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for Tiffany


East


Chapter One

 

 

 


I was born facing due north. By the time I was three,
I could pick the North Star out of the heavens with the unerring certainty with
which other children picked their mothers’ faces out of a crowd, and the
constellations burned against my eyelids even in the darkness beneath the
waves. My mother used to tell me I could be anything I wanted, except lost.


She was a literal sort of woman. My name was proof of
that.


I checked our direction out of habit, tuning out the
sounds around me. We were sailing east. The ship was subbed beneath the
surface, keeping out of the way of the fractious wind, and down in the training
room the crew burned off steam while the whitecaps mounted somewhere far above
us and the night shift navigator charted a course over the deeps.


“North, south, east, west.”


I named the cardinal directions softly to myself as I
worked the punching bag, a little frustration boiling over into my combination
each time I came back to north.


I had perilous straits of my own to navigate, and not
even a compass for a brain was going to get me out of this one. Ship life was
tight. It made it hard to breathe, sometimes, and even harder to avoid people
like Maddox.


“Hey, jelly.”


I paused mid-punch, wiping the sweat from my brow with
an equally sweaty forearm. The ship’s training yard was always packed after the
shift change, and it took me a moment to isolate the taunt from amid the sweaty
throng of people boxing, grunting, cursing, and lifting in the long, echoing
room.


I didn’t have to look far. Maddox’s large bulk towered
over me, a bead of sweat dripping from his crooked nose to the floor. His nose
had been broken several times, unfortunately not by me, and it ruined his
otherwise handsome face. I took an involuntary step back into the punching bag.


“What, Maddox?” I said, trying to make up for my lost
ground with a bolder tone.


“We don’t let drifters use the gym here,” he said with
a smirk.


I clenched my jaw and bit back a sharp reply. Maddox’s
chiseled chest glistened in the light of the bioluminescence, the genetically
modified algae that flowed through the light tubes of the ship casting blue
shadows over his brown skin. I entertained myself with a fantasy of plunging
several sharp objects into his over-developed pectorals, but kept my mouth
shut. If I didn’t rise to his bait, he usually left me alone after a few rounds
of verbal abuse.


“Your yellow-eyed father must have been a real
noodle,” he said, his lip curling in disgust. “Raised the fever flag for your
mum all right, though, didn’t he?”


My jaw clenched tighter, threatening to crack a few
molars.


Pure-bred Archipelago citizens viewed drifters as
little more than vectors for disease, their small, boxy vessels bobbing around
the Archipelago ships and stations like toxic flotsam, and little better than
parasites. In fairness, disease was an issue on drifter tubs, but I had a suspicion
Maddox was not referring to the flag drifters raised to warn each other about
contamination.


“At least he had something to raise, you—”


“If anyone deserves yellow fever, it’s you, Maddox,”
said Harper Comita, coming to my rescue before I could finish the insult. Her
arms were folded menacingly over her generous chest, and I didn’t bother trying
to hide my smile as she stepped between me and Maddox. Harper was shorter than
me, but nobody on the North Star messed with my best friend. We called
her “Right Cross” for her signature knockout punch.


“Careful who you hang with, Harper,” Maddox said, his
leer slipping. “Only place she’s going is Davy Jones’s. I’d like to see you
navigate your way out of that, Compass fucking Rose.”


His fists flexed impotently as he glared at me.


There were two reasons no one messed with Harper. One
was her killer punch, and the other was her mother. Admiral Comita didn’t play
favorites, but she also wasn’t about to let her crew members tangle with her
only daughter.


“Go screw a barnacle,” I said to his retreating back.
He stiffened, but fear of retribution kept his feet moving in the other
direction.


“Screw a barnacle? Really, Rose?” Harper shook her
head and grinned, showing off her dimples.


“I thought it was pretty clever,” I said.


“You would.” She knocked my shoulder with hers, then
wrinkled her nose. “You’re sweaty.”


“You’re about to be,” I pointed out, nodding toward
the mats.


Harper was dressed in her Fleet-issued training
clothes, her tank top and shorts clinging to her curves in a way that mine
decidedly did not. Where I was tall and narrow, Harper was a bundle of muscle
and feminine overtones that would have been hard not to drool over if she
weren’t my only friend.


“I don’t know what his deal is with you,” she said,
narrowing her eyes in the direction Maddox had departed. “It’s not like he was
on the navigational track before you got here. The only thing keeping him out
of the bilges is his daddy.”


“He’s just jealous that my nose is straighter than
his,” I said.


Harper laughed, her dark curls bouncing cheerfully
around her head.


“Spar with me?” she asked. “I promise I’ll go easy on
you.”


“I don’t know. I had a pretty tough bout with this bag
right here.” I made to sidle past her and sprint for the showers, but she
grabbed my wrist and hauled me over to an empty mat.


