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The girl in the
mirror looked pale and nervous. Her long, muddy blonde hair was
pulled up and back too tightly and fixed by heavy, jewel studded
pins. There was a tiara in there somewhere but it was dull and
lifeless in the dim dawn light. The tight brocade bodice of her
ornate dress could not make her white bust womanly and the wide,
sweeping skirts conspired to make her look short. In her hand she
clutched desperately at a pretty bouquet of yellow roses. These, at
least, were cheerful.

Mary bit her
lip anxiously. How had it happened that her wedding dress was so
hideous? Wasn’t she supposed to be the toast of the ball? It had
taken her mother and sisters over an hour to strap her into it and
it seemed so cruel that this was all their effort had achieved. She
should have listened to them a month ago and fattened herself
up.

The small
dressing room’s little wooden door was pushed open and her mother
stepped in. She surveyed her daughter and gave a beam of pride.
“You look so grown up.” She clasped a fist to her mouth as if
holding back tears, which seemed very silly to Mary, who didn’t
feel very grown up at all. “Well, it’s time. Have you got
everything?”

“Rachel has the
veil. She thought it would blow too much in the wind.”

“That’s what
veils are meant to do. No, we’ll fix it in here so all of the
people can see it?” She called for her elder daughter with the
voice of a sergeant major.

“The people?”
Mary asked. Everyone except her family was supposed to already be
on The Dasel.

“Exactly.
Everyone wishing you well.”

“Oh.” Was this
what it meant to marry the lord’s son? She closed her eyes to
listen, but if anyone was waiting for her they were doing it
quietly. What if they didn’t like her?

The veil was a
long, trailing swathe of netting which came down to mid-chest at
the front. Now the mirror could show nothing but the costume, and
even that was hazy. She took a deep breath and then nodded that she
was ready and stepped towards the door.

“Are you
wearing your boots under there?” her mother asked in sudden
suspicion, probably because Mary had just proved herself capable of
walking.

“No.” Mary
lied. No one was fooled. Rachel quickly found the proper shoes
where Mary had tucked them behind a curtain. “Mother, I’ll fall
over and no one will see anyway. The dress is on the ground.”

“Now. When
you’re climbing in and out of carriages you’ll be lucky to show no
more leg than your ankle. Take them off.”

Mary sighed. It
was her first day of womanhood and already she despised it.

Her father was
waiting in the porch. He too pretended that she was beautiful,
although he had the grace to compliment Rachel as well. The grooms
kept their eyes forward as she was helped into the carriage but she
knew them well enough to think they were smirking on the inside. It
took an age to settle her skirts and veil, and it was too windy to
keep it under control. Finally the family were all ready and her
father hit his cane off the roof to signal to depart.

As the crow
flew it was not far to the pier, only a few hundred yards at most.
However, Dilmos was built on steep slopes that the carriage could
not go down and so their route crossed back and forth through the
lower town for many minutes. It would have been quicker to walk
down the steps, but her mother wouldn’t hear of it. They were
commoners, but they weren’t that common, she said. Rachel had
walked to her wedding, but then Rachel had married a
spice-merchant. Girls marrying lords had to do it as the ladies
did.

Someone must
have stopped the rest of the traffic because they never had to stop
to let someone come uphill. They would not have been able to pass
as the narrow streets were lined on either side with townsfolk Mary
had known all of her life. They were cheering her. She didn’t know
whether to wave back or not. Would it seem arrogant? They might
have done the same for any bride, anyone who could provide an heir
and stop them from falling into the Duke’s hands.

“Are you
scared, Mary?” Rachel leaned forward and took her hands. “There’s
really no need to be.”

That was easy
for her to say. No one was scared of her Graeme.

After an age
they finally reached the docks and Mary was helped out as
inelegantly as she had climbed in. There were cheers, and her veil
was lifting enough they should be able to tell she was blushing.
Some were even scattering flowers in her path as she let her father
guide her down the steps and into the waiting rig. Two of the
benches had been covered with blankets so her dress wouldn’t get
wet and she sat squashed between Rachel and their mother with
everything pulled up around her knees as they pushed off.

On the horizon
the sky was grey but inside the bay the sea was calm. The great
reefs around the entrance took the power out of the waves before
they reached the embrace of the cliffs. The tide was receding,
helping their journey out to the waiting ship. The great green
sails were furled so the rigging made stark lines against the
clouds, towering above her as the little boat drew alongside.

She longed to
scramble up the nets, but of course the dress made that impossible.
She would have spent the night aboard if her mother hadn’t decreed
it unseemly. As it was she had to wait for the crew, all of whom
seemed to be leering, to let down the seat and haul her up. Her
mother complained at the indignity, which Mary thought was rather
rich considering it was she who had insisted on it.

The
congregation kept their faces resolutely forward until subtle signs
from the priest indicated that the bridal party were ready and the
wedding could begin. A sailor struck up an air on a set of bagpipes
that could probably be heard across the bay and Mary let her father
take her arm and lead her down the aisle.

At least the
groom didn’t think they were making a mistake. He looked confident,
even managing to smile slightly. Of course it was his second
marriage. He was probably too old for nerves. His cousin standing
beside him had a devilish grin, but that was just William. Always
teasing. She tried to stifle her giggles and ignore him. This was a
serious business.

