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Author’s Note

 


One day last summer, I was drawing a
quick sketch of a pale blond elf. He was coming along very nicely
but I completely and utterly messed up his left eye, and no matter
how hard I tried I could not fix it. I became so exasperated that I
blacked it out with a thick black pencil, and there and then an
elf-pirate was born.

 


I was so fascinated by this mysterious
character I had accidentally created that I started writing his
story the next day, with no idea where I was going with it. As it
turns out, I have never had so much fun writing a book. I offer
this as a reminder that sometimes it’s worth embracing your own
mistakes, because they can take you to very interesting and
unexpected places that you would never have imagined
otherwise.
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Foreword

 


Throughout the story I used the names
of rigs that really did sail in the Mediterranean Sea until at
least as late as the Napoleonic wars, but I changed their
characteristics somewhat. For example, a xebec did not technically
have a bowsprit, and I doubt that a galley would have had quarter
galleries, and neither of them had much in the way of cooking
facilities. Also, I placed this story in a time of change from
traditional boarding battle strategies to the advent of firearms.
This change certainly happened more organically than suggested
here. It’s a fantasy novel.

The strange hybrid status of the
Beyas’kahli, part pirates, part corsairs, part traders, part
slavers, reflects to a certain extent the history of the Barbary
pirates, a very different set from the Caribbean pirates we are all
more familiar with.

The story of Hawkeneye and
Leal is told in full in my book Spellbreakers.


Prologue

 


The midwives had gathered in the house
at sunset, when the waters broke. The armed men had come, too, and
waited outside, except for Eikki, the father, who would have to do
the deed, afterwards.

The men thought that it should have
been done long ago, months ago, before it came to this monstrous
screaming and the unnatural, accursed thing that was happening in
there. They were uneasy. Men are always uneasy around a birth, but
this was different. One of them, Juoni, had a wife in there,
Anneli, one of the midwives, and he fidgeted near the door,
fingering the hilt of his dagger, half in a mind to go in and put
an end to it all, whether or not the birth was over. No living
woman should be in the presence of such evil, his wife least of
all.

But The Elders had spoken. It had been
agreed that the child should be born.

Inside, the mother was thrashing in
the childbed, soon to be her deathbed. Her hands and feet were
strapped to the sides of the frame, and her eyes had turned back
into her head and gleamed like pale blind eggshells in the light of
the fire. The midwives were silent. There was no point soothing or
urging her on, as is normal at such times, or telling her to push,
to hold, to breathe, not to throw her head around so. She was
beyond their reach. Never had been such a birth, the mother
screaming, screaming, screaming, barely muffled by the gag—because
she was gagged, she had to be, lest she bite her attendants—and the
midwives mute, standing back, waiting. All they could do was hope
the child would come anyway, of its own accord, and that the mother
would not kill him on the way. That, and that the child would be …
normal.

It had been hours already, and the
woman, what was left of her, was becoming weak, too weak to scream
in her gag, or fight her bonds. Her body was doing what a mother’s
body should, but sluggishly, fitfully, without her will having
anything to do with it.

“It’s coming, I think,”
said Anneli in a dog-tired whisper.

It was almost dawn. The
women, the living ones, stirred, approached, prodded and probed,
inside and out, shivering at the touch of that tainted flesh,
feeling for the little life inside. Was it alive? Was it
alive?

When it came forth
finally, in a great gush a dark blood—it looked like ink in the
firelight—it was blue and lifeless, and it had to be drawn out from
that grey body with irons, like a knife out of a wound, but babies
can be like that sometimes, when the mother has been ill, or has
fought so badly. Anneli lifted it, him actually—it was a boy—wiped the
little nose, slapped him and chafed him.

“Breathe! Breathe!” she
said again and again, chafing, slapping. “Breathe!”

She didn’t want him to
be dead. He must
be alive, for the sake of the poor father, if nothing else.
“Breathe!”

And finally, the tiny thing coughed,
and a mewling cry came from him.

“Stay with me now. There,
there, stay with me, my sweet…”

Anneli washed him in the warm water
that waited by the fire, and rubbed his little limbs (each of them
perfectly formed and pink now) and carefully opened his eyelids. A
lustrous pale green eye in each. He was small, smaller than the
littlest elf-child, but flawless, beautiful.

“He is … normal. A living
child. Weak, but living. The taint is not on him,” she said, her voice breaking with
emotion, as she cradled him and rocked him, poor orphan.

Eikki, the father, put his face in his
hands. “Thank the gods,” he whispered. “May I hold him?
Please?”

The women looked at him, all of them,
except his wife.

“Do what you need first.
For mercy, Eikki. Do it. She’s already gone, you know
that.”

Eikki sighed and walked to the
childbed, like a man in sleep-walk. He looked at his wife’s
unrecognizable face. She had been beautiful once, the light of his
life. Now her flesh had melted from her bones. It had been hard to
feed her. Her silvery hair had been sheared from her head. It had
been impossible to brush it.

“Do it, Eikki,” said a
voice from the door. The men had come in. They were there to make
sure he did it. It was agreed.

He took his knife from the sheath and
looked at his wife one last time, and then he plunged the blade in
her soulless heart. She didn’t even cry. There was just a sound
like winter wind rustling through dried leaves.

Juoni looked at the child and spit on
the fire, as men did in those parts to ward off the Evil
Eye.

“That should be killed,
too,” he said.

“Why?” said the midwife,
protectively. “He hasn’t been touched. He’s one of us. There’s few
enough of us as it is.”

“How can you know? There’s
never been a child born of—of one of them. You don’t know if it shows.
You cannot tell.”

“We will watch him. We
will watch him close. You will not kill him though, not like this.
Not a baby.”

She crouched about the child
protectively, like a wild cat.

