard to tell who the target had been. And now, of course, Withrow wouldn’t be talking.

      “You needed to control yourself. That was the pub with the birds that told dirty jokes.” Grumbling under her breath, the Elder Wright turned and stalked back into the inn. “Well? Come inside, then, destroyer of pubs and fine establishments. We’ll talk about it over breakfast.”

      Firmly in agreement, my stomach gave a loud growl.
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        * * *

      

      The Parrot enjoyed a small public room where guests were invited to take their meals served by Brenda, a red-faced woman of indeterminate years. Brenda had come to Dooney’s Spit as a girl—I didn’t dare ask how. And while Brenda enjoyed most visitors, she retained a healthy fear of Arisame and I. Dumping a plate of bread and butter on the already-laden table, she mumbled and backed away while making a protective sign.

      At least her fear didn’t affect her cooking.

      “I love this place,” Arisame sighed contentedly.

      “Thank you, Brenda.” I smiled at the woman, knowing it wouldn’t put her at ease, but trying anyway.

      The scent rising from the freshly baked bread made my mouth water. I set down my steaming cup of tea while Arisame grabbed a thick slice in one hand and a thin strip of dried coconut in the other, smooshing the leathery fruit within the bread.

      “You know there’s going to be hell to pay for your actions this morning, Nieve girl. Are you prepared?” She said through a mouthful of sandwich.

      I was fairly certain she wasn’t referring to the coconut strips. “What do you mean?”

      Arisame gulped down a sip of her tea before staring me down. “As if we don’t have enough problems. Did you need to go and make them more afraid?”

      “I wasn’t the one who burnt down half of Mithras.”

      Arisame’s greatest magic was unquenchable fire. Dragon Fire. Once her flames touched you, there was no hope—although I was, apparently, immune. I’d met Arisame under less-than-ideal circumstances: hanging in a cage at the Odd Lotts of Talinskaar Odd after I’d been captured by Hyperion’s soldiers. Talin girls were interesting exhibits for some, and they’d wanted me to demonstrate the secretive Talin water magic. What I’d done instead was belch Arisame’s fire as she freed me from the cage. I don’t know who was more surprised—her, or me.

      “You certainly helped.” She looked at me cross-eyed, and I bit back a laugh.

      It was true: Arisame and I had accidentally burned down a large portion of the city of Mithras. But those were extenuating circumstances. Hyperion had sent his shadow army, the Black Guard, after us. One held a knife to our friend Karima’s throat, and Arisame had unleashed her magic inside me. It burned through my veins, melting the flesh from her attackers’ bones.

      I hadn’t been in control of how Arisame’s magic rode my veins, any more than I was now that I’d become an Elder Wright. I thought back to Stan Withrow, his nostrils flaring as though smelling foul magic. You be a witch then. Or maybe you’re of the Kraken’s ilk.

      “I suppose I did,” I said, a bitter taste filling my mouth. “Now I’m grown up and can destroy things all on my own.”

      Arisame tossed a sharp look my way. Over the past few weeks, she’d made it abundantly clear that I had better learn to control the magic she’d seeded inside of me. No matter that she’d blessed me—cursed me—with it, I alone had to bear responsibility for the blossoming tide of my blood.

      The cranky Elder Wright sent me a one-eyed glare as she reached for a piece of sweet loaf. “Don’t ruin a perfectly good breakfast, Cuckoo.”

      Cuckoo was Arisame’s sweet name for me, aligning me with a teeny, tiny carved clock bird—maybe because she’d stumbled upon me as I dangled within an iron cage.

      The Elder Wright, though, was often whimsical in her thinking, and mostly I just let her be. At times, she was crude and said things she shouldn’t. She had the temper of a bull but loved fiercely in equal measure—especially her lady love, the Vauna priestess Karima. She had witnessed and survived aeons amid the slow collapse of magic. She was the oldest, crankiest, most powerful soul in existence. And she was a bevy of contradictions: terrified of horses, but a fan of sweary birds.

      And at least she always told me her unvarnished truth.

      I felt a sigh building inside of me, robbing me of my appetite. Grabbing my waist, I looked down at my soiled gown. I’d need a new dress after today’s romp. “I’m going to change. And I am truly tired of this conversation.”

      I wished I could change myself as easily. The thing I was most tired of, the thing that kept me up at night, was me.

      Uncharacteristically somber, Arisame grabbed my arm and pinned it to the table. “You can’t keep playing like this, Cuckoo. I am serious. If you keep messing about, you’ll wreck the good things you have going and give them more cause to destroy what’s left of us.”

      Her words pulled at me, a shadow chasing the sun. “It’s not something I’m playing at, Arisame. Aren’t you listening? Scores of men were sent to harm us. Manseray took a knife in the belly.”

