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Prologue: Calanda

 


Calanda was born between two worlds,
where the rim of Sanlin Island meets the flat of the High Salt. In
her youth she had often climbed the rim to a ledge overlooking the
far side, just above the tram station, and waited for the great
steel gondolas to rise up through the cloud cover on their massive
cables, hauling travelers exotic and mundane to the town of
Southport and the 42-wheel merchantmen that would sail them across
the Salt. Even in winter, when the hard dry cold erased the clouds
and Calanda could see all the way down to the mottled green floor
of the island, they came seeking passage.

The air on the Salt was too thin for
islanders, the unfiltered sun too punishing, and they always looked
exhausted and ill when they disembarked from the newly-arrived
ships, some of them having to be carried to their hotel. But the
tough, wiry people of the rim were born to it, and every ship that
sailed the Salt was crewed by rim folk.

Calanda had lost her parents when she
was very young and had been raised by her grandfather. He had been
a sailor, and she had always wanted to be a sailor. She already had
a pilot's rating in 3-wheeled catts at the age of fifteen. She
worked a heliograph as well as anyone. And she knew all her
knots.

She also knew that in Southport, if you
didn't get away when you were young, you didn't get away at all.
Seventeen, the age of legality, still seemed a lifetime away. “Let
the wind take you,” her grandfather would say to her, “Go as soon
as you can.” But company ships hired no one under twenty-one years,
and warships didn't take girls. She might have despaired and
languished but for two occurrences: when she cut her hair short for
catt racing the other kids laughed and said she looked like a boy,
and an old privateer captain came to Southport, trying to scrape up
a new crew for one more adventure.


 


 


1. Wind Ferret

 


"You'll make rimfall on islands you've
never even dreamed of," he said enticingly, his eyes and his
earrings flashing in the gaslight. "You'll see things that you
won't believe even whilst you're seeing them. And I've a fast
twenty-wheel barque to take us there, just fitted with brand-new
rubber. She mounts a triple rocket-launcher on each side — can
destroy anything nimble enough to catch her, and can run from any
ship too big to handle."

Jek Maysin, the oldest of the young men
there, cleared his throat. "How long have you held this Admiralty
commission as a pirate hunter, Captain Dicer?"

Calanda leaned back into the shadowy
corner; Jek was the one fellow there that might recognize her. But
he had been gone a year on a company ship. She wished she had
smeared dirt on her face — boy's breeches and a hat might not be
enough.

"Well," Dicer said, “it's a new
commission to be sure, but I‘ve seen my share of pirate fights." He
leapt onto the carom table and drew a sabre that shone like a
mirror. "Not work for the faint of heart. But if ye was faint,
you'd not be here now. No. This is for daring men who can face a
rocket shot as easily as the brazen girls of Wildtown — men who can
laugh at the cutting wind and blistering sun for a chance at enough
loot to see them the rest of their lives. Now who among you is such
a man? Who'll be first to sign articles and receive a platinum
ounce as bonus here on the spot?"

"I am! I'll go! Let me sign!" came a
dozen shouts at once. These boys were as desperate to get away as
Calanda. But she noticed that Jek slipped quietly out the front
door.

"One at a time lads," Dicer said with a
grin. "Form a column there in front of that table where sits my
quartermaster, Mr. Astone. He'll sign and pay ye. And to save time
I'll read the articles to all of you at once." Over his shoulder he
called, "Hey barkeep, a full pint for every one of these lads here
whilst they wait."

Calanda stood at the end of the line
with a boy nearly her age. They were the youngest there by a couple
of years. When the barman came to them he shook his head and
wouldn’t serve them. The boy turned to her and said, "I think that
if we're old enough to hunt pirates, we're old enough to
drink."

Calanda was afraid to speak, afraid
that her girl's voice would give her away on the spot.

"Hi," said the boy, "my name is Dawny."
He had curly golden hair, and was handsome and
confident.

"I'm Cal," she said.

"Are you from saltside?"

"No. Rimside. But I race catts off of
Sandy Head."

