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Prologue

London, 1821

“WAKE HIM UP,” said James, and the hard-faced shipman promptly lifted the wooden pail he held and threw its contents into the face of the man slumped and restrained in front of them.

Water slapped Marcus, splashing him into consciousness, coughing and gasping.

Even dripping, chained, and beaten, Marcus had a nobility to him, like a knight-gallant in a faded tapestry. The arrogance of the Stewards, thought James. It lingered, like the stinking miasma of the river, though Marcus was manacled to prohibit all movement, in the bowels of Simon Creen’s cargo ship.

Down here, the ship’s hold was like the insides of a whale ribbed in wood. The ceiling was low. There were no windows. Light came from the two lamps that the shipmen had hung when they had dragged Marcus in here, perhaps an hour ago. It was still dark outside, though Marcus would have no way to know that.

Marcus blinked wet eyelashes. His dark hair fell into his eyes in dripping strands. He wore the tattered remains of the livery of his order, its silver star stained with grime and blood.

James watched the horror rising in Marcus’s eyes as he realized he was still alive.

He knew. Marcus knew what was going to happen to him.

“So Simon Creen was right about the Stewards,” said James.

“Kill me.” Marcus’s throat scraped with gravel, as though seeing James meant a full understanding of what was happening. “Kill me. James. Please. If you ever felt anything for me.”

James dismissed the shipman beside him, and he waited until the man was gone, until there were no sounds but the creak of water and wood, and he and Marcus were alone.

Marcus’s hands were chained behind his back. He was sprawled awkwardly because of it, unable to right his balance, thick chains binding him with no give to the four heavy iron brackets of the ship. James’s eyes passed over the massive, immovable iron links.

“All those vows. You’ve never really lived at all. Don’t you wish you’d been with a woman? Or a man.”

“Like you?”

“Those rumors,” said James evenly, “aren’t true.”

“If you ever felt anything for any of us—”

“You strayed too far from the flock, Marcus.”

“I beg you,” said Marcus.

He said the words like there was a system of honor in the world, like all you had to do was appeal to a person’s better nature and goodness would prevail.

The self-righteousness of it stuck in James’s throat.

“Beg me, then. Beg me on your knees to kill you. Do it.”

James hadn’t thought Marcus would do it, but of course he did—he probably loved it, on his knees in an act of martyring self-sacrifice. Marcus was a Steward, had spent his life keeping vows and following rules, believing in words like noble and true and good.

Marcus moved awkwardly, unable to balance without his hands, finding a new posture within the chains with humiliating difficulty, his head lowering, his knees spreading on the planking.

“Please. James. Please. For what’s left of the Stewards.”

James looked down at that bowed head, that battered, handsome visage that was still naive enough to hope that there was a way out for him.

“I’m going to stand at Simon’s side,” said James, “while he ends the line of Stewards. I’m not going to stop until there’s no one left to stand in your Hall, until the last of your light flickers and goes out. And when darkness comes, I’ll be standing next to the one who will rule it all.” James’s voice was precise. “You think I felt something for you? You’ve forgotten who I am.”

Marcus looked up then, eyes flashing. It was the only warning James had. Marcus pulled, calling on all his strength so that his muscles strained and bulged, flesh pitted against iron—

—for a single terrifying moment the iron groaned, shifting—

Marcus made an agonized sound as his body gave out. A laugh of relief bubbled up in James’s throat.

Stewards were strong. But not strong enough.

Marcus was panting. His eyes were furious. Underneath that, he was terrified.

“You’re not Simon’s right hand,” said Marcus. “You’re his worm. His bootlicker. How many of us have you killed? How many Stewards will die because of you?”

“Everyone but you,” said James.

Marcus’s face turned ashen, and for a moment James thought he was going to beg again. He would have enjoyed that. But Marcus just stared back at him in thick silence. It was enough, for now. Marcus would beg again before this was over. James didn’t need to provoke it. He only needed to wait.

Marcus would beg and no one would come to help him here on Simon’s ship.

Satisfied, James turned to walk out up the wooden stairs that would lead him to the deck. He had his foot on the first step when Marcus’s voice rang out behind him.

“The boy’s alive.”

James felt hotly resentful that it made him stop. He forced himself not to turn, not to look at Marcus, not to take up the bait. He spoke in a calm voice as he continued on his way up the steps to the ship’s deck.

“That’s the trouble with you Stewards. You always think there’s hope.”




Chapter One

Three Weeks Later

WILL’S FIRST GLIMPSE of London came before the sun rose, the forest of masts on the river jet-black silhouettes against a sky barely one shade lighter, joined by hoisting cranes, scaffolding, and every upright funnel and flue.

The docks were waking up. On the left bank, the first warehouse doors were unlatched and thrown open. Men were gathered shouting their names in the hope of being taken on for jobs; others were already in the shallow boats, winding rope. A satin-waistcoated mate called out a greeting to a foreman. Three children in rolled-up trousers had begun groping in the mud for a copper nail or a small piece of coal, a rope end, a bone. A woman in heavy skirts sat beside a cask calling out a day’s wares.

On a river barge making its slow way along the black water, Will pushed out from behind roped-down barrels of rum, ready to jump down onto the bank. He was tasked with checking the ropes that tethered the barrels to stop any slippage, then looping crane tethers or just straining under the weight himself to unload cargo. He didn’t have the ox build of many of the dock laborers, but he was hardworking. He could throw himself against ropes and haul, or help heft sacks into a cart or a boat.

“Pier’s ahead, bring her in!” called Abney the bargeman.

Will nodded and took up a rope. Unloading the barge would be a morning’s work, before they’d break for a half hour, the men sharing pipes and liquor. His muscles already ached with strain, but soon he’d find the rhythm that would carry him through. At the end of the day, he would be given a hard crust of bread with pea soup steaming hot from the pot. He was already looking forward to it, imagining the warming taste of the soup, feeling lucky to have fingerless gloves that kept his hands warm in the chill.

“Get those ropes ready!” Abney had his hand on one of the ropes himself, right near one of Will’s knots, his cheeks ruddy with alcohol. “Crenshaw wants the barge clear before midday.”

The barge sprang into action. Stopping a thirty-ton boat with nothing but currents and poles was hard in daylight, harder in the dark. Too fast and the poles would snap; too slow and they’d ram the pier, wood splintering. The lightermen sank their poles into the silt of the riverbed and heaved, straining against the whole heavy weight of the barge.

“Tie her up!” came the call, seeking to secure the barge before the unloading.