      “Yes, yes, yes. Pirate Boy was hurt. Oh no.” Arisame made her eyes big as she threw her hands about in mock panic. After thousands of years, the scale of human suffering was altered in Arisame’s perspective. And besides, she was often powerful enough to fix whatever had been broken.

      Not this time.

      “Brenda here heard you sank three ships and toppled a building. On top of downing the only watering hole worth visiting on this forsaken sandbox. I’d say the score was more than evened, wouldn’t you?”

      She was right, of course. I put down the bread that I’d pulled apart in untidy hunks. I tried to work out what I wanted to say. “I truly didn’t mean to.”

      Squeezing my arm, Arisame gave me a sad, sympathetic look that chilled me to the core. “I know, Nieve girl. All the more reason you need to come away with me to Vauna. You don’t belong in the world of men until you’ve got yourself on a better leash.”

      This was not a new sentiment. My mentor had been trying to get me to leave with her since we stood on the shores of Kiro and a new kind of magic trembled inside of me.

      But that would mean leaving Manseray. And I couldn’t leave Manseray. I couldn’t leave him, despite the heaviness that lay between us now. Despite the hours I lay awake at night, thinking through the multitude of reasons why he might be better off without me.

      “You ‘bout done with that?” Brenda called from her perch on the other side of the room.

      Rubbing a hand down the front of her dress, only to smear it with honey and butter, Arisame snapped. “What does it look like, Brenda?”

      The serving woman looked like she was five seconds from choking on her temper. “Well, hurry up, ‘cause I’ve got supper to prepare for you and the crew.”

      Ignoring Brenda and her supper, Arisame worried at her lip and then said sadly, “Cuckoo, you’re not getting any better. You know you’re not. You put him at risk by not coming to Vauna with me.”

      I bit back a sob, and a lump of bread caught in my throat. Even if I didn’t want to face it, I knew Arisame was right.

      I may have saved the world from its magic decline, but I was all-too aware that I had become the new problem to be solved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Manseray

          

        

      

    

    
      They found Bill Bartelmy kneeling on the dirt road outside the pile of rubble that an hour ago had been the handsome Hotel Ashford. Since purchasing the hotel with his ill-gotten gains, Bartelmy liked to dress like a gentleman farmer. Today, his fine green tunic and pantaloons were covered in soot. A scratch bled on his pasty forehead, only partially covered by a lick of salt-and-pepper hair.

      “Do you see what’s happened to my pretty building?”

      Pitre nodded, grim-faced. “Aye. Stand up, now, man. We’ve got to talk to you.”

      “What could you—?” But it was there, in the heavy silence that sank over the man. “Oh.”

      Bartelmy’s fancy pantaloons ripped along the backside as Pitre hauled him up and dragged him bodily to a park across the way.

      It took every ounce of Manseray’s control not to punch the man in the face. “Tell me who they were and how much they paid, and I might not pull your limbs from your body.”

      “What are you—?” At the stormy look on Manseray’s face, Bartelmy threw his hands in the air. “Fine! It were someone off-island who contracted the man. Myself, I’d not seen Withrow in a span of years.”

      Manseray rolled his eyes. Of course the marauders had been paid by someone ‘off-island’. No one from the Spit would be foolish enough to mount this kind of brazen attack.

      “You knew Withrow was coming for me.”

      “Aye.” Bartelmy rubbed at his scratch. “I was paid handsomely for my silence—that’s all it was, I swear. Did the hands of gods strike at me for my folly, then? Is that what this is?” He looked at the pile of crumbled stone and rubble behind him.

      “Something like that,” Pitre muttered under his breath, looking away.

      “How much were you paid?”

      The man looked down at his battered boots and spat to the side. “Four hundred gold.”

      Four hundred. It was a fortune. And that was just to buy Bartelmy’s silence? In that case, how much had Withrow and his sailors been paid? Manseray paced a circle.

      “And the crews in the harbour?”

      Pitre looked up sharply. His lieutenant didn’t yet know about the ships.

      Bartelmy winched his shoulders. “Aye, Withrow crewed one. The other held Black Guard, far as I know.”

      Why couldn’t the man have said so to begin with? Manseray hated interrogating reformed pirates. “Withrow was hired by Hyperion.”

      Bartelmy gave him a wide-eyed shrug. “I suppose. Maybe?”

      Pitre’s lips curled in a snarl. “You suppose.”

      Bartelmy shrunk into himself. Manseray needed to keep this on course. “Their purpose here being?”

      “To kill you, it seems.” Bartelmy eyed the bloody rip in Manseray’s shirt. “And he mentioned something about bringing down an Elder Wright who might be present. Silly, really. since everyone knows there are no more Elder Wrights.”

