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Something's gone wrong. Nerves tingling with foreboding, Evangeline threw her cloak around her shoulders and hurried from flag quarters. She scrambled up to the quarterdeck to discover her flagship coated in ice.

The young admiral looked up at the single massive cloud overhead. From it sprinkled the rain that froze on contact. Otherwise the sky was clear, and the sun had just surmounted the horizon. Its light transformed the masts and rigging of the fleet into a delicate tracery of spun glass. Beyond the naval anchorage, crystalline cypresses surrounded the Royal Palace. The whole city of Sainte Genevieve shone as the sun lit it. The ice had made the whitewashed bulk of the Magic School glitter like a sculpture of diamonds.

Evangeline recalled the seven years she had spent there in study, until the day her newly-awakened Admiral's Gift had plunged her into a vision of a full-scale fleet battle. It must have come as a terrible shock for Magister LeBrun to lose his best student only months after his own son ran away to sea. But I couldn't continue magic training once my Gift awakened, even to please him. The Admiral's Gift claims its own, and to have hidden from it would have destroyed me. And who knows how many I might have taken with me in the process.

Fighting the pain of those memories, Evangeline turned her back on the city and began to pace. After a few steps her feet slid on the ice.

Evangeline flung out her arms to regain her balance. Her cloak crackled, stiff with the crusting of ice it had gained since she'd emerged on deck. For a moment she overbalanced and flailed, beating the thick wool of her cloak like wind on a flag.

With a thousand tiny snaps the ice parted from the fabric. It showered onto the deck like dried beans from a new galley apprentice's hand. Evangeline all but followed them before she regained her balance.

Feet back under her, she scanned the deck, wondering how many sailors and officers had seen their new admiral reduce herself to absurdity. Instead she found them oblivious to everything, even the ice on their garments.

They're under a spell. She recalled the unease that had driven her from flag quarters. Once on deck, she'd forgotten and stood gawking at the city. She hadn't even noticed how the rigging sagged under its burden of ice.

Yet the beauty of the ice called to her, beckoning her to enjoy how the sunlight made it sparkle. Every droplet that froze to her cloak added its own insistent voice to her mind.

Evangeline beat them back. The ice carries the spell.

Shaking her cloak to prevent more ice from forming, she looked for her flag captain. The craggy-faced older man stood beside the ship's wheel, gazing across Lake Royale.

"Captain Galois!" Evangeline raised her voice.

He gave no response.

Evangeline suppressed her urge to run to him. Instead she forced herself to take small steps and she crossed the deck without falling.

She passed her hand before his vacant eyes. He stared unseeing.

Evangeline slapped at the ice that coated her flag captain's cloak. Under her blows it crazed and broke free.

"Captain Galois." Evangeline hardened her tone.

Galois blinked. "Uh? Admiral?" He blinked again, then looked around.

"Galois, we're under attack. That ice is spelled. Get this ship cleared. Decks, masts, rigging, everything."

The skipper stared at her, then remembered himself. "Aye, aye, Admiral."

First they had to free the officers and sailors from the spell. All the time they had to keep fresh ice from forming on their own garments.

Once they roused several officers, Evangeline left the job to her captain's supervision. An admiral's duties extended beyond a single ship.

She retrieved her seeing-mirror and gazed into it. The Admiral's Gift came to the fore.

Evangeline ranged her Gift across Lake Royale. At the narrows dividing it from the Gulf she found a strange fleet. One by one the ships made their way between Delta and mainland.

She focused on individual ships, seeking identifying marks. All the sails—course, top, topgallant and moonraker—she found bare of any national emblem. The black flags atop the masts confirmed her apprehensions.

Only the various bands of Gulf pirates flew black banners. Yet never had they joined in such a vast fleet.

They're here, and we have to defend Sainte Genevieve.

Shifting her focus, she sought the other admirals of the fleet. She found only a fog of dulled minds. Even the desk commanders in the Admiralty had fallen to the ice spell.

She stopped a midshipman and told him to get the captain. Moments later, Galois joined her.

"You called, Admiral?"

"Yes. A pirate fleet is entering Lake Royale. Send our sailors to awaken the rest of our fleet."

Galois' brows knitted. "Admiral, there are over fifty sail of the line and nearly as many frigates. We cannot get men to all of them before the pirates cross the lake.
Evangeline muttered a curse. "Then at least send men to the rest of my squadron."
He hurried away. Evangeline turned to behold her capital. She'd seen plenty of pirate raids. Sainte Genevieve would not fair well.