The barge slowed to a stop, barely rising and falling on the dark water. The lightermen sheathed their poles and threw out mooring lines to tie the barge to the pier, pulling on the ropes to draw them tight, then knotting the ropes further.

Will was the first to leap down from the barge, and he looped his mooring line around a bollard, helping those aboard draw the barge tight to the pier.

“The foreman’ll be drinking with the ship’s merchant tonight,” said George Murphy, a big-whiskered Irishman, pulling rope alongside Will. That was the subject that all the men on the docks talked about—work and how to get it. “Might offer more work when this job’s done.”

“Drink makes him swing, but it also makes him miss,” said Will, and Murphy gave a good-natured snort. Will didn’t add, Most of the time.

“I was thinking I’d try to catch him after, see if I can get hired on,” said Murphy.

“Better than standing at the gate hoping to get called up for day work,” agreed Will.

“Might even have the chance of a bit of meat on Sunday—”

Crack!

Will’s head whipped around just in time to see a rope release from its tether, flying up into the air.

There were thirty tons of cargo on this boat, not only rum but cork, barley, and gunpowder. The rope whipping up through the iron rings released all of it, snapping canvas, barrels rolling, tumbling. Right toward Murphy. No—!

Will threw himself at Murphy, knocking him out of the way of the cascade, then feeling a teeth-jarring burst of pain as a barrel hit his own shoulder. Breathing heavily, he pushed himself up and looked at Murphy’s shocked face with a rush of wild relief that the man was alive, with only his cap knocked off, revealing a head of flattened hair above his whiskers. For a moment he and Murphy just stared at each other. Then the full scale of the calamity dawned on both of them.

“Haul them up! Get them up out of the water!”

Men were splashing around, desperate to save the cargo. Will did his own splashing as barrels were pushed toward the pebbled shore. He ignored his hurt shoulder. It was harder to ignore the memory of the flying rope and Murphy in the way of the crash. It could have killed him. He tried to focus on the wreckage. How badly was the cargo damaged? Cork floated, and the rum barrels were airtight, but saltpeter dissolved in water. When they crowbarred open the barrels of gunpowder, would they find it ruined?

To lose a bargeful of gunpowder—what would that mean? Would Crenshaw’s business fold, his wealth floating in the river?

Accidents were common on the docks. Just last week Will had seen a plodding draft horse shy unexpectedly as it pulled a barge along the canals, breaking its ropes and overturning its boat. Abney had a story of a snapped chain that had killed four men and sent a boatload of coal to the bottom. Murphy had two missing fingers from badly stacked crates. Everyone knew the daily reality: hazardous skimping, corners cut.

“A bloody rope’s slipped!” swore Beckett, an older laborer with a faded brown waistcoat fastened tight up to the throat. “There.” He pointed at the broken tether. “You.” He turned to Will, who happened to be closest. “Get us some more rope, and a crowbar to open up these barrels.” He gestured to the warehouse with his chin. “And be quick about it. Any lost time comes out of your pay.”

“Yes, Master Beckett,” said Will, knowing better than to argue.

Behind him Beckett was already ordering others back to their work, directing the flow of sacks and crates around the dripping barrels on the bank.

Will hurried toward the warehouse.

One of many large brick buildings that lined the foreshore, Crenshaw’s warehouse was filled with merchandise in barrels and crates, resting for a night or two before it found its way into drawing rooms, onto dining tables, and into smoking pipes.

Inside, the air was cold, and sickened with the stench of sulfur in yellow bins, and hides in stacks, and barrels of cloyingly sweet rum. Will hid his nose in his arm as a pungent whiff of fresh tobacco in stacks was obliterated by the throat-itching scent of rich spices he’d never tasted. He had spent a half day hauling crates inside a similar warehouse two weeks ago. The cough had stayed with him for days and been a nuisance to hide from the foreman. He was used to the foul smell of the river, but the fumes from the tar and the alcohol made his eyes water.

A laborer with a coarse, bright-colored handkerchief around his throat paused in his work stacking timber. “You lost?”

“Beckett sent me in to find some rope.”

“Down back.” He gestured with his thumb.

Will scooped up a crowbar that lay alongside a few older barrels and a heaped pile of lines smelling of tar. Then he looked around for a spare coil of rope that he could sling over his shoulder and take back to the barge.

Nothing here, nothing behind the barrels. . . . To his left he saw an object partially covered in a white sheet. Anything there? He reached out and tugged the dusty sheet, which slipped off and pooled on the floor.

A mirror was revealed, leaning against a cargo crate. It was made of metal, and it was old, an antique from an ancient era, before mirrors were made out of glass. Warped and streaked, it scattered his reflection in choppy glints across its metal surface, hazy glimpses of pale skin and dark eyes. Nothing here either, he thought, and was about to return to his search when something in the mirror caught his eye.

A flicker.

He looked around sharply, thinking that the mirror must have caught the reflected movement of someone behind him. But no one was there. Strange. Had he imagined it? The warehouse at this end was deserted, long corridors between stacked crates. He looked back at the mirror.

Its dull metal surface was tarnished with age and imperfections, so that it was hard to make himself out. But he still saw it, a movement in the mirror’s hazy surface that stopped him in his tracks.

The reflection in the mirror was changing.

Will stared at it, barely daring to breathe. The dim shapes in the metal were re-forming before his eyes, into columns and wide-open spaces. . . . It wasn’t possible, and yet it was happening. The reflection was changing, as if the room the mirror faced was a long-ago place, and there was no one to tell him not to come forward and look across the years.

There was a lady in the mirror. That was what he saw first, or thought that he saw, then the gold of the candle beside her, and the gold of her gleaming hair, caught in a single plait that fell over her shoulder and all the way down to her waist.

She was writing, illuminated letters on pages with rich colored borders and tiny figures fitted into the ornate capitals. Her room was open to the balconied night, with vaulted ceilings and a series of shallow steps that led out—he somehow knew—into the gardens. He had never seen that view before, but inside him was a memory of green evening scent and the dark movement of trees. He moved closer instinctively to see it better.

She stopped writing, and turned.

She had eyes like his mother. She was looking right at him. He fought the instinct to take a step back.

She was coming toward him, her gown unfurling behind her in a train across the floor. He could see the candle she held on its stalk, the bright medallion she wore around her neck. She was coming so close, it was as though they faced one another. He felt suddenly that all that separated them was the distance of an outstretched hand. He thought he must see his own face reflected in each one of her eyes, small as candle flame, a twinned flicker.