      Manseray’s jaw tightened. Did Hyperion know about Nieve? Then again, after today’s little display, every pirate across the seven seas would hear tales of a young Elder Wright’s remarkable powers. The thought made Manseray physically ill. Luckily, Bartelmy was rattled just enough not to have put two and two together as of yet.

      “And the crews? Any remaining?”

      “On shore? I reckon there might be several gone to ground. I only know one, though. A man by the name of Duncan Jones. He was running errands, I think. Strange luck, surviving like that.” Bartelmy shook his head, clearly not sure Jones’ survival was a good thing.

      “Well,” Pitre clapped the man on the shoulder, causing the man to start. “The good news is that you’ve got the funds to rebuild the Ashford.”

      Bartelmy gave his lieutenant a gap-toothed smile. Manseray stepped forward, letting the spineless toad know how he felt. “The bad news is that once I talk to the council, you’ll not be able to step foot on this island, let alone build anew.”

      There were strict rules—honour among thieves, really—and the cabal that ran Dooney’s Spit were never keen to play fools. Not even for a king’s ransom. Which, apparently, was what Manseray’s head was worth.

      In Manseray’s experience, Hyperion sent his notorious secret army, the Black Guard, to do his bidding only when he didn’t want other jurisdictions to find out he was up to. Now it sounded like he was hiring privateer crews, too. Which could mean Hyperion was getting desperate. Or sloppy.

      Whatever—the king could try for Manseray’s head. As long as Nieve’s was safe.

      “Where will we find this Duncan Jones?”

      Bartelmy’s shoulders sunk down once again as he raised a finger at a man coming down the road. “That’s him there.”

      From a distance, Duncan Jones gave the impression of being a youth. It was only as he came closer and Manseray could read the sad, quiet expression on an aging man’s face that he thought otherwise.

      Jones was small, no more than five feet, and wiry, with a child’s hands but hairy arms. Dark scruff sat around his large mouth like a mask.

      “I ’spect you’ll want to be talking with me, then, since I hear my shipmates are no more.”

      “I expect you’re right, if you’re Duncan Jones.”

      The man nodded and crossed his arms over his striped shirt. It was dirty but well-maintained, several holes having been sewn in an expertly straight line. It was the kind of detail a sailor would notice; most crews did their own mending, and poorly, at that. Jones put a booted foot on the nearest stump and waited. The cuffs of his pants were perfectly hemmed.

      “How long have you been sailing with Stan Withrow?”

      Jones scratched his chin. “Three months back. I’d been press-ganged in Hyperion.”

      Manseray tried not to show his surprise. It wasn’t a common practice to force sailors to the seas any longer. A press-ganged man was not a loyal man. This could work to their advantage.

      “Why?”

      Jones shrugged. “Who knows why? I was dropping off some clothes to my sister’s house when I was nabbed.”

      They must have needed bodies fast. Stan Withrow had been running a stealth mission with a deadline.

      “Do you know what they were planning?”

      “Aye. Tagging some poor sap who they thought might come by this accursed island. That be you?” Jones gave Manseray a misery-filled look.

      “Yes. And if you can tell me more, consideration will be given you for your cooperation.”

      “I don’t know much. I was just a hand, see, and not a willing one, at that. No one trusted me with much. Just heard that this was supposed to be a man who got in Hyperion’s way. Although, that’d be most men, if you ask me.” Jones rubbed at the dark scruff around his mouth.

      Manseray was most definitely a man who had gotten in Hyperion’s way. He’d broken into Hyperion’s supposedly impenetrable dungeons not once, but twice. The last time, they’d barely made it out with Edsel Bo. His young apprentice Leander, though, hadn’t survived. Manseray had a score to settle on that front. With this latest attack, that score was starting to tally up.

      Pitre leaned over so his breath ruffled the man’s hair. “What is it you did on Hyperion, Jones?”

      “I was a tailor by trade. Once they knew that, they mostly let me care for the crew’s clothing and the sail canvas. I was sent to deliver some dresses to the shop over there.” He pointed at the dressmaker’s, on the furthest strip of the island. “Which is why I wasn’t caught up with the whole…” Waving his hand about, Jones didn’t seem to know what to do with the rest of the situation. Manseray couldn’t say that he blamed the man.

      “You said it took three months to sail here,” Manseray cut in.

      Something of Jones’ account wasn’t sitting right. It shouldn’t have taken a full three months to sail between Hyperion and Dooney’s Spit. The last time he’d made the voyage, it had taken no more than eleven days.

      “Aye. We sailed all willy-nilly, the men said. On account of the Kraken.”

      “The Kraken?” Pitre’s eyebrows curled into his hairline.

      Some of the pirates who’d come to shore in the past few weeks had likewise mentioned Kraken. But Manseray had ignored the stories. Kraken was an old Talin tale, long since passed into the realm of legend.

      Come to think of it, Stan Withrow had mentioned the sea beast, too.