“It would be a mercy,
Anni. You know it would be. There’s not a woman in the whole of
Kaleva, the Elverlaen, or the Near Vaelta’a that will nurse
him.”

“I’ll feed him,” said
Eikki. “I’ll feed him. Goat milk will do. It’s been done before.
He’s all that is left of her. Let me have him.”

They gave him the child in
his towel, and he held him close and rocked him. Tears streamed
down his face, but he smiled a little. Poor little thing, that he
should come into the world like this, at such a time. He should see
one smile at least, on his birthday. Tears fell off the father’s
chin and onto his little mouth. The little lips stirred, licked,
sucked. It should have been milk,
thought Eikki. It should
have been milk, not salt-water, the first thing he
tasted.

“What will you call him?”
said Anneli.

“Lasse. Lasse. That is the
name she wanted … if it was a boy.”

“Lasse,” repeated the
midwife, stroking the child’s pale head. He was fair, like his
mother had been, one of the white northern race, one of the very
last. “Lasse Eikkissen. May you find your way home,
always.”

 



Chapter One

The Costanza

 


Gael

The Lady Leal was a tall, straight,
clear-eyed woman of sixty-four. She had aged to wiry thinness
rather than plump softness, as other women do, and she still bore
her own curious, boyish beauty. Her decisive, commanding manner
could still give way, at times, to a wonderfully endearing,
nose-wrinkling grin, which invariably elicited a returning smile
from those to whom it was addressed.

“Gael,” she said now, with
that selfsame grin, and Gael could indeed only smile back with real
warmth.

“Aunt Leal,” he said
embracing her in the effusive Escarran manner, and kissing her on
both cheeks.

“Ah, you remember me,
then. It has been what, six years? You were just a little chap when
I saw you last.”

Gael did not comment. It was the sort
of things aunts said.

“Did you have a good
trip?” he asked, not as a formality, but genuinely
interested.

Unlike the other ladies he
knew, who rarely stirred ten miles out of their palaces on a coach
and six, Leal had traveled two thousand miles to come here,
crossing half the length of Kaleva, and touching at Nevraan,
Enskala, Moosbronn, passing within sight of La Puerta del Mar and
Velmossa. It was a trip that most men never even
dreamed of, and Leal had
made it quite regularly in the last three decades, usually without
her husband, who, the king of Kaleva in all but name, was much too
busy for family reunions. It was something so remarkable that Gael,
who, by no fault of his, had hardly ever left home, could not wait
to hear all about it.

She was a legendary woman, or she
would have been were it not for the fact that she was alive and
real, standing right in front of him.

“Why, as to that,” said
Leal, gesturing him to sit and share her table, where tea and
sweets were spread. “I wish it could have been better. I cannot
believe how difficult it has become to sail even the shortest
distance in the Circled Sea. The moment you pass La Puerta del Mar,
you might as well be walking buck naked into a snake
pit.”

Queen Amata’s ladies, who were sitting
demurely all round, looked up, shocked. A few of them started and
pricked their fine white fingers before resuming their needlework
very busily. It was that sort of court. But Leal had always been
made of wilder stuff, and carried right on.

“Do you know that a
Beyas’kahli pirate chased us all the way from Mergala to Alverante
and had the gall of trying to board us? It was a good thing we had
a lucky wind and some proper archers aboard. That dampened their
ardor somewhat, when they realized we were not to be snatched up
like chicks off a green.”

Queen Amata, Leal’s younger sister,
who was sitting by, sipping tea, shook her head in
disgust.

She had the same green eyes as her
sister, but there the resemblance ended. Whereas Leal was tall and
fair, Amata had the fine-boned, small, graceful build of her
Andalouan mother’s ancestors (Leal took after the Escarran side of
the family, like Gael did, to a certain extent). Amata had also
their dark skin and raven-black hair. The strange coloring on those
exquisite features made her extraordinarily beautiful, even at her
age. Her hair was still full and exceptionally long. It was dark,
dark, with a very few silver strands that, with such a high degree
of beauty, were rather an enhancement, like a strand of silver in
the weave of a dark tapestry.

“The Askisehii have become
more than a nuisance, Leal, since you were here last. Azmir is too
far to be much of a threat to us, although the Umbrians are sorely
tried, but Beyas’kahl… Their corsairs are bad enough, mere pirates,
for the most part, but it’s the raiders that enrage me. No more
than three months ago one of them had the nerve of taking every
last woman, child, and man off the village of Bargo. On my very own
coast. Right under the nose of my bungling galley captains. I sent
a delegation with an official complaint to that Emperor of theirs,
the Prince of Heaven, forsooth, and all he did was sending me
apologies and gifts, including thirty handpicked slaves, and asking
my hand in marriage.”

Amata always spoke in a deep, deep,
throaty purr, more of a deep, hoarse murmur than a woman’s speech.
It had been known to bring men to their knees with lust, or so the
rumors went. Even Gael, who was alarmingly insensitive to female
charms, had to admit that it was a remarkable voice.

Leal’s jaw tightened. All Escarrans
shared a deep-seated hatred for slavery. It was rooted in their
very bones, after centuries of war with their powerful,
slave-trading neighbor, Hassia.

After the Draugar War had forced them
to sign an uneasy alliance over three decades ago, Escarra had had
to close an eye on the slave trade that went on just past their
borders, and all along the coasts of the Circled Sea. It had been
the price to pay for the support of the Hassian army against the
much, much worse threat that pressed on the northern borders of the
civilized world. But it still stuck in the Escarrans’ collective
gullet.

“Where is your navy,
sister? You have enough galleys to clear the Circled Sea of these
scoundrels, if you want to.”