The vows were
not complicated, despite their life-changing effect. She managed to
say her lines in a steady voice and breathed a sigh of relief as
the ring slid onto her finger. Timothy (could she call him Timothy
now?) gently lifted her veil for the ceremonial kiss. He was gentle
but his beard tickled as it brushed her lips. It wasn’t entirely
pleasant to have him press so close. She wasn’t sure she could get
used to the sensation.

Then, of
course, they turned to bow and curtsey to the congregation and the
celebration could begin. She stayed by her husband’s side and let
him guide her as a line of people she barely knew came to give
their congratulations. They didn’t ask much of her – only that she
smiled when they arrived and blushed when they alluded to babies.
If that was as hard as being a lady got, then she had an easy life
ahead of her. Someone pushed a glass of punch into her hand and she
started blushing more furiously.

She could smell
roasting meat coming from the forecastle and wondered if it was
nearly time for the breakfast. Acting on her second thoughts she
glanced back and then up at the sky. “The wind has turned.”

Timothy gave
her a surprised look, which he had no cause to. It was their mutual
love of the sea which had caused him to single her out as his
bride, and he couldn’t have forgotten that already. “Yes.” he said.
He looked round, orientating himself with the sweeping arms of the
bay. “So has the tide. Wait here.”

Wait? Suddenly
abandoned near the centre of the deck Mary rotated aimlessly,
unsure what to do. The chattering groups around gave her pitying
looks, but they had already greeted her and were not required to
talk to her any more. She couldn’t see either of her parents or
Rachel, and she worried it would be unseemly to foist herself on
the guests, so she did as she was told and waited.

Her head was
jerked backwards and she let out an ungraceful squawk as her hands
flew to protect her veil. William let go with a laugh. “You look
like a stuffed peacock.” he said. “He’s very pretty, but you
wouldn’t want to be him.”

“Thanks for
that.” she muttered.

“My pleasure,
Lady Michaels.” He performed a good impersonation of a courtly bow,
spoiled by his scuffed moccasin boots and impish grin. He was four
years older than her, nearly twenty, but so childish she often
expected to be able to look down her nose at him when in fact he
was nearly a head the taller.

“Well, since we
are family I suppose I ought to forgive you.” She sniffed
disparagingly. “How did you get those boots past your mother?”

“I told her I’d
change them when I was safe aboard. And then I hid until you
arrived.”

“Now why didn’t
I think of that? I’m getting blisters from these bloody
slippers.”

“You only get
married once.” He shrugged with no pity at all. “Maybe you can
avoid the dancing.” He caught a glimpse of the shore and frowned.
“The ship is pulling on its anchor.”

“I know. Lord
Michaels said the tide had turned. I must have lost track of the
time.”

“No, you
haven’t.” The Dasel reached the end of her anchor chain and
shuddered to a halt, jolting everyone. Those with weak sea-legs
staggered, some even fell as the ship listed to port. “This might
get exciting.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Someone is
playing with the weather.” he explained. “That isn’t a natural
wind.” As he spoke her veil blew forward, wrapping around his legs
like a shroud. “We should start sending people ashore.”

“Lord
Michaels…”

“Is probably
thinking the same thing.” He picked his uncle out from the crowd.
“Yes, there go the orders. Ladies first, I should think.” It took
Mary a moment to realise he meant her, she was so unused to
considering herself a grown-up. She let him pull her into the
shelter of the poop deck. “Wait here. I’ll go see what’s going
on.”

“Wait!” She was
not helpless, but the wind was causing such chaos to her dress and
veil that he was gone before she managed to take a stride.
Reluctantly she retreated to behind the stairs and busied herself
ripping off her headdress and tying up the skirts as best she
could.

A flash of
lightning heralded rain, which came down hard and bounced back off
the slick deck. The sky had turned so dark she couldn’t see
anything except the single lantern held above the rope ladder to
the boat. The sailor holding it aloft was made up of stretched
white skin and shadows, the guests escaping below him even more
ghostly. At least no one would forget her wedding, she thought. She
wondered what Timothy had done to upset a wizard this much. Or
maybe it was a jealous witch, not that Mary could imagine a witch
being jealous of her. It was probably politics. She shook her head
and tried to concentrate on things she could understand.

She had lost
track of how long William had been gone. Everything was moving so
fast and she counted time by thunderclaps, which could not be
reasonable. She couldn’t wait forever if he wasn’t coming back.
Steeling herself she stepped out into the wind.

Immediately she
lost her footing and slid to the rail, hitting it with a thump that
drove her breath away and might have broken her ribs if not for the
stiff brocade of her bodice. She clung desperately until her fear
subsided, then started making her way, hand over hand, towards to
ladder. She slipped often, tripped over ropes more than once, and
sometimes was pushed back more than she advanced, but she
persevered. Why was no one helping? Where were they all?

In a flash of
electricity she managed to get a clear view of the chaos across the
deck. There were people still huddling wherever they could grasp,
barrels, ropes and all the wedding furniture sliding here and
there. She saw one man disappearing into the hold with a scream she
could barely hear. The main mast was struck and caught fire despite
the driving rain, the sails fluttered free and the ship canted,
throwing Mary overboard.

She managed to
catch her breath before she
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