Instead, doubled, silver and new-minted in her eyes, he saw the mirror.

All the hairs rose on his arms, the strangeness of it prickling over him. The same mirror . . . she’s looking into the same mirror . . .

A voice said, “Who are you?”

He jerked back, sudden, a stumble, only to realize—foolishly—that the voice had not come from the mirror; it had come from behind him. One of the warehouse laborers was staring at him suspiciously, a raised lamp in his hand. “Get back to work!”

Will blinked. The warehouse with its dank crates faced him, dull and ordinary. The gardens, the high pillars, and the lady were gone.

It was as if a spell had broken. Had he imagined it? Was it the warehouse fumes? He had the urge to rub his eyes, half wanting to chase the image that he had seen. But the mirror was just a mirror, reflecting the ordinary world around him. The vision in it had vanished: a fantasy, a daydream, or a trick of the light.

Shaking off the dazed sensation, Will forced himself to nod his head and say, “Yes, sir.”




Chapter Two

DAWDLING IN THE warehouse earned Will three weeks of docked pay and a demotion to some of the toughest work on the docks. He forced himself through it, though his muscles burned and his stomach cramped without food. The first three days were dredging and lifting, and then Will was put on wheel work, trudging to turn the warehouse’s giant wooden cylinder with six much bigger men, his legs burning as the wheel’s pulleys lifted giant casks eighteen feet in the air. He returned each night to his anonymous, overcrowded lodging house too exhausted to even think about the mirror or the strange things he’d seen in it, too exhausted to do more than tumble down onto the grimy straw pallet and sleep.

He didn’t complain. Crenshaw was still in business. He wanted this job. Even at reduced pay, dock labor was better than the living he’d scraped when he’d first come to London. He’d spent days scrounging for scraps before he’d learned to pick up burnt-out ends of cigars, dry them, then sell them to dockmen as tobacco for pipes. It was those men who had said you could get unskilled jobs on the docks if you were prepared to work hard enough.

Now Will hefted the last sack of barley onto its pile, long after most of the other men had left at the bell. It had been a punishing day’s work, double pace with no breaks, to try to make up for lost time when the barge came in late. The sun was setting, and there were fewer people on the foreshore, the last stragglers finishing up their work.

All he had to do was sign off with the foreman and he’d be free for the night. He’d head to the main street, where food sellers gathered to offer a bite to workers for the right price. A late finish meant that he had missed out on his scoop of pea soup, but he had a single coin that would buy him a hot potato in its jacket, and that would be enough to fuel him for tomorrow.

“Foreman’s around front.” Murphy indicated upriver with his chin.

Will scrambled to get there before the foreman left. He turned the corner, calling a goodbye to Beckett and the last of the workers, who stumbled off toward the public house. Crunching along the foreshore, he saw a chestnut seller in the distance crying his wares to the last of the dock laborers, his bearded face crimson with the fire shining through the holes at the bottom of his stove. Then he reached the empty pier.

That was when Will really looked at where he was.

It had grown dark enough that men had come out to light the grease lamps that coughed and spluttered, but Will had left those behind him. The only sounds were the slap of black water at the end of the pier and the distant calls of a dredging boat moving slowly from the canal to the river, netting whatever it could find. The pier was utterly deserted, with no hint of life.

Except for three men in a disused wherry half-hidden alongside the shadowy planking.

Will couldn’t have said the moment he realized it, or what caused it. There was no sign of the foreman. There was no one within earshot to hear a cry for help. The three men were getting out of the boat.

One of them was looking up. Right at him.

They found me.

He knew it at once, knew the purposeful look in their eyes, the way they were spreading out to block his path as they climbed out of the wherry.

Will’s heart jammed in his throat.

How? Why are they here? What had given him away? He kept to himself. He kept his head down. He hid the scar on his right hand with fingerless gloves. He had to rub at it sometimes to keep his fingers mobile, but he was very careful not to let anyone see when he did that. He knew from experience that the smallest gesture could betray him.

Maybe it was the gloves themselves, this time. Or maybe he’d just been careless, the anonymous boy on the docks not quite as anonymous as he’d hoped to be.

He took a step back.

There was nowhere to go. A sound behind him: there were two other men coming up to block his way, shadowy figures he didn’t recognize. But he knew the coordinated way the men were moving, fanning out to block his escape.

It was sickeningly familiar, part of his new life, like seeing her lying on blood-soaked ground and not knowing why, like months of hiding without the first idea why they had killed her or what they wanted from him. He thought of the last word his mother had said to him.

Run.

He sprinted for the only way out he could see, a stack of crates to the left of the warehouse.

Jumping for the top of the crates, he pulled himself up desperately. A hand snatched at his ankle; he ignored it. He ignored the shaking, the heart-thundering panic. It should be easier now. He wasn’t stupid with fresh grief. He wasn’t naive, like he had been those first nights, not knowing how to run or hide, not knowing to avoid the roads, or what happened when he allowed himself to trust someone.

Run.

No time to sprawl when he landed in the mud on the other side. No time to get his bearings. No time to look back.

He pushed himself up and started to run.

Why? Why are they after me? His feet slapped on the wet, muddy street. He could hear the men shouting behind him. It had begun to rain, and he ran blindly into the wet dark, over slippery cobbles. Soon his clothing was sodden and running was harder, his breath too loud in his throat.

But he knew the warren of streets and smaller lanes that were in constant construction, a mess of scaffolding, new buildings, and new roads. He made for them, hoping to get far enough ahead to misdirect and hide, and let the men run past him. He ducked and wove between the planks and struts of construction and heard the men slow and fan out, looking for him.

I can’t let them know I’m here. Staying very quiet, he slipped in between struts and then into a space behind a high scaffold that laddered up a half-built structure.

A hand grabbed his shoulder; there was hot breath against his ear and a hand on his arm.

No. Heart pounding, Will struggled desperately, and when a wet hand clamped over his mouth, he stopped breathing—

“Stop.” The man’s voice was hard to hear over the rain, but it made Will’s blood run cold. “Stop, I’m not one of them.”

Will barely registered the man’s words, the sound he made muffled under the man’s heavy hand. They’re here. They’re here. They’ve caught me.

“Stop,” said the man. “Will, don’t you recognize me?”

Matthew? he almost said, recognizing the voice with a jolt the moment the man said his name. The outline of one of the men from the river resolved into a figure he knew.

He went still, disbelieving his eyes as the man’s hand slowly lifted from his mouth. Half-obscured by the rain, the man was Matthew Owens, a servant of his mother’s in their old house in London. Their first house, their first life, before they had moved to a series of different out-of-the-way places, his mother never telling him why, but increasingly anxious, wary of strangers, watching the road.