“You owe me. Maddox would totally have kicked your
ass.”


“Friends don’t owe friends.” I lectured her as she did
a few warm-ups. “But if we’re keeping score, then maybe we should talk about
all of the things I haven’t reported you for.”


“Like what?”


She threw a few punches at the air. I winced as the
blue light from the bioluminescent ceiling tubes blurred under the speed of her
practice blows, and reached for my own gloves with exaggerated slowness.


“Like how last week you helped Jonah set up a new
still, Miss Chief of Engineering.”


“Whatever. I’m not Chief yet. I can do what I want.”


She assumed a fighting stance, forcing me to follow
suit.


“I’ll remind you of that when you are Chief and you
can’t figure out why your staff is always drunk. There was a reason they shut
Jonah down. His shit is too strong.”


“For you, maybe,” she said with a smirk, then lunged.


It was a short bout. They usually were with Harper. I
managed to block her and she refrained from breaking my face, which by my
standards was the measure of a strong friendship. Harper liked to hit things.


We sparred until we were both dripping sweat and I
refused to continue.


“I need to shower,” I said, wiping down the mat while
Harper stretched.


“Noodle,” she said.


I rolled my eyes at her. I hadn’t heard the insult
until I joined the Polarian Fleet. I also hadn’t eaten a noodle before leaving
my home station, Cassiopeia, either, which might have explained a few things.


The ocean was the soup, a sagely twelve-year-old
Harper had explained to me when I first arrived, and if you couldn’t handle the
heat, you noodled.


The showers were not as crowded as the gym, which was
a relief, and the water was pleasantly warm. It had been a sunny day and the
solar heat lingered in the whole three minutes of water I was allotted.


“You’re an engineer,” I grumbled to Harper as I
toweled off and reached for my clean uniform. “Why can’t we have longer
showers? There is literally water all around us.”


“The rate of passive desalination is fixed, you
mollusk. If everyone took the kind of showers you like, we’d die of thirst. And
you’d hog all of the hot water. If you want to soak, go to the pools when we
get back to Polaris.”


I pictured the soaking pools on Polaris Station, with
their trailing willow trees and stands of bamboo—  heat from the surface
sunlight keeping the water temperature toeing the fine line between refreshing
and comfortable.


It was pointless. We didn’t have station leave for
another month.


“Does your mom have an override or something for her
shower?” I asked.


“That is an obscene abuse of power,” Harper said,
pointing a finger at me in mock outrage. “Besides. Does it look like she ever
relaxes?”


I had to give her that. Comita was the hardest woman I
knew. With her steel gray hair and steelier eyes, she kept Polaris’s fleet in
military order. The North Star was the Polarian flagship, and we
operated on Comita time.


“Oh. She wants to see you, by the way,” Harper added.
“I forgot to tell you.”


I groaned and shoved my legs through my soft hemp
trousers. My damp toes caught on the hem and I danced around for a few steps
trying to keep my balance.


“Why? My shift is over.” Dreams of my bunk faded into
obscurity.


“She didn’t say. She also didn’t say it was urgent.
Have you eaten yet?”


Harper winked at me as she shimmied into the
close-fitting shirts favored by engineers and mechanics. Getting pulled into
the ship’s mechanisms was a risk nobody wanted to take. I pulled on my much
looser shirt, enjoying the freedom. Navigators didn’t have to worry about
getting sucked into equipment, just the occasional hurricane.


“No,” I said, not bothering to hide the despair in my
voice.


“Then come get some food with me and tell the Admiral
that I couldn’t find you. Or that I forgot to tell you. Or whatever.” She eyed
me warily. “You’re a beast when you’re hungry. If my mother thought about it,
she’d thank me for sparing her the effort of dealing with you on an empty
stomach.”


“I should have told you to screw a barnacle,” I said.
“You just don’t want to sit by yourself. I’ll eat as long as we make it quick.
She’s not my mother. I can’t be late.”


“You already are.”


Harper smiled sweetly and led the way to the dining
hall. The bio-lights were stronger, here, and the tables were full of North
Star’s finest. Laughter and the low rumble of hungry sailors filled the
long room.


Dinner was fish and greens. I wolfed mine down while
Harper chattered on about the latest gossip from engineering. It slipped in one
ear and out of the other.


I had never been called before Comita like this. If it
had been an emergency, she wouldn’t have sent someone as unreliable as Harper
to find me, and if it had something to do with my mother or Cassiopeia Station,
then Harper wouldn’t look so cheerful.


“Get out of here,” Harper said, interrupting my
thoughts. “I’ll clear your tray, since you’re not listening to anything I say
anyway. My mom is in her quarters.”


“Her quarters?” My voice squeaked a little. The
Admiral didn’t summon crew to her quarters.