Amata sighed. “Would that
I could. I can defend my coasts, when the galleys happen to be in
the right place at the right time and their captains are not
asleep. But I cannot pursue these pirates in their own ports unless
war is declared on the Askisehii. It might come to that, at this
rate. But they are so close to Hassia that it would be awkward. The
only thing I can do is try and catch them at sea. If they sail
in my waters, I
can snatch them up. Or I could if my captains were not a pack of
fools. They are too … traditional in their approach. They don’t
seem to understand how these pirates think and move. Their idea of
a sea fight is two lines of battle crashing together by mutual
agreement, in rigid formation. They can’t get the hang of these
skulking sea weasels. It is very vexing.”

Leal shook her head. “I
wish I could bring down a few of our dragon-ships from Nevraan. Our
captains are real seamen. But we hardly have enough men to guard our own
coast.”

Gael heard the sadness in her voice.
So many men and women had been lost or killed in the northern war,
that even a generation later the near Vaelta’a was a desolate,
uninhabited wasteland, while Kaleva was but a sparsely populated
country, limping towards a recovery that may or may not
come.

“If I could get one of
these pirates to work for me,
that would be something,” said Amata. “I could
use someone who knows their ships, their routes and their ways. But
I’d need someone I can trust in Beyas’kahl, to pick the right man.
For a pirate to become my corsair he would have to be someone
gifted, clean and civilized, and not a rabid slaver, or it will
never do.”

“Are you sure it’s
a corsair, you
want, sister? That sounded almost like a husband,” said Leal
impishly. Amata shot her a withering look, to no effect whatsoever.
A woman who had faced dragons and sorcerers, and fought in the war
by her husband’s side was certainly not going to be daunted by her
sister’s unspoken spleen.

“Why don’t I go?” said
Gael suddenly, feeling that his life in Castel Argell was much,
much too tame to be endured any longer.

“You? But, but, my dear
child,” began Amata.

“Yes, me! Why
not?”

“Because I’d need someone
who can move about the town discreetly, talking to people, and
observing without being observed, my dear. An intelligence agent
must always pretend to be something different from what he is. How
could you do such
a thing?”

“I can do that. Let me go, and train at
the hospital there. They are very good, you know? You think the
Askisehii are all savages, because of the raids, but half of my
medicine books are translations from Askish authors. I can study
there, and observe, and talk to people. The doctors teach in the
Old Livian, which I understand well enough, and everybody else
speaks the lingua franca, anyway. People always talk to doctors,
and students can go to taverns and places without anyone minding. I
don’t have to pretend to be anything. I can go as a student of medicine, which
is what I am!” Gael realized he had become a
little heated on the last part, and strove to calm down.

“Oh, Gael…”

“Let him go,” said Leal
unexpectedly. “It’d be good for him to see something of the world,
spread his wings a little. It would give him a chance to finish his
studies, and if he can find a suitable man for your
needs,”
Leal shot her sister a wink here that Amata
answered with stony silence, and her maids with shocked glances,
“that’s a bonus, right?”

“But, Leal,” said Amata,
troubled. “Think of the dangers, the dirt, the—the very mixed
company. Beyas’kahl is a very rowdy town, by all accounts, with
wildly improper habits.”

“Is it indeed?” asked
Leal, and leaning towards Gael, in a loud stage whisper she added,
“Go, Gael, go! I will come visiting you! I could do with some
more mixed company.”

At that one of the queen’s ladies
grabbed her rosy young daughter by the hand, excused herself, and
with a stiff curtsey, she made a quick exit. Leal winked at
Gael.

Amata looked at him thoughtfully.
“Your father will never consent to it. He loathes these medical
studies of yours. It’s been hard enough to convince him to let you
learn with Doctor Garza in Castel Argell. To let you go to
Beyas’kahl, of all places…”

“He can’t stop me. I am of
age to go where I please. And if you order it … are you not the
Queen?”

“Also, he needs not be
told until it’s too late,” said Leal, grinning. According to the
stories, over forty years earlier she had slinked out of Castel
Argell with her maid, unbeknownst to her father, to go off on a far
more dangerous mission to Kaleva, so she presumably knew what she
was talking about.

Amata sighed. “I will think about
this. It seems a very wild scheme to me. But it’s true that it
might be the only way you can finish your studies in a real
hospital, if you are really set on doing so. Your father will never
let you do it here. He’d think it disgracefully improper to a
nobleman’s son.”

Gael was bouncing on his chair in
excitement. “Please, oh please, aunt, let me go!”

“As I said, I will think
of it.”

****

Andalouan ships never touched on the
Ajjar coast these days.

Andalou and the Askish Empire were not
at war, but feelings had run so high and hot in recent years, that
all commerce between these nations (which was not much in any case)
passed by “neutral” hands. Neutral ships were just ships that were
willing to pay a “cut” to the pirates, a fraction of the cost of
their cargo, or whatever bribe the pirate captain was willing to
take. Amata had forbidden her traders to do so, as it gave
countenance to the insufferable arrogance of the Prince of Heaven,
but Hassian ships often sailed in the Circled Sea and there were
the huge galleys and galleasses from the free cities of Nervi,
Scala, and Boccalama, and any number of ships of all shapes and
sizes, from minuscule feluccas to the towering Moosbronn carracks
and anything in between, sailing from Ikaria, Svilajia and Elyya
that carried goods and passengers from the northern to the southern
shores of the Circled sea.

And so it was that Gael
was now sailing on a roundabout route on a fat-bottomed, slow, but
comfortably sized polacre called Costanza, headed from Cala Soller to
Nervi via L’Assisi with a load of the finest Andalouan silk, ten
bales of bull-leather, four chests of Lantara steel-blades for the
Umbrian King’s Guard, and two paying passengers: himself, and a
slightly older boy called Mateo, a lute-maker bound for L’Assisi,
where he meant to improve in his profession by learning from the
best lute-makers in the world.