“We need to stay quiet,” said Matthew, lowering his voice further. “They’re still out there.”

“You’re with those men,” Will heard himself say. “I saw you at the river.”

It had been years since he had seen Matthew, and now he was here, had chased him here from the docks, might have been chasing him since Bowhill—

“I’m not one of them,” said Matthew. “They only think I am. Your mother sent me.”

A renewed burst of fear. My mother’s dead. He didn’t say it, staring at Matthew’s gray hair and blue eyes. Seeing a familiar servant from the old household brought a child’s desire for safety, like wanting to be soothed by a parent after cutting his hand. He wanted Matthew to tell him what was happening. But the tug of childhood familiarity hit the cold reality of his life on the run. Just because I know him doesn’t mean I can trust him.

“They’re right on your trail, Will. Nowhere in London is safe.” Matthew’s low voice was urgent in the shadowed space under the scaffolding. “You must go to the Stewards. The bright star holds, even as the darkness rises. But you must hurry, or they will find you, and darkness will come for us all.”

“I don’t understand.” The Stewards? The bright star? Matthew’s words didn’t make any sense. “Who are those men? Why are they chasing me?”

Matthew took something from the pocket of his waistcoat as though it was very important, and held it out to Will.

“Take this. It belonged to your mother.”

My mother? Danger and desire fought. He wanted to take it. The yearning was like a pain even as he remembered those awful final moments as she had looked up at him, her blue dress covered in blood. Run.

“Show it to the Stewards, and they will know what to do. They are the only ones left who do. They will give you the answers, I promise. But there isn’t much time. I must return before they notice I’m gone.”

There was that unfamiliar word again. Stewards. Matthew placed what he held onto one of the planks of scaffolding that separated them. He was backing away, as if he knew Will wouldn’t take what he’d left while he was still there. Will gripped the scaffolding behind him tightly, wanting nothing more than to step forward toward the man whose gray hair and tattered black satin waistcoat were so familiar.

Matthew turned to go, but stopped at the last moment, looking back.

“I’ll do what I can to throw them off your trail. I promised your mother I’d help you from inside, and that’s what I intend to do.”

Then he was gone, hurrying back toward the river.

Will was left with his heart racing as Matthew’s footsteps faded. The sounds of the other men were fading with him, as though their search was moving on. Will could see the outline, the shape of what Matthew had left him. He felt like a wild animal looking at bait in a trap.

Wait! he wanted to call out after him. Who are they? What do you know about my mother?

He stared out into the rain after Matthew, and then all his attention returned to the small package on the scaffolding. Matthew had said to hurry, but all Will could think about was the object that lay in front of him.

Had his mother really left it for him?

He came forward. It felt like he was being pulled by a string.

The package was a small, round shape, wrapped in the leather tie that Matthew had taken from the pocket of his waistcoat. Show it to the Stewards, Matthew had said, but Will didn’t know what Stewards were or where to find them.

Will reached out. He half expected those men from the docks to descend on him at any moment. He half expected this to be a trick or a trap. He picked up the package, his fingers numb with cold. Unwinding the tie, he saw a rusted piece of metal. He could barely feel its jagged edges, he was so cold. But he could feel its weight, unexpectedly heavy, as though it was made of gold or lead. Will angled it for better light.

And felt the shiver go through his whole body.

Roughly circular, twisted, it was an old, broken medallion. He recognized it. He had seen it before.

In the mirror.

A wave of dizziness passed over him as he stared down at the impossible in his hands.

The lady had worn this same medallion around her neck. He remembered the shine of it as she walked toward him, her eyes fixed on him as though she knew him. It had been shaped like a five-petaled hawthorn flower, and bright as new gold.

But its surface now was dull, cracked and uneven, as though years had passed—as though it had been buried and dug up, weathered and broken.

But the lady in the mirror was just a dream, she was just a trick of the light—

Turning it over, he saw that the medallion had writing engraved on it. It wasn’t written in any language he knew, but somehow he could understand the words. It felt like they were part of him, like they came from deep inside, a language that had always been there, in his bones, on the tip of his tongue.

[image: image]

I cannot return when I am called to fight

So I will have a child

He didn’t know why, but he started to shake. The words in that strange language blazed in his mind. He shouldn’t be able to read it, but he could—he could feel it. He saw again the image of the lady’s eyes in the mirror, as if she was looking right at him. My mother’s eyes. Everything around him disappeared, until he could only see the lady, an aching sensation between them as they faced each other. I cannot return when I am called to fight. She seemed to say it directly to him. So I will have a child. He was shaking harder. “Stop,” he gasped, wrapping his hands around the medallion, willing the vision to vanish with all his might. “Stop!”

It stopped.

Will was left breathing shallowly. He was alone, the rain dripping from his hair, soaking through his cap and his clothes.

Just like the mirror, the medallion was ordinary again. An old, dull thing, with no hint of what he had just seen. Will looked up to the place where Matthew had disappeared into the rain.

What was it? What had Matthew given him? His fingers gripped the medallion so tightly the jagged edges cut into him.

The streets by now were empty. No one had heard his gasp at the medallion’s vision. The men searching for him had moved on. It was his chance to get away, to run.

But he needed answers—about the medallion, and the lady, and the men who were chasing him. He needed to know why all of this was happening. He needed to know why those men had killed his mother.

Putting the medallion on its cord around his neck, he started running back through the rain, feet splashing in the mud. He had to find Matthew. He had to know what Matthew hadn’t told him.

The streets whipped past him. The eyes of the lady in the mirror burned in his memory.

When he finally came to a stop, panting, he saw that he had come almost all the way back to the warehouse.

Matthew was sitting on a street bench, a few blocks from the river. The street was better lit than the ones he had come from, and Will could see that Matthew was wearing buckled shoes and pleated pantaloons with his white shirt and black waistcoat.

Will had so many questions that he didn’t know where to start. He closed his eyes and drew a breath.

“Please. You brought me that medallion. I need to know what it means. The Stewards—what are they? How do I find them? And those men—I don’t understand why those men are chasing me, why they killed my mother—I don’t understand what I’m meant to do.”

Silence. Will had spoken in a rush. Now, as the silence stretched out, he felt his need for answers transforming into a darker throb of fear.

“Matthew?” he said in a small voice. Though he knew. He knew.