“Yeah.” Harper seemed unfazed by this breach in
protocol, but then again, she had lived in the Admiral’s suite most of her
life.


“Is this about the pirates?” I asked in a hushed
voice.


“She didn’t say. Why don’t you go find out and tell me
all about it later? I have some of Jonah’s brew in my bunk, if you can stomach
it.” She made a shooing gesture and I fled the dining hall, my mind whirling.


 


•   •   •


 


I dodged Maddox on the way out. I would never live it
down if he knew I’d been summoned to the Admiral’s personal quarters. It was bad
enough that he had somehow figured out that my father was a drifter. A special
summons would confirm his suspicions that I got special treatment, deepening
his distrust and his unwavering belief that I didn’t belong, not just on the North
Star or Polaris, but in the Archipelago itself.


It wouldn’t have bothered me if it had only been
Maddox. He was just the loudest among the Fleet Prep kids I’d grown up with.


Sometimes, I wished my mother had never requested my
transfer off of tiny, run-down Cassiopeia Station. Life on the edge of the
Archipelago was far less glamorous, and Cassiopeia’s fleet was a joke compared
to the Polarian Fleet, but no one blinked twice at my parentage at home.


I ducked my head as I passed a group of sailors around
my age. As a navigator, avoiding trouble was my job description.


Things were different on the smaller stations. We
didn’t have the resources of Polaris or Orion, two of the most influential
stations in the Archipelago. We lacked the bioplastic algae farms that
dominated production elsewhere, and our plastic reclamation plant relied on a
handful of trawlers instead of a full fleet. As Maddox liked to remind me, we
depended on trade with the drifters to keep our plant operational. There were a
lot of drifter children on the smaller stations. I hadn’t realized there was a
stigma to it until I left.


Being a drifter had seemed exciting to me as a child.
They got to go wherever they wanted, floating free of Archipelago rules,
trading with the outlying stations and whoever else they pleased, but my mother
had pursed her lips in silent disapproval whenever she caught me playing
Drifter, Pirate, Fleet with my friends.


In retrospect, losing my father to the ocean’s malice
had probably sucked the romance right out of drifter culture for her, if it had
ever been there in the first place.


Malnutrition and disease are rarely sexy.


I shook off thoughts of my mother. It had been a long
time since I’d been back to Cassiopeia, and I was overdue for a visit. Of
course, that would mean sacrificing station leave on Polaris to make the trip
to Cassiopeia, a prospect that filled me with guilty reluctance.


Then again, I reminded myself, if I had stayed on
Cassiopeia, I would not be a navigator on Polaris’s flagship, serving under the
greatest Admiral of our time. I could deal with anything, so long as I had
that.


I repeated the cardinal points as I walked, my anxiety
temporarily soothed by the repetitive chant. North, northeast, east. Southeast,
south, southwest. West, northwest, and north again.


North was my point.


My mother said I scared the midwife, floating like a
compass needle in the birthing bath with my infant eyes wide open. She named me
Compass Rose, because, as she liked to joke, there was no other possible
course. I could find my cardinal points while tied upside down in a spinning
sack, which was how I’d gained an early and unprecedented acceptance into
Polaris Fleet Preparatory, the most elite military sailing academy in the
Archipelago.


Now that I was one of the official quartermasters under
the second mate, our chief navigator, I understood why Comita had been so eager
to see me enrolled. My uncanny sense of direction was useful. The ocean never
stayed the same. Each minute brought new hazards, and the unpredictable winds
and shifting currents obeyed mandates that even the best navigators failed to
understand. It was different for me. The sea was in my blood.


I took the steep stairs to the upper decks, listening
for the sound of approaching sailors. A tiny jellyfish pulsed in the bio-light
tube nearest my head. I paused to examine it, wondering how it had escaped the
filters. Maybe, I reasoned, Comita had caught wind of a jelly swarm and wanted
my advice about the best course to avoid it—  except that she had a perfectly
qualified night shift navigator on deck who was more than capable of avoiding a
swarm.


I wiped my sweaty palms on my thighs.


I’d been to Comita’s quarters a few times, but several
years had passed since it was appropriate for Harper to take me to visit her
mother. Time hadn’t dimmed my memory of the rooms. Comita’s office commanded a
port side view of the bow, and her desk was a sweeping curve that faced the
brilliance of the window and the waves beyond. It was an imposing room. Comita
didn’t believe in creature comforts.


I knocked twice on the gray door. The smooth plastic
rapped hollowly under my knuckles. My mouth was dry as I straightened my
uniform, and I regretted stopping for dinner with Harper. The lateness of the
hour impressed itself upon me with the silence coming from the corridor.