Andalouans seldom made tall men, and
Gael was no exception, even if he had been lucky in his choice of
grandfather. King Guillem of Escarra had been a tall fellow by all
accounts, and Gael was slightly taller than the Andalouan average,
if not by much. But Mateo was positively minuscule, a young man so
diminutive that the seamen immediately named him “the
mouse”.

Because of their age and their
relatively similar situation they had immediately made friends, and
on their first day onboard they spent a good deal of time together
sitting in whatever corner of the ship they seemed to be less in
the way. They were desperately at sea, in every sense, on this
creaking, pitching, rolling, mysteriously complex machine, and more
than once an exasperated seaman had had to shoo them out of the way
to do his job, or to save them from coming to bodily harm when the
ship gamboled a bit more lively, or ropes and spars shifted in some
surprising and unaccountable manner, threatening to snare, brain,
or cut in two the unsuspecting landsman.

Despite all these unexpected hazards,
they were having the time of their lives.

Gael had never felt so
good. The sea-air alone was likely to make him drunk. And he
was free. Free of
his father’s perpetual disapproval, of his mother’s absent-minded
protectiveness, and most of all of the stuffy, rigid, absurd rules
of court etiquette.

This is my life beginning,
finally!

And he was of course on
the way to Beyas’kahl. Doctor Garza, the Queen’s Physician, his
teacher of five years now, had written a very handsome introduction
letter (he had not signed it with his full title of course, which
would attract too much attention) which would certainly secure him
a place in the hospital there. If only things stayed as they were,
and all these quarrelsome nations could resist the urge of going to
war for just a few more years, he would train long enough to become
a real doctor,
and then nobody, not even his father could stop him from living as
he wanted, studying compared anatomy (his great passion), putting
hurt people back on their feet, and maybe even writing medicine
books of his own, one day.

****

Rikko’

The Serüvenci, the Adventurer, affectionately called
the Rüven, by
those belonging to her crew, was a severely beautiful, shockingly
fast xebec of the larger kind, large enough in fact that she could
easily pass for a peaceful merchant ship at a distance, with most
of her men crammed below, and did
occasionally carry innocent cargo. But there was
in fact nothing peaceful at all about her, and least of all about
her second-in-command, Rikko’, who was currently hanging by one
crooked arm from the foremast shrouds, out over the sea, as easy as
a tree-born lemur from the Southern Isles (a likeness easily
verified, since one such creature was perched on top of the
selfsame mast), his head tilted to bring his good eye to bear on
the northern horizon, in a last predatory search for a far sail.
Even with only one eye, even without a spyglass, he was still the
best look-out in the ship, especially at dusk and dawn.

Right now, in the steep
sea roused up by the sirocco that had filled her decks with sand
even if they had never been anywhere near the worst of the storm at
all, the Rüven was pitching and diving her nose in the waves like a capering
dolphin. The sirocco had petered away to nothing last night, and
the faint breeze came in gusts from every corner of the compass.
The xebec would have been blown to pieces, or flipped over like a
pancake in the towering waves off the coast of Dalarna, or in the
Narrows, with a true westerly gale, but here, in the relatively
low, albeit strangely temperamental waters of the Circled Sea, she
was as beautiful and deadly a predator as he himself. Lean, fast,
merciless, and nigh uncatchable.

While the Kalevan
dragon-ships and even the big cogs, carracks and caravels off
Weltmund and Moosbronn flew before the wind like sheep before a
sheepdog, a xebec could lean into it, sail as close to it as a
lover reaching a hand between the thighs of a fickle whore. And who
would want to be sailing off the coast of Kaleva, or Dalarna, gods
forbid, freezing one’s balls off in the east winds off the
glaciers, when all this luscious, warm, rich southern sea lay
golden-bright in the sun, like an orchard of peaches ripe for the
picking? Fuck Dalarna, and Kaleva, and the
whole breadth of the gods-forsaken frozen North, I say.

Rikko’ took a deep breath of the balmy
evening breeze and smiled.

“Krk-kk,” he called to the
lemur, and with one last look to the northern sea he let himself
slide down a backstay, let go of it some two yards above the deck,
thumped lithely down on the cathead without missing a beat, and
walked aft.

High aloft the lemur dropped from the
masthead to the fore yard, ran up along its length, jumped with
impossible agility to the main masthead, striped tail streaming far
behind, up the main yard and aft, grabbed hold of the brace and
descended along it to jump with impeccable timing onto Rikko’s
shoulder as he passed. Rikko’ stroked her little black hands
fondly, climbing the six narrow steps to the
quarterdeck.

Right now, the peachy sea
was being stroppy enough that they had better snuggle the ship down
for the night, and while walking the remaining ten steps to the
taffrail he called all the orders needed to fold the xebec’s vast
wings down, so they could all have a quiet night of it. Not only it
would be good for the men to have a good sleep, after the couple of
stormy days they had had, but it would also avoid the unwelcome
attention of some cruising Andalouan or Umbrian galley. No peaceful
merchant ever sailed at night with such a spread of canvas, and now
that the Rüven was smack in the shipping lanes between Velmossa, Nervi,
Scala and L’Assisi she didn’t want to look too much like a
predator, unless there was prey in view.

But it was right then, in
that instant, from the very taffrail itself that he
felt rather than seeing,
the sail south and a little west of them, just the merest speck of
white lit by the sunset, like a far, far gull wing catching the
last beam of sunshine and then dipping below the horizon. She was
dead in the eye of the wind. But she didn’t know the
Rüven was there, just
over the edge of the horizon, like a stalking cat, ready to
pounce.

“Call the captain,” he
said softly, and climbed in the mizzen’s shrouds.