It was raining hard, and Matthew was sitting out in it, oddly exposed. He wasn’t wearing a jacket. His arms were slack in his drenched shirtsleeves. His clothes were sopping on his body. Water dripped from his unmoving fingers. The rain was pelting him, running in streaming rivulets down his face, into his open mouth, over his dead open eyes.

They’re here.

Will threw himself—not along the road, but sideways toward one of the doors, a last desperate hope that he might alert the owner or find his way inside. He took the first blow at the outer gate. Before he could reach the door, a hand grabbed his shoulder; another closed around his neck.

No—

He saw the hair on one man’s arm and felt the hot breath of another against his face. It was the closest he had been to any of them since that night. He didn’t know their faces, but with clotting horror he saw one thing he did recognize.

On the underside of the wrist reaching for him, an S was branded into the man’s flesh.

He had seen that S before, at Bowhill. Burned into the wrists of the men who had killed his mother. He saw it when he couldn’t sleep, snaking into his dreams. It felt old and dark, like an ancient evil. Now it seemed to squirm over the man’s skin in raised, moving flesh, crawling toward him—

Everything he’d learned in nine months on the run vanished. It was as if he were back at Bowhill, stumbling away from the house and the men who were chasing him. The rain had made it hard to see that night, and easy to trip and fall, scrabbling down banks and splashing through ditches. He hadn’t known how long he’d pushed on until he collapsed, shivering and wet. He had wanted—it was stupid—his mother. But she was dead, and he was unable to go back to her because he’d made a promise.

Run.

For a moment, it was as if the S was reaching for him from out of a deep pit.

Run.

Thrown down hard onto his back on the soaking cobblestones, Will tried to push himself up, putting his weight on an elbow, and was shocked into gasping at the pain of his shoulder as his arm collapsed under him. They overmastered him immediately, though he used all his strength. He’d never had to fight before that night in Bowhill, and he wasn’t terribly good at it. Holding him down, one of the men hit him methodically until he lay, reeling, on his back in his sodden clothes, breathing as best he could.

“You’ve had an easy life, haven’t you.” The man raised his foot to nudge at Will briefly with his toe. “A mama’s boy, clinging to your mama’s skirts. That’s all done now.”

When he tried to move, they kicked him, again and again, until his vision turned black and he stopped moving altogether.

“Tie him up. We finish up here, then take him to Simon’s ship.”




Chapter Three

“OUT OF THE way, rat.”

A thoughtless hand shoved Violet backward, shutting her out of the spectacle on the deck. Pushed and jostled, she craned her neck for a glimpse. She couldn’t see much past the shoulders of the sailors, the press of their bodies thick with the smell of anticipation, brine, and sweat, so she scrambled up onto the ratlines, wedging her arm into the knotted rope to hold herself in place. Her first glimpse of Tom was over a crowd of caps and kerchiefs, the sailors encircling him on the deck.

It was Thursday, and Simon’s ship, the Sealgair, was moored on the crowded river. Heavy with cargo, its main mast flew the three black hounds, Simon’s coat of arms. Violet wasn’t supposed to have snuck aboard, but she knew the ship from the work her family did for Simon, a great source of pride for them. The oldest son of the Earl of Sinclair, the man her family called Simon had his own title: Lord Crenshaw. He oversaw a lucrative trade empire on behalf of his father. They said his reach was farther than King George’s, stretching out across the globe. Violet had glimpsed Simon himself once, a powerful figure in a rich black coat.

Today there were men with pistols guarding the railings, others barricading the pier. But everyone else was on the quarterdeck, the work of loading and securing cargo halted. From her perch high on the ropes, Violet could see the tense jostling among those crowded in a rough circle. These hard men were all gathered to witness one thing.

Tom was going to be honored with the brand.

He was stripped to the waist, his head exposed, his dark auburn hair falling about his face. He knelt on the planking of the ship. His bare chest rose and fell visibly: he was breathing quickly, in anticipation of what was about to happen.

The air of those watching was expectant—partly jealous too, knowing Tom had earned what was about to be given to him. One or two of them were drinking whiskey, as though they were the ones who would need it. She understood how they felt. It was like the ceremony was happening to all of them. And in a way it was, like a promise: Do well for Simon, please Simon, and this is what you will get.

A shipman came forward, wearing a brown leather over-apron, like a blacksmith.

“You don’t need to hold me down,” said Tom. He had turned back anything he was offered to help him deal with pain—alcohol, blindfold, leather to bite down on. He simply knelt and waited. The cord of expectation pulled tighter.

At nineteen, Tom was the youngest to ever take the brand. Watching, Violet swore to herself, I’ll be even younger. Like Tom, she would do well in the world of trade, bringing back Simon her own trophies, and then she too would be promoted. As soon as I get a chance, I’m going to prove myself.

“Simon rewards your service with this gift,” said Captain Maxwell. He nodded to the shipman, who moved to stand near a brazier of heated coals that had been brought out onto the deck. “When it’s done, you’ll be his,” he said. “Honored by his brand.”

The shipman pulled the branding iron out of the hot coals.

Violet tensed as though it was happening to her. The iron was long, like a fire iron, but with an S at the tip, so hot from the coals that it glowed red, like a moving flame. The shipman came forward.

“I swear this oath to Simon,” said Tom, ritualistic words. “I am his loyal servant. I will obey and serve. Brand me.” Tom’s blue eyes looked right at the shipman. “Seal my pledge into my flesh.”

Violet held her breath. This was it. Those with the brand became part of the inner circle. Simon’s favorites: they were his most loyal followers, and it was whispered they got special rewards—and more than that, Simon’s attention, which was its own reward for many of them. Horst Maxwell, the captain of the Sealgair, bore the brand, which gave him authority even above his station.

Tom held out his arm so that the clean skin of his wrist was visible.

The only other time Violet had seen a man take the brand, he’d screamed and spasmed like a fish on the floor of a boat. Tom had seen that too, but it didn’t seem to faze him. He met the shipman’s eyes determinedly, holding himself in place with his courage and his will.

Captain Maxwell said, “That’s it, boy. Take it well.”

Tom won’t scream, Violet thought. He’s strong.

The men were so quiet now that you could hear the lap of the water against the hull. The shipman lifted the brand. Violet saw a sailor turn his head, not wanting to look—less brave than Tom. That was what Tom was proving. Take it, and show you’re worthy. Violet gripped the ropes tightly, but she didn’t look away as the shipman brought the cauterizing brand to the skin of Tom’s wrist.