 


•   •   •


 


Comita opened the door, still dressed with the
military efficiency expected of a fleet Admiral. I had asked Harper, once, if
her mother owned anything other than that uniform. It was impossible to picture
her in civilian clothes, no matter how hard I tried. Harper had offered to show
me her mother’s wardrobe, but when we got to the door of her bedroom I
panicked. All I could think about was Comita’s eyes, boring into the back of my
head.


“Compass Rose,” Comita said, greeting me with her
firm, measured voice. Her gray eyes took in my clean uniform with approval, and
she stepped back to allow me into her quarters. Bio-light revealed the familiar
entry room with its hard bench. The door beyond was open, and I could see the
starlight pouring in through the window. Comita led the way, passing through
her office and into the smaller, more intimate living room.


“Sit,” she said, indicating one of the two low
armchairs by the window.


I sat, tucking my hands between my knees.


I heard the tinkle of liquid hitting glass and hid my
surprise as Comita poured me a small measure of rum. She set her own glass on
the small side table and let out a deep sigh as she joined me. I tried to
observe her surreptitiously. Her eyes closed, briefly, and the bio-light cast
dark shadows over their hollows. She looked old.


“Forgive the informality,” she said after a moment,
straightening her cuffs. “I wanted to speak with you privately.”


I was pretty sure I twitched visibly at her words.


“Of course, Admiral.” I was proud that my voice held
steady. I swirled the rum in the glass, wondering if it would be polite to
drink before she did.


“How are you liking navigation?” she asked.


I blinked at her words.


“Very much.”


“Walker is treating you well?”


“Yes, Admiral. Second Mate Walker is very patient with
me,” I said, thinking of Walker’s kind eyes, so different from Comita’s flinty
ones.


Comita gave a little snort of un-admiral-like
laughter.


“It would be easy to be patient with you, I hear.
Walker swears we’ve never had a navigator of your caliber on this fleet, or
possibly in the entire Archipelago.”


“Admiral?” I said, my voice cracking at the unexpected
praise.


“You are a very valuable commodity, Rose. Walker says
you can calculate direction to the nearest degree without consulting any of his
instruments. You know when a storm is coming before our barometers, and you can
read the currents better than the ship’s instruments. Walker tells me it is
thanks to you we haven’t hit a swarm in weeks. Whatever it is you can do, it’s
uncanny.”


I stiffened at her last words.


“You have a gift, Rose. Uncanny or not, it is nothing
to be ashamed of.” She gave me a small smile. “I am not blind to the
difficulties of your position. Harper lets on more than she knows, and I am not
surprised. Shipboard life is cruel. Only discipline can overcome it. All that
you need to know is that the fleet needs you. The fleet needs twenty of you,
seas save us.”


She shook her head and glanced out the window at the
constellations. A small cloudbank scudded over Orion’s Belt.


“Do you know why our stations are named after
constellations?” she asked, continuing before I could answer. “Ancient
navigators had nothing else to go by. The North Star and the sun were the only
fixed points, and the constellations marked the seasons. When we learned how to
navigate without them, we stopped looking up. A great deal might be different,
if we hadn’t. Our names are a reminder. You don’t need a reminder, though.
You’re the kind of navigator who remembers to give the stars their due.”


“Thank you, Captain.”


I didn’t know what else to say. Her praise undid all
of Maddox’s bullying, washing away the years of uncertainty in an instant. My
captain needed me. My fleet needed me. She wished she had more of me, placing
value on the instinct that had labeled me a freak. Little bubbles of joy burst
in my chest.


“Don’t thank me yet.”


Her voice held a wryness I hadn’t heard before, but
then again I had never been summoned to her private quarters for a quiet drink.
The bubbles continued their celebration, undeterred.


“Remember this, Rose. Always question whenever someone
offers you praise, even when it is deserved.”


She took a sip of her rum. I followed suit, grateful
for a chance to hide my joy and confusion behind the glass.


It was far superior to Jonah’s brew. I savored it for
a moment before its potency forced me to swallow or spit it out. I held on to
the glass tightly as the warmth trickled down my chest.


“I am going to offer you an unusual position for
advancement,” she said, meeting my eyes with the full strength of her command.
I held on to the warm feeling. I had a sudden premonition it wasn’t going to
last much longer.


“Advancement?” I asked.


“Of a sort. There are those who might see it as
something else. I won’t lie to you, Rose. I am taking a risk with you. You may
refuse the position, but if you refuse, I will require your complete silence
and cooperation. Even from Harper.”


“Of course, Admiral Comita.” I took another sip of rum
to wet my throat.


“You are aware that pirate raids have been increasing
in frequency.”


I nodded. Part of my job was mapping out safe routes
for our transport subs to and from the offshore mines. We’d been losing more
ships than usual.


“What you are not aware of is that we are at risk of
losing the mines entirely.”