      “What about Kraken?” Manseray tried to get the man to continue.

      He looked around, his face an incredulous mask. “You don’t know? It’s been terrorizing the seven seas this past month or so.”

      “That’s naught but a story,” Pitre scoffed and spit off to the side.

      “No. No, it’s real. I saw it. Just as it took down a ship far out at sea.”

      Manseray felt his skin pebble with fear. “Are you serious, man?”

      He shared a look with Pitre, who’s face darkened into a scowl. The timing was important. Because if Jones was telling the truth, then trouble had followed the reopening of Llyan’s Gate. Perhaps something had happened when Nieve had flooded the world anew with magic. Maybe the Kraken had merely been waiting, half-animated, for new life all these centuries—life that required the world’s magic to be restored.

      Manseray rubbed at his chest. His heart ached for Nieve. He suspected she would not take the news well. Laying a hand on the man’s thin shoulders, Manseray gave Jones a menacing glare. “Do not tell a soul about any of this, Master Jones, on threat of death.”

      Recognizing that he was being cut loose, Jones let out a ragged gust of air. “I won’t. I promise on the soul of my sister. And should your lady need a new dress, know I’m your man.” With a nod at Pitre, Jones jumped up and walked quickly back in the direction he’d come.

      “Do you trust him?” Pitre’s mouth curled into a frown.

      “No. But I have to proceed as though he’s told the truth. I don’t see any other way.”

      And that wasn’t a comforting thought at all.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” Manseray squeezed Nieve’s hand as he brought her to a stop in a quiet part of the Talin village path. The respite from old neighbours who stopped to clap him on the shoulder or shout a greeting was welcome. Manseray’s face was tight from smiling, but he wished they’d leave him alone. He was no hero.

      “Yes.” She blinked, seemingly surprised by the question. “Of course. Why do you ask?”

      Perhaps because coming home to the village of his youth was complicated and painful in ways Manseray hadn’t counted on? It didn’t help that he hadn’t been back to the tiny Talin village in years—not since taking on Leander as an apprentice. Not since Manseray made a promise to Edsel Bo that together they would overturn the blight striking the world, thanks to its vanishing magic, or die trying.

      After the debacle on Dooney’s Spit, there’d been little choice in the matter. As the clean-up got underway, Arisame had sailed on to Vauna—in part because she was a grouchy thing without the Vauna priestess Karima by her side. But also, if Hyperion was sending armies to capture and kill Elder Wrights, Arisame was in danger. To be sure, the Old One could more than protect herself, but the Spit wasn’t the place to make a stand. Most of the buildings were fashioned of driftwood. They’d burn like matchsticks

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/humanauthored_print_black.jpg






OEBPS/images/image-3.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Also by L. E. Sterling
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Nieve
      


      		
        2. Manseray
      


      		
        3. Nieve
      


      		
        4. Manseray
      


      		
        5. Nieve
      


      		
        6. Manseray
      


      		
        7. Nieve
      


      		
        8. Manseray
      


      		
        9. Nieve
      


      		
        10. Manseray
      


      		
        11. Nieve
      


      		
        12. Manseray
      


      		
        13. Nieve
      


      		
        14. Manseray
      


      		
        15. Nieve
      


      		
        16. Manseray
      


      		
        17. Nieve
      


      		
        18. Manseray
      


      		
        19. Nieve
      


      		
        20. Manseray
      


      		
        21. Nieve
      


      		
        22. Manseray
      


      		
        23. Nieve
      


      		
        24. Manseray
      


      		
        25. Nieve
      


      		
        26. Manseray
      


      		
        27. Nieve
      


      		
        28. Manseray
      


      		
        29. Nieve
      


      		
        30. Manseray
      


      		
        31. Nieve
      


      		
        32. Manseray
      


      		
        33. Nieve
      


      		
        34. Manseray
      


      		
        35. Nieve
      


      		
        36. Manseray
      


      		
        37. Nieve
      


      		
        38. Manseray
      


      		
        39. Nieve
      


      		
        40. Manseray
      


      		
        41. Nieve
      


      		
        42. Manseray
      


      		
        43. Nieve
      


      		
        44. Manseray
      


      		
        45. Nieve
      


      		
        46. Manseray
      


      		
        47. Nieve
      


      		
        48. Manseray
      


      		
        49. Nieve
      


      		
        50. Manseray
      


      		
        51. Nieve
      


      		
        52. Manseray
      


      		
        53. Nieve
      


      		
        54. Manseray
      


      		
        55. Nieve
      


      		
        56. Manseray
      


      		
        57. Nieve
      


      		
        58. Manseray
      


      		
        59. Nieve
      


      		
        60. Manseray
      


      		
        61. Nieve
      


      		
        62. Manseray
      


      		
        63. Nieve
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Also by L. E. Sterling


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.