The sudden burning smell was terrible, like seared meat. Hot metal pressed into flesh for longer than seemed necessary. Tom’s every muscle bunched with the desire to curl around the pain, but he didn’t. He stayed on his knees, breathing heavily in and out, his flesh trembling like an exhausted horse, covered in sweat at the end of its run.

A roar went up, and the shipman held Tom’s arm aloft, hauling him to his feet and brandishing his wrist for everyone to see. Tom looked dazed, stumbling up. Violet saw a brief flash of the skin of his wrist, branded with the shape of an S, before the shipman quickly doused it with alcohol and wrapped it in a bandage.

That’s how I’ll be, thought Violet. Brave, like Tom.

He disappeared from her view, the crowd swallowing him in a wave of congratulations. She was craning her neck again, straining for any glimpse. Cut off, she went slithering down the ropes, trying to reach Tom through the press of men, even as she was shoved impersonally here and there, pushed back. She couldn’t see him at all, though the sickly rich smell of cooked meat lingered. A painful grip on her arm wrenched her sideways.

“I told you to stay back, rat.”

The man who gripped her arm had lank hair under a dirty kerchief, his beard a rash across his cheeks. He had the rough skin of a sailor, red capillaries like netting on his face. The manacle of his fingers hurt. She smelled stale gin on his breath and felt a wave of revulsion. She pushed it down and dug her heels in. “Let go. I’ve a right to be here!”

“You’re an ugly brown rat who’s stolen his better’s clothes.”

“I haven’t stolen anything!” she said, though she was wearing Tom’s waistcoat and trousers, and his shirt too, and the shoes that he’d outgrown. And then, humiliatingly, she heard Tom’s voice. “What’s going on?”

Tom had shrugged into a shirt, though the two buttons of the high collar were still undone and the front ruffle hung open. Violet had a clear view of him as space opened between them. Every eye was on them.

The sailor held her by the neck. “This boy’s causing trouble—”

The sheen of sweat from the branding still on him, Tom said, “That’s not a boy. That’s my sister, Violet.”

She saw the sailor react to that the same way that everyone reacted to it: with disbelief at first, and then with a new way of looking at Tom, as if they had learned something about Tom’s father.

“But she’s—”

“Are you questioning me, sailor?” Freshly branded, Tom had more authority than anyone on the ship. He was Simon’s now, and his word was Simon’s word. The sailor closed his mouth with a snap, releasing her instantly to stumble onto the planking. She and Tom faced each other. Her cheeks felt hot.

“I can explain—”

In London, no one guessed that Tom was Violet’s half brother. They didn’t look alike. Tom was three years older and didn’t share her Indian heritage. He looked just like their father: tall, broad shouldered, and blue eyed, with pale skin and auburn hair. Violet was slight and took after her mother, with brown skin, dark eyes, and dark hair. The only thing they shared was their freckles.

“Violet. What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be at home.”

“You took the brand,” she said. “Father will be proud.”

Tom instinctively gripped his own arm, above the bandage, as though he wanted to grasp the wound but knew that he couldn’t. “How do you know about that?”

“Everyone on the docks knows about it,” said Violet. “They say Simon brands his best men, and they rise in the ranks, and he gives them all special rewards, and—”

He ignored her, talking in a low, urgent voice, glancing at the men nearby with tense concern. “I told you not to come here. You need to leave the ship.”

She looked around them. “Are you joining his expedition? Will he put you in charge of a dig?”

“That’s enough,” said Tom as his face shuttered. “Mother’s right. You’re too old for this. Following me around. Wearing my clothes. Go home.”

Mother’s right. It hurt. Englishmen abroad didn’t usually bring their bastard daughters with them back to England. Violet knew that from the fights between her father and Tom’s mother. But Tom had always stood up for her. He’d tug one of her curls and say, “Violet, let’s go for a walk,” and take her out to a street vendor to buy her hot tea and a curranty roll, while inside his mother shouted at their father, Why do you have that girl living in this house? To humiliate me? To make me a laughingstock?

“But you gave me these clothes,” she heard herself say, and the words seemed small.

Tom started to say, “Violet—”

Later, she would think that there had been warning signs—the men on the pier—the tense looks of the sailors—the patrols with pistols—even the tightness in Tom’s mouth.

Now the only warning was Tom jerking his head up.

A sudden jolt shuddered the ship, sending her stumbling sideways. Violet heard a shot ring out and turned to see the sailor who had fired it, white-faced, his pistol shaking.

Then she saw what he was shooting at.

Swarming over the side of the ship, up grappling ropes and planks, came men and women dressed in a white starburst livery. Their faces were noble, like something out of an old storybook. Their features were varied, as though they came from many different lands. They seemed to rise up out of the mist, and they didn’t have modern weapons—they were armed like knights, with swords.

Violet had never seen anything like them before, like a myth brought to life.

“Stewards!” screamed a voice, jolting her out of her reverie, and chaos broke loose, the unfamiliar word spreading like wildfire. Stewards? Violet thought, the old-fashioned moniker ringing in her ears. Tom and Captain Maxwell reacted as if they knew what it meant, but most of Simon’s men were just running for weapons or drawing pistols and immediately starting to shoot at the attackers, the deck filling with thick smoke and the choking smell of sulfur and saltpeter from the guns.

Violet was knocked back and saw everything in a jumble. Three of the attackers—Stewards—swung up around the bowsprit. One of them closer to Violet leaped the rail with freakish ease. Another pushed one of the half-ton crates out of her way with one hand, which was impossible. They’re strong, Violet thought with shock. These Stewards in their white starbursts had a strength and speed that wasn’t—that couldn’t be—natural, as they evaded the first round of pistol shots and started to fight, Simon’s men letting out screams and cries in the smoke as the Stewards began to cut them down—

She felt Tom’s hand close on her shoulder.

“Violet.” Her brother’s voice, strong. “I’ll cut them off here. I need you in the hold to protect Simon’s cargo.”

“Tom, what’s happening? Who are these—”

“The hold, Violet. Now.”

Swords. No one used swords anymore, Violet thought, watching in shock as a male Steward with high cheekbones calmly hewed down the ship’s bosun, while a female Steward with blond hair ran her blade through the chest of one of the sailors with guns.

“Find Marcus,” the blond Steward ordered, the others fanning out, obeying her authority.

Tom was stepping out to face them.

Violet needed to go. The deck was a jumble of sight and sound, the fighting pushing closer. She was rooted to the spot.

“Simon’s Lion,” said the blond Steward, while another beside her said, “He’s just a cub.”

Lion? thought Violet, the strange word echoing in her, even as she realized they were talking about her brother.