I almost dropped my glass. Losing the mines was
unthinkable. We depended on them for the raw materials necessary for ship and
station repair, and they also provided the minerals that powered food, biofuel,
and bioplastic production.


“Why isn’t the Council doing anything?” I asked.


“You’re a navigator, Rose. You see several possible
courses and you take the one that makes the most sense. Politics are different.
The Council’s choices do not always make sense to people like you and me. Our
ships can’t navigate in coastal waters as well as the pirate vessels. Some
council members fear we would expose the Archipelago to a direct attack from
the pirates if we launched a full-frontal assault. They are willing to try to
deal with the ringleader on her terms, something that anyone familiar with her
tactics knows is a recipe for disaster. Which brings us to why you are here.


“I have hired a mercenary named Miranda to find out
more about the threat we face. She needs a navigator who can travel undetected,
and who can guide a ship through the hazards of the coast.”


I choked on my next inhale. The implications of
Comita’s words reverberated through my buzzing skull, bouncing off the limited
architecture of my rum-soaked mind. Comita had hired a mercenary? And unless I
was mistaken, she wanted me to leave the North Star to navigate for a
woman who was little more than a pirate herself, through waters infested with
pirates and practically designed to swallow unwary sailors. I swallowed
harshly, stifling the cough, and stared out the window to avoid meeting
Comita’s eyes.


The cloud had moved on from Orion, and I followed the
invisible curve of his bow, longing to be topside with the wind stripping the
sound of Comita’s voice from my ears.


Comita’s earlier praise felt hollow now. She had
warned me it would, in her brusque way. The bubbles of joy in my chest were
gone. Popped, like foam on a whitecap.


The hush grew between me and Comita as I watched the
stars blink in and out of the reaching clouds. I wished I had Harper beside me.
Instead, I had a small sip of rum remaining and my silent captain.


Navigating along the coasts was the stuff of legend.
Boiling storms and toxic seas were the norm, and then there was the occasional
methane burst. Near active fault lines, those could catch fire, burning up
oxygen topside and detonating with the force of a small meteorite strike. These
days, we avoided the coastal surface as best we could by using only subs to
access the mines, but the pirates managed to operate both above and below
water, giving them the advantage. Navigating along the coast took more than
skill. It had to be in your blood.


No one else could do the job Comita was offering as
well as I could. A slight thrill raced through me as I realized that there
would be no Walker on that ship, no one following behind to check my
calculations, nobody hoping for the inevitable slip that would prove that I was
just as fallible as they were.


Of course, there would be no Harper, either, and no
Comita to protect me. I felt a current catch at the wave turbines, and a minute
shifting of the vessel’s bulk. If I accepted, I would be alone, a ship without
anchor or port.


“Are you offering me a position on this ship?” I
asked, just to be sure I hadn’t misunderstood.


“I am,” Comita said, with a look on her face that
might have resembled pity on someone else. “It will be very dangerous, Rose.
You’re a navigator, not a fighter. There are worse things than rough seas out
there. I can’t guarantee your safety.”


“With all due respect, Admiral,” I said softly,
“nobody knows that better than a navigator.”


Comita toasted me with her glass. Her mouth twisted
with the bitterness of my words, and I would have bet almost anything that her
thoughts were on the vessel we’d lost a few months ago to a raid.


“It won’t just be jelly swarms and algae blooms. You
can handle methane burps and storms. It’s people I’m worried about. Harper
tells me you’re not much of a boxer.”


I looked down at my hands and shook my head.


“Will there be fighting?” I asked.


“On a Merc ship?” Comita laughed humorlessly. “Miranda
has given me her word that you won’t come to harm. It is one of our
conditions.” She scowled, as if remembering something unpleasant, and I jumped
a little in my seat as she leaned forward. Her gray eyes speared mine.


“You are to do exactly as she says, no matter what
happens and no matter what you see. Your safety depends on that. If she reneges
on our parley, she reneges. She’s a mercenary. You, though, are a valuable
tool. Pirates and mercenaries don’t just throw tools away, not if they think
they can use them. Obey Miranda as you would me, and even if the worst comes to
pass you’ll have a place on a ship. It’s a bitter bargain. I wouldn’t ask it of
any of my crew if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”


“How long would I be gone?” I turned the word “renege”
over in my mind. It sent out ripples with each rotation.


“I can’t give you a time frame. I will, however, give
you a few days to think it over.” She ran a hand through her cropped hair. It
fell back into perfect military precision.


The stars swirled slightly as I tried to clear my
head. The rum and the unrealness of the conversation made it hard to think.


I remembered the first time I sensed a jellyfish
swarm. I was six or so, swimming in one of the filter pools on Cassiopeia with
a few other children. I loved swimming close to the edge, where deep ocean hung
beneath the catchment in all its murky glory. I was diving when I felt the
shift in the current, as if the ocean were taking a deep breath.