****

Gael

The strange sail appeared at dawn, on
their third day out of Cala Soller. She lay right on their larboard
beam, on the edge of the grey northern horizon. Her dark red lateen
sails pierced the sky, bright orange now in the level shafts of the
rising sun.

One of the younger sailors spotted her
from his lookout post, high up on the mainmast, and she was
dismissed as a pinco sailing from Tarrena or Salvada to Algaro or
L’Assisi. Breakfast was in hand, and they all looked forward to
have something hot in their belly.

They might get ‘round to speaking to
the pinco in an hour or two, since their courses were converging,
and it’s always nice to have a chat with a stranger at sea, but
right now, breakfast was more important.

But long before the morning burgoo was
ready, suspicion arose. The lateen sails came on, higher and
higher, and soon the ship was hull up on the horizon, pelting down
on the southerly breeze as if sailing unnaturally against wind and
tide. No pinco had ever sailed that fast close hauled.

“Could it possibly be a
xebec? An Askish xebec?” murmured a sailor, in a horrified hushed
whisper.

“Gods forbid,” answered
another. “But it would be a bloody bold son of a bitch, sailing so
far north, right in with our coasts, and under the nose of the
queen’s galleys, and with the Umbrians so pissed off
already.”

Every eye in the polacre was studying
the approaching sail with the utmost attention by now. Gael and
Mateo had appeared on deck, pink and sleepy, and had heard the
news, and were staring as hard as anybody, although they were as
likely to tell the difference between a pinco and a xebec as to
sail the polacre to L’Assisi on their own.

“Gods have mercy,” said
Thiago Fierro, the Costanza’s captain, finally,
clapping the only spyglass in the ship shut. “That ain’t any pinco
that ever sailed. There’s two hundred devils aboard of her, all
armed to their teeth. That is a pirate xebec!”

The dismayed silence that fell on deck
lasted for maybe half a minute. Then Fierro pulled himself up to
his moderate full height, and, although he looked as grey as a
hanged man, he ordered weapons to be brought out and some change of
course and sails that was lost on the two landsmen.

“Can’t we run away?” asked
Mateo, confused.

The Costanza’s purser, a very old man
called Javier Hiasso, shook his head sadly. “We’ll try, aye, we’ll
try. We have the weather gage, but no room to use it. If we turn to
the north, to put the barky on her best point of sailing, we go
right in their arms. If we turn south to run, she’llhave us in an
hour, because she can sail so much closer to the wind than us. If
we tack or wear to run westward, she’ll be on our neck in a minute,
because they have three sails to trim and a heavy crew to do it,
while we must trim at least twice as many with barely twenty men on
deck.” He shook his head. “Where did she sprout from? Sea demons.
Even if we had all the sea room in the world and half a day
headstart on her, she’s twice as fast as the poor old lady,” he
said, patting the Costanza’s rail as if she had been a
slow but loyal old work-mare, unfairly pitted against a spirited,
light-footed desert steed.

Gael looked at the
approaching ship with the keenest attention. She was certainly
coming closer at an almost supernatural speed. The
Costanza might as well
have been standing at anchor. Still it didn’t make any sense. Ships
were never taken by pirates so far north, right between Velmossa
and Ulassa. It was as safe a sea lane as any in the Circled
Sea.

“You two,” said Fierro to
Gael and Mateo. “You can go below and stay out of the way, or you
can fight along of us. For what it’s worth.”

Gael and Mateo exchanged a haggard
glance.

“I will fight,” said Gael
in a small voice. There was not a single ounce of warrior blood in
him, but the idea of hiding below like a rat while these good men
risked their lives for him was intolerable.

“Me too,” said Mateo in an
even smaller voice. He had never looked more like a mouse
before.

“Goodness, Thiago, you
might as well arm the galley cat,” said Bruno Losa, a big young
man, the first mate of the Costanza, but not unkindly. “Here,
can you handle a pike? A cutlass? Crossbow? Pistol? An axe? A
frying pan, at least?”

“A pistol please,” said
Mateo, quivering. “You just have to pull the trigger,
right?”

The mate loaded one for him. “There,”
he said. “Try not to shoot anyone you know, and once you’ve shot it
you can always turn it around and hit the buggers in the nuts with
it. I doubt you could reach their heads.”

“A crossbow,” said Gael,
who had a deep dislike for these newfangled firearms. “And a
cutlass, please.”

A crossbow he could use, but he’d need
something else too, in the heat of battle. You cannot ask your
enemies to give you a moment while you sit there
reloading.

Enemies? The heat of
battle? This is insane. I am a doctor, not a soldier.
But much to his chagrin he had had his share of
fencing lessons back home, thanks to his father’s lofty ideas of
what a nobleman should be like.

The Costanza had finally turned to
starboard to run from the oncoming attacker, but, as Hiasso had
predicted, it was obvious within minutes that on this point of
sailing, the other ship had an even greater advantage on
her.

“We might as well strike
our colors now, before we are all killed,” grumbled the
purser.

It all took on the quality of a dream
in the last minutes. The present moment was everything, something
suspended in a thinly balanced cusp between past and future. But
the present moment had a strange transparent thinness to it, like a
wisp of smoke that you can see but not quite touch. Gael shook his
head as if to clear his vision, but there was nothing wrong with
his eyes.

He and Mateo stood in the waist of the
ship, at the foot of the mainmast, where they had been placed, like
parcels, and waited, and waited.

And then suddenly—it
really felt like time had lapsed and then bounded forward—the xebec
was alongside, a strikingly beautiful ship, with a black and
vermillion hull, very low on the water, and immense rust-red
triangular sails. Her deck was crammed with armed men. When her
bows were near to touching the Costanza’s side, there was a ragged
volley of arrows, bullets and quarrels from the Costanza’s defenders, into the crowd
of men that lined the xebec’s rail. Gael shot his first quarrel and
reloaded. He had barely finished when the whole ship jolted under
him and he nearly fell to his knees.