Tom had picked up the branding iron and was holding it like a crowbar. Amid the gunfire and the swords it looked foolish, but Tom stood out in front of the others, facing down the line of Stewards, as though he was willing to take them on alone.

Tom said, “If you know we took Marcus, you know you’re not invincible.”

The blond Steward laughed. “You think one Lion can stop a dozen Stewards?”

“One Lion killed a hundred like you,” said Tom.

“You’re not like the Lions of old. You’re weak.”

The Steward’s sword flashed a silver arc. It was fast—so fast. Violet saw only an instant of shock on the blond Steward’s face before Tom smashed the sword out of her hand, then drove the crude iron bar through her chest. Then he was pulling out the bar and rising to face the others.

Tom wasn’t weak. Tom was strong. Tom had always been strong.

Violet stared at him. There was blood on Tom’s face, blood on the iron, blood spattered over the white of his shirt, turning it red. With his auburn curls a halo around his head, he did look like a lion. He threw her a single look.

“Go, Violet. I’ll follow you down when I can.”

She nodded blindly. She went, scrabbling backward, then ducking and running across the planking, as the ship shuddered again as though it had been hit. Above her, the rigging swayed and shook. A barrel rolled uncontrollably across the decking. More gunfire; Violet raised her arm to her mouth so that she didn’t choke on smoke. Her heel skidded on blood. She glimpsed Captain Maxwell loading a pistol, then careened sideways to avoid three of Simon’s men struggling with a Steward, before she made it through the haze into the hold.

Relief, as the hatch closed—there was no one here. The sounds from above deck were muffled, shouts and cries and the muted crack of gunshots.

She tried not to let it feel like the doors to her father’s study closing, shutting her out after Tom was led inside.

Stewards, Tom had called them. They had called him Lion. That word was beating at her like blood. She remembered a younger Tom bending a copper farthing in half with his fingers, telling her, Violet, I’m strong, but you can’t tell anyone. His strength was a secret they kept between themselves, but now it made her ordinary brother seem like he was like the Stewards, strange and otherworldly.

Lion.

She kept replaying the moment that Tom had killed the blond Steward, red blood on the iron bar.

She had not believed Tom capable of killing anyone.

Her hands were shaking. It was stupid. Locked up tight in the hold, she was the safest person on the ship. She squeezed her hands into fists to stop it. That worked, a little.

She needed a weapon. She looked around herself.

The Sealgair’s hold was a cavernous space, with thick beams near the stairs, and crates, barrels, and containers extending to the back of the ship. A long line of lamps hanging from hooks overhead disappeared into a darker area, like the black interior of a cave. There, she could see only distant shapes, half-draped canvas and huge wooden bins.

This was Simon’s cargo, part of a steady stream of goods that he brought back from his trading outposts. They said Simon was a collector, and that his trade funded the unusual objects that he brought back from around the globe. Tom had been rewarded with the brand for procuring one of them, something rare and hard to find. Violet could only guess what strange items lay inside these crates. An uneasy chill passed over her, as if she shouldn’t have come down here. As if there was something here that shouldn’t be disturbed.

She stepped off the last of the stairs. In this murky lamplight, it was hard to remember that it was sunny outside. Crates loomed on either side of her, anonymous shapes that flickered in the lamplight, appearing to shrink and grow. Despite the snatches of light, it was cold—cold as the river. The Sealgair was low in the water, weighed down by the cargo. Outside, rather than towering above the river, prow tall as a building, it lay near level with the pier, accessible by ladders. Down here, she was submerged.

Moving deeper into the hold, she found herself sloshing through water.

Water?

It was ankle deep, and cold, with the dank, repugnant smell of the river.

“Who’s there?” said a tense voice.

A splash as she turned, her heart racing at words in a place she had thought was empty.

A boy of about seventeen, in a torn shirt and ripped breeches, was chained up in the darkness of the hold.




Chapter Four

THE BOY WAS clearly a prisoner, chained to the heavy beam behind him, irons so thick they looked more like anchor chains than restraints. Under the tangled dark hair, his pale skin was bruised and mottled, old bruising and fresh, in a pattern of purples and yellows. He’d been beaten, more than once. The shoulder of his torn jacket was dark with blood, his shirt marked and stained, hanging open to show that the bruising covered his body.

She stared with cold, creeping horror. Why was there a boy her own age chained in the hold of this ship? In her mind’s eye, she saw again Tom pulling the iron bar out of that woman’s chest, red with blood.

“What’s happening?”

The boy had trouble standing upright as he spoke, his weight on the wooden beam. He was breathing shallowly, as if even that was difficult, and trying to hide the effort, like a wounded creature trying not to show that it was in pain.

“The ship’s under attack.”

“By who?”

She didn’t answer that. She told herself that if Simon had a boy down here, he must have reason for it. He must be a prisoner or—or a petty thief, an urchin criminal, the paid flunky of one of Simon’s merchant rivals.

She told herself that the boy had brought this on himself. He must be dangerous.

The boy wore the tattered clothing of a dock laborer, but with high cheekbones and a certain intensity in his dark eyes, he didn’t quite look like one. His eyes were fringed by long dark lashes that might have been pretty in a less battered face.

“You don’t have Simon’s brand,” said the boy.

Violet flushed. “I could have.” Fighting down the impulse to grip her own wrist where the brand would be. “If I wanted.” She flushed harder, feeling like she had been tricked. She realized that as she was observing him, he had been observing her.

“My name’s Will,” he said. “If you helped me, I’d—”

“I don’t have the key,” she said. “And I wouldn’t help you even if I did. This is Simon’s ship. He wouldn’t have you here unless you crossed him.”

“He’s going to kill me,” said Will.

Everything seemed to stop. She could hear the sounds of fighting as she looked at the boy’s bruises, the dried blood on his face and shirt. “Simon doesn’t kill people.” But as she said it, she felt a pit opening up underneath the words, no longer quite certain of anything.

“You could find the key,” said Will. “I could slip out during the fight. No one would ever know you were the one who—”

“Check every inch of the hold.” A man’s voice. They both jerked their heads toward it.

A woman answered him, “If Marcus is here, we’ll find him, Justice.”

Will realized at the same moment she did.

“Hey!” called Will. “Over here!”

“No—!” She spun around to shut him up—too late. The two came striding around the corner.

Stewards.

It was her first time seeing them up close, in full armor and white livery with a silver star. Will’s eyes went wide.