The jellyfish appeared a few moments later. I heard my
mother yelling my name from the upper walk, and I swam toward her, hardly able
to contain my excitement. I knew with the certainty of a child that I had felt
the jellyfish coming.


Later I learned the reason for this queer prescience.
The languid motions of the giant swarms pulled cooler water up from the depths,
circulating where the weakened winds had failed. That was the thing about the
swarms. They always left cooler water behind, even as their presence clogged
the filters of our submerged cities and warned of warmer waters and the toxic
algae blooms to come.


“You can’t feel jellies coming,” my mother had
scolded.


I wondered at the tiny jelly I had seen today, trapped
in the bio-light, and tried not to feel it had been a warning.


“I’ll do it,” I told Comita.


“Think about it,” she cautioned me. “Speak to me
before the end of your shift tomorrow. And remember, Rose, not a word of this
to the rest of the crew. Or my daughter.”


Chapter
Two

 

 

 


“So what did she want?” Harper asked when I slipped
into her room later on that evening.


I had decided it would look more suspicious to Harper
if I stayed away. I knew from experience that it was much better to feed her a
white lie early on than to try and cover my tracks later.


“I’m not supposed to tell you,” I said, collapsing
into my usual chair.


Her quarters could have fit into Comita’s closet. Her
bunk took up one wall, and the folding table and two chairs filled the space in
between. There was a small sink with a washbasin at the far end. Like me, she
used the bathroom down the hall, and we ate all of our meals in the ship’s
cafeteria. Being the admiral’s daughter had precious few perks. Her quarters,
in short, were identical to mine, with one glaring exception: a jug of Jonah’s
brew lurked evilly on the small table, glowing an unhealthy orange in the
greenish cast of Harper’s bio-lights. Jonah Juice, he called it. I averted my
eyes before my head started to pound in sympathetic memory of the last time I’d
encountered it.


“Come on. I tell you everything that happens in
engineering,” she pleaded.


“That’s because nothing happens in engineering. Except
that.”


I pointed at the foul liquid.


“Let me get you a glass then,” she said with an impish
grin.


She leaned across me to grab two cups from the tiny
cabinet, which was tucked neatly into the recess behind the folding table. I
held my breath and hoped she didn’t catch a whiff of her mother’s rum on my
lips. With a sickening lurch of my stomach, I realized that there was only one
possible way I could evade Harper’s nose— masking the rum with the liquid fumes
in the jar before me.


“This is rank, Harp,” I said as I choked down a sip.


“What did you expect? It’s Jonah’s finest. And in case
you wondered, it only gets worse with age, so drink up.” She tossed back her
glass to illustrate her statement, wrinkling her nose as it went down.


“If you won’t tell me,” she said, narrowing her eyes
at me, “I’ll have to guess.”


“Why don’t you ask your mother?” I suggested, holding
the alcohol as far away from my nose as possible.


“And get sent to the bilges for insubordination? No
thank you!”


I had a brief vision of Harper in the bilges, wearing
the waders and high boots of a bilge hand while she slaved away in the bowels
of the ship, operating the pumps that allowed the fleet ships to submerge in
unfavorable seas.


Harper raised her glass in a mock toast. The gesture
reminded me of her mother’s an hour and several lifetimes ago. For a split
second the similarities between them shone through, despite Harper’s infectious
charm. Her eyes were brown, unlike Comita’s gray, and her hair curled sleekly
around her shoulders in dark waves, but the steel lay just beneath the veneer
of youth. The steel, and the discipline. Harper would turn out all right.


The morbidity of the thought shook me, as I faced a
future where I might not get to see Harper come into her own. Something on my
face must have shown the tenor of my thoughts, because Harper’s voice lost a
little of its playful edge.


“It can’t be that bad. What, is she sending you to the
bilges instead?”


“Hardly,” I said, trying to force a smile.


“Okay. So it’s not a punishment, but you’re not
excited, and she wanted to speak with you privately about it. That can only
mean one thing.” She gave me a grin. “You’re getting promoted and you’re
worried I’ll be jealous.”


I laughed, shaking my head at her. “I can’t keep
anything a secret from you,” I said in mock surrender.


“Okay,” she said, rolling her eyes, “not a promotion
then. So, if she didn’t promote you, why did my mother have me send you to her
private lair?”


That was an excellent question, I realized. Comita
knew I was close with Harper, and she had to know that Harper would try to pry
the truth out of me. Either she had been distracted by the prospect of war with
the pirates, or it was a test to see if I really could keep my mouth shut. My
brain spun, and I regretted drinking both the rum and the Jonah Juice. I needed
a story that would pass inspection if Comita followed up with Harper. I didn’t
think Harper would rat me out, but I didn’t fancy her chances against Comita’s
iron will, either.