"I hear that can be pretty rough. How
old are you?"

"Seventeen."

He smiled at her obvious lie. “You’re
older than you look. I just had my seventeenth last
week.”

It was working, she decided — he
thought she was a boy. "I can't wait to get out there."

Dawny cocked his head. "Why do you want
to leave so bad?"

She looked him in the eye.
"Why do you?"

He said nothing, and Dicer quickly read
the ship's articles, covering them in less than two minutes. Minor
infractions of the rules resulted in punishment by the rod. For
major crimes, all of which seemed most unlikely to Calanda, such as
desertion, or killing a shipmate, or stealing water in
life-threatening quantity, there was but one penalty — death by
dragging. But compensations for maiming injury were beyond
generous: from two thousand sovereigns for the loss of a foot, to
ten thousand for blindness. Calanda wondered how a small privateer
could afford it. She began to suspect that she had no idea of how
much wealth passed across the High Salt.

The other young men signed and took
their coin. When Dawny and Calanda reached the table Mr. Astone
looked up with his bulldog face and said, "What's this then, a
brace of cabin boys?"

"No sir," Dawny barked out fearlessly,
"we be topmen."

That caught the Captain's ear and he
came over to the table. "Topmen, eh?" He looked at Dawny. "Can you
reef a t'gallant in a frozen gale, with the ship swaying like a
teeter-totter?"

"Aye, sir," answered Dawny, almost
defiantly.

Dicer turned to Calanda. "And you. Can
you swing from sheet to yard to line, agile as a spider
monkey?"

"That I can, sir," she belted out.
Dawny had inspired her.

Astone harrumphed. "We should test
them, see if they know the ropes."

Captain Dicer stroked his greying
beard. "We'll find out soon enough whether they be topmen or no.
Sign 'em."

When they had signed, and each had
pocketed his platinum ounce — more money than Calanda had ever seen
— they stood there just grinning at one another. Then the Captain's
demeanor changed, his eyes becoming sharp where they had been
bright, his mouth hard where it had been gentle.

Astone stood and shouted harshly to the
room, "Crew is to fall in before the Captain at once!" They all
stood dumbfounded, staring at him wide-eyed.

"Fall in at once!" he commanded, "or
you'll feel the rod before you even see the Salt."

They quickly massed in front of
Dicer.

"You have all signed ship's
articles and accepted token of payment. You are under my legal
command from this moment until the completion of our voyage. I
hereby order each of you to report aboard Wind Ferret at two bells in the
morning watch."

"That's five o'clock," said Astone, "in
lubberly talk."

"Say your good-byes tonight," Dicer
told them, "and bring your kit. There'll be no leave before we
sail."

Calanda suddenly felt very young and
very naive. She turned to Dawny and whispered, "What have we
done?"

 


Ninety feet above the deck
the main mast creaked and strained in the high wind, and Calanda
held tight to the yardarm as Wind
Ferret rolled away mile after mile of
salt-encrusted earth. Dawny perched lightly on the footropes,
almost lounging against the yard. The blister-cream on his lips and
nose and ears made him look like a clown and Calanda
laughed.

They had been on the Salt
only two weeks, their skin already scorched and scrubbed raw by sun
and wind and the dryness of the freezing night — their breath
started coming out frosty as soon as the sun went down — but each
day had been as full as a month spent at home, and Calanda had
begun to imagine that she was a journeyman sailor. She
had known most of the
ropes, and it was obvious that many of the other sailors up there
had never worked the tops before.

Dawny shone in the tops. More agile
even than the older hands, he also learned the tricks of top work
quickly, passing them on to Calanda, for on their first day aboard
they had made a pact to look out for one another. The tops were an
isolated world aloft, dangerous and dream-like and Calanda loved
it.

Dawny gave her an easy smile. “Laugh if
you want my bold and secretive friend.” The way he sometimes looked
at her, a mischievous light to his eyes, made Calanda think that he
must know about her, and now it seemed that he was letting her know
that
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