The first of them was a tall man who looked like he might be Chinese. He was even more imposing than the others, wearing an expression of purpose and concentration. Justice. Beside him was the woman who had spoken. She was a similar age to Justice, perhaps twenty, her voice containing the hint of a French accent. They both wore the same white surcoat over silver armor. They both had the same cut of hair: shockingly long for a man, half pulled back from their faces with a tie, to then fall loose down their backs.

They both had swords. Not the thin whippy cutlasses that brigands still sometimes used to overrun barges on the river, but two-handed broadswords, the kind that could cut a man in half.

Her thoughts raced to her brother. Tom. She remembered how easily the Stewards had killed Simon’s sailors, cutting through their bodies like butter. If two of them were down here, what was happening above deck?

Violet was grabbing a broom handle and stepping forward to stand in their way before she knew what she was doing.

Her heart was pounding. Facing her, the Steward called Justice was overwhelming, not only handsome but radiating nobility and power. Violet felt small, insignificant. She stayed where she was anyway. Tom was brave, she thought. If she could slow them down, even for a moment, she could buy her brother time above deck. Her eyes met Justice’s.

“It’s not Marcus,” said the French Steward, holding Justice back by the arm. “Simon’s keeping prisoners down here. A girl and a boy. Look.”

“If you let me go, I’ll give you anything you want,” said Will.

Justice looked past Violet toward Will, and back again. “We’ll help you,” said Justice. “We’ll help both of you. But right now it’s not safe on deck. You have to stay down here while we clear this place out—”

“Clear it out?” said Violet. He thinks I’m a prisoner, like that chained-up boy. Her hand tightened on the broom handle.

“Justice. There’s something else down here.” The French Steward had taken a step away from the three of them into the dark of the hold, with a strange expression on her face. “Not the prisoners, something—”

Justice frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know, can’t you feel it? It’s something dark and old, and it feels—”

Violet could feel it. It was the same sensation that she’d had coming down into the hold, like there was something down here that she didn’t want to go near, and she was closer to it now than she had been on the stairs.

She knew that Simon brought artifacts back from the digs he had scattered across the empire. She had even seen some of them, sneaking after Tom on the days he did business on the docks. Pieces of armor in iron caskets. Strange chunks of stone. The broken-off limb of a statue. Simon’s operations were a constant stream of digging and taking. What if the item Tom had procured was here, what if it was what was causing her to feel—

“It’s the reason for all the guards,” said Justice grimly. “It’s not Marcus they’re protecting, it’s something on this ship—”

A pistol shot rang out from the stairs.

Everything after that happened in a jumble. “Get down!” Justice shouted, throwing himself between her and the pistol. She was enveloped by his warmth, his body curving over hers protectively. She felt him jolt, with a sound of pain through gritted teeth. When he pushed her back a second later, she could see the red stain blossoming on his shoulder.

He’d been shot. He’d been shot protecting her. Violet stumbled backward into a crate, staring.

A Steward had just saved her life.

The French Steward had drawn her sword. “They’re coming.”

Justice drew his sword alongside her, ignoring the bullet in his shoulder. “We kill Simon’s Lion, then strip the cargo from this ship.”

Tom. She didn’t have time to react. Another pistol shot burst half the wood from the corner of a cargo crate—the fight was suddenly in the hold. Simon’s men were reloading and taking aim at the Stewards, while others struggled on the stairs, a tangle of bodies and the slash of swords. One of the hanging lamps was smashed sideways, a short-lived burning arc that extinguished itself in the water, making visibility harder.

She had to get to her brother. She pushed off the crate and took her first steps, only to look down and find that the water level was now up to her knees. The dark swirl of it was tugging at her legs, swelling in at a disturbing speed.

That isn’t right. There shouldn’t be water in the hold, and it shouldn’t be this deep, knee height and rising.

She looked up at the cargo. She felt that cold sense of dread again, as if there was something dark and terrible down here with her. Her eyes fixed on one crate, chained down the way the others weren’t. As soon as she looked at it, the feeling of aversion became almost overpowering. That crate—that was it.

There’s something else down here. It’s something dark and old, and it feels—

“You’re not going anywhere, Steward.”

She jerked around to see Tom, standing silhouetted in the entrance to the hold.

Alive. Tom was alive. A rush of relief and pride almost overwhelmed her. His shirt was slashed open, and he was covered in blood, holding the iron bar. But he was her brother, and he was going to win the fight for Simon and her family.

“Where’s Marcus?” said Justice.

Tom came down the steps, iron bar at the ready. “I’ve killed the others.”

“You’re going to tell me what you’ve done with Marcus,” said Justice. “Or I’ll cut down everyone on this ship—then find him anyway.”

“You won’t get past me,” said Tom.

Tom’s strong, she thought. Tom will show him.

But as the two young men came together, it was immediately clear that if Tom was strong, Justice was stronger.

He came in under Tom’s iron bar, and with a single blow sent Tom flying in an arc across the hold, into the heavy beams of the ship. The impact took out the support struts near the stairs, pulverizing the wood, and sent huge beams crashing in a collapse that came smashing down, exploding crates open in the dark depths of the hold.

And that single crate, the one that she had seen and not wanted to go near, was knocked from its stack to crash down onto the planking.

No—

A wave of sick horror rolled over Violet as the crate shattered, a choking, tangible feeling, as if something terrible had been released into the hold. She didn’t want to turn her head and look at it. One of Simon’s men nearby whitened visibly, as if the wave of sickness from the crate had hit him even more strongly. A moment later, he swayed, his skin mottling. She made herself turn and look.

There’s something else here, and it feels—

She saw people staggering, vomiting, collapsing into the water, then she lifted her eyes further—

 —like it’s trying to get out.

It looked plain except for its black hilt, and its long, carved black sheath. It was a sword that had fallen out of a smashed container, and now lay tumbled on the edge of a crate. The fall had exposed a single sliver of its black blade, the rest of the sword still quiescent in its sheath.

The wave of revulsion she felt at that glimpse of black blade was like nothing she had ever felt before. Sheathe it! she wanted to scream, knowing immediately that it was the source of the roiling sickness. In the next moment, she saw arcs of black flame leaping out from the blade, striking the hull and pulverizing it, letting in a new rush of water. As she watched, the flame struck one of Simon’s men, and he vomited up black ichor, as though his internal organs had rotted through. Sheathe it! Cover it!

But no one could get to it without risking the black fire.

Around her people were screaming and scrabbling to get to the exit, panicking as the black flame flared like unholy lightning, killing anyone it touched. Others were simply trying to get as
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