“She wanted to see how I was liking being second to
the Second Mate,” I said. It was partially true. “Walker must have given her a
report recently, because she sat me down and asked me a bunch of questions
about my skills and how I was handling the pressure of being a quartermaster.”


“She is going to promote you!” Harper said with
a gasp and a toss of her head. The toast she gave me this time had none of
Comita’s reserve.


“Maybe,” I allowed, “but Harp, think about it. She’s
not going to give me Walker’s position. What if she wants to move me off ship?”


It was so close to the truth that it hurt. Harper’s
hair swung around her face as she settled back in her seat to consider this
possibility. A lump formed unexpectedly in my throat, and I took another sip to
fight back the onslaught of unspoken words.


The North Star was my home, for all that I
sometimes felt out of place. Harper’s friendship more than made up for people
like Maddox, and I liked serving under Comita. Walker, too, had always been
kind to me. His bright smile thawed the ice in the other sailors’ glares, and
he managed to discourage the low muttering of the other quartermasters without
picking favorites. In another few years, I promised myself, their resentment
would fade. They would forget about the young upstart from Cassiopeia who
bypassed the training protocols and slipped into the helm.


All I had to do was stay.


Or, I could risk everything on a mission that Comita
didn’t dare share with the rest of her crew, including her own daughter. I
wished I could spill the truth to Harper. I wanted someone else to tell me
which was the right decision.


“She wouldn’t,” Harper said. “You’re too valuable.
You’re practically magic.” She grinned at me.


“If she did offer me a position off ship, though, what
would I do? I can’t leave the North Star.”


I ran a finger around the rim of the glass. My
quarters had plastic cups. Perhaps there was some merit in being the admiral’s
daughter after all.


“Sure you could. If you could be a navigator in your
own right, wouldn’t that be worth it?” Harper’s eyes avoided mine.


“Only if you were my Chief of Engineering,” I said,
reaching out to give her shoulder a playful punch.


“The way you steer, you’d need me.” She smacked my
hand away and scowled.


“I thought you said I was magic.”


“I said you were practically magic, not magic.
Otherwise you would have seen this coming.” She leapt to her feet and dragged
me out of my chair, play wrestling me onto the ground and forcing another foul
mouthful into my throat.


I choked on the bootlegged liquor and my own laughter.


 


•   •   •


 


Harper. Comita. Miranda.


I let the last name roll around in my mouth, tasting
it as if I could learn something about the mercenary by repeating her name. The
weight of the decision before me made my bed all the more appealing, and I
curled up beneath the sheet for a few more moments as anxiety flooded me like
water into a bulkhead.


The hiss of the showers slowed, marking the dwindling
passage of time before I had to report to the dining hall for breakfast. I
crawled out of my bunk, shouldering the weight of my dread, and splashed some
water onto my face. It tasted vaguely salinated, as always, and I ran my wet
hands through my hair before glancing into the mirror.


I frowned at my reflection. I kept my black hair
short, although not as short as Comita’s. Disobedient curls stuck up at odd
angles and I splashed more water on them, following up with a comb. I didn’t
know why I bothered, really. It would dry however it liked. I would have to get
it cut before I left.


If I left, I corrected myself. I hadn’t made up my
mind yet. Comita had been right to give me more time, despite my hasty words
the night before. I rubbed my eyes, wondering if their color would mark me as
an outcast on a mercenary vessel the same way they did on the North Star.


Against my dark hair and brown skin, my eyes burned
with a strange amber unlike anyone else I had met in the Archipelago. The dark
ring at the edge of the iris only emphasized the feral gold at the center.


I didn’t like looking at them.


“Yellow-eyed drifter,” Maddox called me. I had never
seen a case of yellow fever, but I knew that it was the whites that turned
yellow, not the irises. None of the drifters who came to Cassiopeia would dare
bring an infected person close to a station.


Drifters, with their tiny trawlers and family sized
vessels, operated under the radar. They were technically not part of the
Archipelago, and owed our city stations no allegiance, but they depended on
trade with the outlying stations for seeds and medical supplies. None would
risk exile by bringing an infection to our floating ports. They raised the
yellow flag of fever and drifted by themselves until the sickness passed. A
black flag meant the whole vessel was contaminated, either by one of the
ocean’s many fevers or the bleeding sickness that hemorrhaged life out of every
orifice. I shuddered, glad of the contamination protocols that kept the
stations quarantined in the event of an outbreak.


I hoped the mercenary vessel had similar protocols.


I pulled on my uniform, rolling the sleeves up past my
elbows, then took a deep breath and checked our direction. The light filtering
through my ceiling was bright, and we were headed northeast. I felt a sudden
urge to be on deck, assuming we were in clean waters, letting the sunlight and
wind burn away the vestiges of the night before. The rum and the bootlegged
liquor had left a gummy film over my body, like the slippery, burning flesh of
a jellyfish. Maybe there would be a swarm on the horizon. Then I would have a
day’s work ahead of me, plotting coordinates and helping Walker run risk
analysis. It was not the sort of thing I would normally wish for, but there was
nothing normal about my thoughts this morning.