She looked at the Magic School, encased in ice even thicker than that holding the fleet. Had they even suspected trouble before they succumbed?

Probably not, since mages kept no night watches. She really could have used their help fighting this spell.

She recalled how she and Magister LeBrun's son Joscelin would practice fire and ice spells. Once she could have broken the spell in a trice and freed the city.

The Admiral's Gift had taken that from her. She had nearly set her first ship afire, three days after her Gift awoke and she went aboard as a midshipman. Unthinking, she had tried a candle-lighting spell.

But if she did nothing, the pirates would rape and pillage the whole city. If Sainte Genevieve fell, it would leave the entire Swamp Kingdom leaderless.

Evangeline decided. She called her flag lieutenant. "Get me a knife, a bowl of water and some chili peppers."

The younger woman's eyes widened. Then she hastened to obey.

Evangeline watched her go. At least her Gift awakened early. She didn't have to throw one life away and start anew.

Panting, Marie returned from the galley. She thrust the items into her admiral's hands.

Evangeline set the bowl on the rudder head casing. She slit a pepper. Pungent juice ran down the knife blade. Evangeline shut all awareness of her Gift from her mind.

She passed knife and pepper over the bowl. "Hot is pepper, hot as fire..."

A shriek at her elbow broke her concentration. Evangeline turned to find Marie clawing at her face.

Evangeline grabbed the girl's wrists. Marie gasped, batting eyes that dripped tears.

"Admiral du Marier! Why did you throw pepper juice in my face?"

"But I never..." Evangeline paused, considering. "Lord have mercy."

She wiped Marie's face with her own sodden cloak. "It was my spell. I thought I could..."

Marie blinked, hard. "The pirates!" She jabbed a finger past Evangeline's shoulder.

Evangeline followed her flag lieutenant's gesture. Already she could see the topgallant sails of the pirate fleet without recourse to her Gift.

I have to break the spell. I can't lead my squadron into a doomed fight alone.

In anguish, Evangeline looked back at Sainte Genevieve. She saw the Royal Palace on Mont Baptiste. Beyond stood the humble homes of the citizens, half hidden in the moss-bedecked bayou cypresses. In her mind she saw them in flames, pirates looting them, raping and killing their inhabitants.

No! I mustn't give up. I have to find some way to break the spell. She cudgeled her brain, forcing it to think.

Overwhelmed with frustration, Evangeline slammed her fist down on the unyielding wood of the rail. "Why should the Admiral's Gift interfere with my ability to cast spells when my magical training never disrupted my Gift?"

Marie looked up at her. "My mother told me that the Admiral's Gift is a part of us. We can't set it aside even if we want to."

Evangeline recalled Magister LeBrun telling her much the same thing. She'd offered to relinquish her Gift and be a mage. Instead he took her to the fleet and left her to accept her Gift and destiny.

She pondered those words. Then it came clear. That's it!

Evangeline had to suppress the urge to cut a caper totally inappropriate for a commanding officer of her rank. When I try to cast a spell, my Gift sits idle and gets in the way. To keep my Gift under control, I have to cast spells through it!

Evangeline set her mirror beside the water bowl. She retrieved the knife and cut a fresh pepper.

Through the Admiral's Gift she focused on the icebound fleet. Her hands and lips wove the spell to break them free.

Great cracks raced along the ice. From masts and spars, from standing and running rigging it broke free.

The spell should have melted the ice. Instead of a harmless rain, down tumbled long shards of ice.

The first crashes startled officers and sailors from their stupor. They looked up, then scrambled for cover as the rest hurtled down on them.

The spell accomplished, Evangeline sought her commanding officer. Admiral Toulaine met her with fury. She flashed an image of the pirate fleet to him.

Toulaine started issuing orders to the rest of his admirals. Evangeline dropped out of the link to watch the fleet unfurl its sails. Out they sailed to meet the pirates.

The next several hours passed in a blur of exertion amidst sweat, blood and sulfur fumes. Evangeline ordered her frigates to take some of the smaller pirate ships. She ordered her flag captain to close with a nearby pirate schooner and prepare for boarding.

Evangeline joined her boarding party. Her fighting sword drank much pirate blood before the schooner surrendered.

By mid-afternoon only the details remained. The pirate fleet lay broken before them. Here and there a ship still resisted, but most sailed under prize crews.

When her flagship returned to its anchorage, Evangeline received a message to
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