“Oh gods,” said
Mateo.

The xebec’s side had
grounded in the Costanza. She had not rammed the
polacre head-first, like a galley might, but touched in a slanting
fashion, almost gently, as if careful of her paintwork. Hooks were
thrown over the rails, and despite the desperate attempt of a
handful of the Costanza’s sailors to hack at the lines with axes, the two ships were
made fast, like an unwilling pair locked in a deadly
dance.

The Costanza’s side was higher than the
xebec’s, and that gave them some advantage. Fierro led the defense
forward where the xebec’s crew seemed more likely to board. Losa
held the stern with a smaller band of men. But what they had in
height they lacked in numbers. Gael looked forward and saw Fierro
slashing downward, being pushed back, slashing again, and then
almost falling backwards onto his companions.

Gael stared, paralyzed,
waiting for the man Fierro was fighting to come over the bows. He
shook his head again and lifted his crossbow at the ready, hoping
for a clean shot that might relieve the Costanza’s captain of his
attacker.

But what did come over the
ship’s rail gave Gael such a turn that he shot his quarrel wide and
high, entirely off-target. It’s a
woman! He thought, as the absurdly lithe,
slim figure came aboard followed by a long queue of streaming pale
hair.

But no, it wasn’t. It could not
be.

Surely no woman ever could
be so strong and mad as to jump right into the press of armed men
waiting of the Costanza’s forecastle. The tall, lean man—it must be a man—dodged one cutlass
slash, cut at a pike with a lightning quick sword stroke, and then
cut at Fierro again as he moved back in the fray. Then the pale
apparition lifted Fierro bodily by the neck and threw him backwards
right into his tightly grouped comrades, so that they all stumbled
and wavered, and some of them fell off the forecastle and into the
waist of the ship.

This was no woman.

It was a slender man, and looked
skinnier because of his height, as quick and graceful and deadly as
a cat. His clothes were white, except where blood had spattered
him, so that he appeared almost to glow, like an angel, but an
angel of death and destruction. Gael’s chin hung loose, but Mateo
lifted his pistol in a trembling hand and shot at the tall, pale
man.

Gael saw him sway as the bullet hit
him high up on his right arm.

A plume of scarlet blood flew from the
wound, but the hit was a grazing one and it was the man behind him
that was killed.

Then the pale man turned
and looked at
them. Gael barely had time to register the fact that he had only
one eye. Then he was suddenly hit from behind, a blunt blow between
his shoulder blades that threw him flat on the deck.

He had been looking so intently at the
bows of the ship that he had lost track of what was happening
astern.

The next minute was shouts
and kicks, and blows, and grunts, extreme violence, but it was all
overhead, because he never made it to his feet again.
Good use I made of that cutlass,
he thought, as a bare black foot kicked the
weapon away from him and he was trampled flat by a rush of men,
some retreating, some pursuing, all shouting, grunting,
howling.

And then a shout louder
than all the others, a hoarse, deep roar, from the
Costanza’s stern. “She
struck, avast fighting, stop there, stop, stop, stop. Rikko’!
Rikko’! Stop, gods rot your eye! They struck!”

The milling feet slowed down, resolved
in separate groups.

Gael heaved himself
cautiously to his knees and looked up. Fierro was standing, barely,
bent double over a crimson gush in his belly. He had thrown his
sword to the deck. The tall long-haired figure that was not a woman
let go of his opponent, rather unwillingly, or so Gael thought,
stepped forward and took the surrendered sword. All the men in
the Costanza’s
crew, those who were still standing, threw their weapons to the
deck, too. Their resistance must have lasted five minutes at
most.

“In the hold, all of you,
quick,” roared the commanding voice from astern, and the pale man
herded the forward division of the Costanza’s sailors towards the waist
of the ship, gesturing with his red sword towards the
hatchway.

They were driven down in the hold like
sheep. The deck was full of men, at least fifty or sixty pirates,
pressed very close in that small space.

Down in the hold they went, and were
shut in the dark.

****

In this cramped crowded, uneven space,
in pitch black, Gael sat for a while, too shocked to talk. He was
pressed close to two other men, one of them breathing heavily, with
a moaning wheeze at every inhalation. It was this that finally
brought him back to reality.

“You are hurt,” he said,
softly, and he groped in the dark for the wounded man. He touched
an arm, felt along it, and came to a hand clasped over his belly.
“Is that you, captain?”

“Yes.”

“Is it deep?” asked Gael,
trying to feel something through Fierro’s clenched fingers. He knew
that belly wounds were often fatal, but they seldom killed a man
quickly.

“I—I don’t know,” said the
man, through the wheezing.

There was much wetness all around it,
and Gael took off his own vest, and then his shirt, and folded it
to make a pad that could be pressed on the wound.

“Make space there, and
there, make space, let him lie flat. There, sir, press this on it.
You, hold it to the wound.” He guided the hands of his other
neighbor, Mateo in fact, to the improvised bandage, and pressed
them down. Fierro gasped in pain and then lay still. Gael made a
pillow of his vest and pushed it under his head.

“Thank you,” said Fierro
weakly, but Gael knew that a folded shirt would not save his life,
if his vitals had been cut.

“Anybody else is hurt?” he
called in the dark. There were cuts and bruises aplenty, and some
badly dazed, concussed heads, and when they called a muster it
turned out that four men were missing, including Bruno
Losa.

How weird is it that he
should be killed, while Mateo, the mouse, is the one who shot a man
and wounded that pale creature?

Gael crawled over sitting
men to go and tie two bad cuts, a man who had been slashed across
both forearms while trying to cover his face. This is the most real doctoring I ever did in my life,
thought Gael grimly. And
all of it in pitch dark. I am not such a joke, after all,
father.

Finally, he crawled back to his place
to sit by the captain.

“Did you see that pale
man?” whispered Mateo after a while.

“I did,” said Gael. “Of
course, I did. We all saw him.”

“It was no man,” said
Fierro weakly, through clenched teeth. “It was a demon. It
was—a—demon.”

****

Later that day the hatch was opened
and the men were called up one by one. Those left in the dark
wondered what was happening.

“Could it be we are going
to be killed one by one?” whispered Mateo fearfully.

“No, boy,” said Hiasso.
“Men are valuable. Almost as valuable as silk and steel. They won’t
kill us if they can help it. We’ll be brought to market and sold,
like cattle. That is what they do in those parts. They are like
Hassians, only worse.” The men who had gone on deck did not come
back, so they were not sure of anything, but the purser’s opinion
carried weight, because he was an elderly man, and had sailed for
many years.

When Gael’s turn came, he went on
deck, blinking in the dazzling light. It was shortly after midday,
and the strong sun was blinding after those hours in the dark hold.
He passed among a line of heavily armed men, shading his eyes with
his hand, and was led along, firmly but not roughly, by a huge
black seaman with a gold ring in his nose.

“Sir,” he began to say.
“Sir, please, there is a wounded man below. Badly wounded. He needs
help. Can you bring him up? I can look after him. I am
a…”

“Rikko’,” said the black
man, curtly.

“What?”

“You ask Rikko’. He
decides.”

He was shown to the small room aft
that had been the captain’s day cabin, blinked as he plunged in
shade again, and blinked once more as he found himself face to face
with the pale man.

He had seen him only for a few moments
in the confusion of battle.

Being face to face with him came as an
even greater shock.

It was no man, Fierro was right. But
it was no demon either.

It was an
elver.

Gael had grown up among paintings and
tapestries of Kjetil Alversen Hawkeneye, the Kalevan war-lord who
had championed Escarra more than four decades earlier and married
Gael’s Aunt Leal, and this could have been the same person. Slim,
fair, impossibly tall.

How, how was it possible that an elver
was sailing in a pirate ship?

There was a bloody bandage around his
sleeve, where the ball from Mateo’s pistol had grazed his upper
arm. The bandage was soaked and still shiny with fresh blood, but
the elver didn’t seem to mind.

Gael had never seen anyone so pale.
His smooth face practically shone in the gloomy cabin; his long
hair was the lightest silver-gold. His one eye was a luminous,
venomous green, like poisonous liquor. The other eye-socket was
hidden by a black patch. As if to reestablish a sense of symmetry
he wore a stone of an identical green, a peridot, on an earring, on
the left ear.

His lips were surprisingly lush, soft
and gorgeous, indeed very much like those of a woman, and so shaped
at the corners that he appeared to wear a faint, indefinable smile,
although he was certainly not smiling at the moment. He was
obviously tired, and he was still wearing blood-soaked clothes.
There was a smell of recent violent death all around
him.

A spirit of the unresting
dead, thought Gael with a shiver. He was
not perhaps a demon, as Fierro had said, but there was certainly
something off about him, as if he wore a dark aura under all his
paleness.

“My name is Rikkoa,” said
the elver, gesturing him to sit. His voice was deep, and wholly
masculine, but he spoke the name in a strangely musical way,
Ree-eek-kkaw-ah.

Rikko’. This is
Rikko’.

Gael was not surprised that his
shipmates had given up on trying saying it right and shortened it
to the truncated, dry “rik-koh” he had heard.

He attempted to repeat the full name,
imitating his pronunciation, and the elver cringed.

“Don’t bother,” he said,
waving a hand dismissively. “Humans just can’t say it. Who are you?
You don’t look like a seaman.”

He was curt, but not uncivil, and Gael
began to relax imperceptibly.

“My name is Gael. Gael
Narvez. I am a passenger. I was bound for Beyas’kahl via L’Assisi
and Nervi on … on business.”

“Beyas’kahl? Indeed? What
business has an … Escarran? By your accent? In
Beyas’kahl?”

Gael’s first impulse was
to say it is none of your concern.
But he strongly suspected that it would be
suicide to make this man angry, and in any case, he had a perfectly
good and honest answer.

“I wish to learn at the
hospital there. I am a doctor. Well, almost a doctor. I have
studied medicine for five years. I have read books written by
Askish healers, and I had meant to learn either in Beyas’kahl or
Dja’n’ajjar. I settled for Beyas’kahl as being closer to home. I
have a letter of introduction, by my own teacher, which I can show
you. Which brings me to my point, as I tried to tell the man who
showed me in, that there is a badly wounded man below, the ship’s
captain, and if you would allow me to look after him up here, in
the light, maybe, maybe I could try and save him.
Please?”

Rikko’ gazed at him in
silence for a long moment. That single-eyed, unblinking stare was
utterly disturbing. Gael could not help feeling that there
must be another eye,
hidden behind that patch, and that this invisible eye was bypassing
his visible form and searching his very soul, turning it inside out
like a glove, and seeing right through him, and that he was being
judged, and found wanting. He knows I am
not telling the whole truth.

“Hm,” said Rikko’ finally.
“A doctor. Almost a doctor. Interesting. Well, you will be happy to
know that we are bound for Beyas’kahl right now, without the bother
of touching at L’Assisi or Nervi. That saves you quite some time,
doesn’t it? As for L’Assisi, it’s a prodigious bore, and Nervi not
much better, so you are not missing much.”

There was a distinct hint of grim
amusement now in the elver’s voice. Gael bowed politely, at a loss
for a reply. Was he supposed to joke along?

“As for your studying at
the hospital, well…” The elver made a vague gesture as if to
say we shall see.

“Would you like me to look
at your arm, sir? It’s still bleeding,” said Gael, with an
indefinite notion that it was not a bad idea to make himself
useful.

“My arm?” said the elver,
as if it was the first time he heard of such a curious appendage.
“Thank you, no, my arm is fine, just a scratch. But if you feel
like doctoring a pirate you can look at one of my men. He’s in the
other cabin. Kumaa?”

The black seaman with the ring in his
nose opened the door and looked in.

“There is a wounded man in
the hold. The captain of this tub,” said Rikko’. “Go down with
three men and a lantern and bring him up, with care. Put him in his
own cot. Bata can sit.”

Gael was so surprised that his chin
hung open. Back home any mention of his being a doctor, or at least
on his way to becoming one, brought on a derisive sneer from his
father, and polite puzzlement from almost anybody else. He was not
used to be taken seriously as a medicine practitioner. That this
man would take his word, and trust him to be capable, was such a
novel experience that Gael felt a surge of absurd gratitude for the
pirate. Suddenly his strange asymmetric gaze didn’t look so
fearsomely sinister anymore, but just unsettlingly intense, and
Gael began to wonder if that dark aura he had sensed was nothing
but the fruit of his overwrought imagination. Or maybe it had just
disappeared in the few minutes that had passed, as if the little
polite chat had lightened his mood somewhat.

But when he was laid on a
bed in the other cabin, Fierro shrank away from the sight of
Rikko’, and made a weak warding gesture against the Evil
Eye. How strange, thought Gael, but he was too busy to ask Fierro what he had
seen exactly.

So it was that Gael found
himself in charge of two patients, a pirate called Bata with a
superficial but spectacular cut across his chest, one of the few
wounds inflicted by the Costanza’s unwarlike crew, and the
poor captain of the polacre.

The pirate’s slashed chest required
little more than cleaning and careful suturing, something Gael was
good at, if only because his interest in anatomy meant he had
dissected and stuffed a number of creatures during his studies. But
he had certainly never done a long string of sutures on living
flesh, on a deck that pitched and rolled in every direction. He
felt twenty years older when he put in the last stitch, and he
wondered at the man’s steady endurance.

The captain’s wound was much smaller,
a barely visible cut, once it was cleaned up, but it was much, much
more dangerous. Still, it was not bleeding so much anymore, and
Gael had some hope that no vital organ or blood vessel had been
touched. He bandaged the cut tight, made sure the man was lying
comfortably in a good flat bunk, and left him to sleep. It was all
he could do.

He was uncomfortably aware, all
through both procedures, of Rikko’s quiet gaze lingering over him.
But the elver remained polite, and grew even rather pleasant in
fact. If there had been an evil demon aboard, he had evaporated
with the stink of slaughterhouse as the ship was cleaned and put
into order again, and when Gael was done, he was allowed to wash
the blood off his hands in warm water from the galley, and retrieve
a clean shirt and breeches from his chest. That however, was all of
his property that he was allowed to keep. Everything else, his
books, his money, and the rest of his effects now belonged to their
captors.

Near sunset the wind
weakened to a soft breeze, the sea grew calmer, and boats went to
and fro between the xebec and the Costanza. Most of the prisoners were
ferried to the pirate ship, where they could not conceive any
harebrained attempt at retaking the polacre. Gael and Fierro were
left behind, and Mateo, too, out of a notion that the two young
landsmen were too clueless about the ways of the sea to pose any
threat. They had the liberty of the deck, as long as they didn’t
make a nuisance of themselves.

The xebec’s boat also brought a change
of clothes for Rikko’ and a small, agile ring-tailed creature, like
a cross between a monkey and a squirrel, that immediately climbed
the elver’s shoulder, as if it belonged there.

The pirate ship was
called Rüven, and
the two vessels sailed in company for eighteen days, the fast xebec
moderating her pace so as not to lose the poor old
Costanza, which aside
from her generous, stout proportions, could also come nowhere as
near the wind with her square sails as the xebec could with her
lateens. Rikko’ remained in command of the prize, and he was
exasperated by her slowness. He tried everything that the seaman’s
art could do, but no change to her trim or her sail-plan would make
her move any faster.

Bata healed well. Fierro didn’t. A
fever took him the day after the battle, and he just withered away,
despite all of Gael’s careful nursing. Gael had a feeling that the
grief of losing his ship was what killed him.

He died on the fifth day, after two
days of delirium, and Gael wept, both for the man himself, and for
the loss of his first patient.

“I am sorry I killed him,”
said Rikko’ quietly, leaning in the small doorway. “He was no great
hand at a sword. No notion of parrying. He practically threw
himself on my blade. But he tried. He fought bravely for his ship.
I respect that. I should not—I should not have killed him. It was
unnecessary. But one can’t always—in the heat of battle…” He left
the sentence unfinished, and Gael perceived a slight hesitation in
his voice, as if he had considered saying more, and then
didn’t.

“I thought I could save
him,” he said, miserably.

Rikko’ shrugged. “A belly wound kills
them almost every time. Don’t beat yourself up over it. You did
your best. I respect that, also.”

Fierro went overboard sewn
in a hammock. Rikko’ ordered a moment of silence, and had a bottle
of the Costanza’s
best wine brought to his two prisoners.

“Drink to his memory,
youngsters. The bottle’s on me,” he said, with a thin
smile.

It was a remarkable
kindness, in the context, and Gael and Mateo had a far more
comfortable trip across the Circled Sea than their shipmates in the
xebec’s hold, but even so when they reached their destination, they
were transferred onto the xebec like cattle
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