Breakfast was rice pudding. I toyed with it until
Harper’s raised eyebrow forced me to shovel the bites into my mouth with
mechanical precision. At least Harper wasn’t chatty, I told myself. The dining
hall was packed with the rest of the day shift. I glanced around me, trying not
to feel like I was saying goodbye.


“What’s gotten into you?” Harper asked as she cleared
her tray.


“Just a little hung over,” I lied.


“Lightweight.”


She pushed back from the bench and took her tray up to
the compost, leaving me alone with my rice pudding. I prodded the remains of
the gelatinous mass, picturing the rice paddies of Polaris and the freshwater
fish that swam through the shallows. I might never see them again.


Perhaps, I thought, I should have gone into
aquaculture or hydroponics, instead of navigation.


My internal compass twitched. Sunlight streamed
through the windows, but to the east the winds were shifting. I could feel it
in the currents. A storm was coming. I abandoned the last few bites of my
breakfast and cleared my tray, avoiding the eyes of the other sailors on my way
to the compost chute, which smelled strongly of last night’s fish.


Harper met me at the cafeteria’s noxious yellow door
with a yawn.


“See you tonight?” she asked, preparing to descend the
tight stairs to the lower levels where she spent her days. I nodded mutely,
suddenly unable to force words out of my tight throat. She rolled her eyes at
me and turned to leave.


“Harp,” I called after her. She stopped and I took a
hesitant step forward.


“You’re being weird, Rose.” 


I pulled her to me in a tight hug, squeezing some of
the breath out of both of us. Her head barely came up to my chin, and I rested
my cheek against her sleek hair, trying to make sense of my tumbling world.
Harper tolerated this for a few seconds before pulling away.


“Sorry,” I mumbled, letting my arms drop to my sides.
They hung there limply while Harper stared at me.


“Are you sure you’re okay?”


“Yeah,” I said. “Storm’s coming. I have to get to the
helm.”


I could feel her eyes on my back the entire length of
the narrow hallway.


Walker was waiting.


Sunlight drenched the helm, which jutted out from the
submerged body of the ship like a knife handle to give us 360 degrees of
unobstructed ocean. Charts covered the table in the center and the ship’s
computer hummed quietly, salt water coursing through the conduit wires to the
wave-generated battery in the ship’s belly. I could feel the pulses. The
computer reminded me of a giant octopus, with its tentacles hooked into every
system onboard. The electrical impulses sometimes interfered with my inner
compass.


“There’s too much water in you,” one of the fortune
tellers on Cassiopeia had told me as a child. I was inclined to believe her.


“Rose,” Walker said in his gently authoritative tone.
I stood to attention, noting the presence of my two fellow quartermasters.
Neither glanced my way. As always, their resentment was palpable.


I wondered if Walker knew about Comita’s secret
request. His warm eyes met mine, revealing nothing.


“At ease. Take a look at this.” He beckoned me over to
the central table.


“Are the barometers getting any low pressure
readings?” I asked him, eying the computer’s glossy screen.


“Not yet, no. You picking up on something they’re
not?”


“Might be a storm headed our way,” I said, glancing
out at the peerless blue sky.


“Storms I can handle. This is more concerning.” He
pointed a thick finger at a chart. “One of our scouts reported some unusual
activity.”


“What kind of activity?” I examined the chart. It was
of an area of ocean some fifty miles east, between us and the Gulf of Mexico.


“A transport vessel reported something tonal. It
wasn’t like our sonar, but it was definitely code. Whatever it is, it is closer
than usual, and we didn’t get a good sighting.”


“Could just be drifters,” a quartermaster named
Marjory offered.


“Or pirates,” suggested Sam, the other quartermaster.


“Could very well be pirates,” Walker repeated, looking
up at me. “Pirates that are subbed deeper than we thought possible, and far too
close for comfort. Rose, I need an estimated trajectory based on these
coordinates, and I will keep you up to date on anything our scout can send in.”


“What about that storm, sir?” I asked.


“I’ll have someone report it to Polaris and have the
ship prepped to sub,” Walker said. “In the meantime, I need you on this, Rose.”


“Yes, sir,” I said. I took a seat at the table and
pulled the charts closer, running my hands along the printed plastic maps.


Deep-subbing pirate ships were bad news. It almost
eclipsed Comita’s request, and I spent the morning charting possible courses
and trying to determine how long it would take the pirate vessels to make
contact with our supply line. The trouble was, if they had technology we didn’t
know about, then I had no way of calculating their knots, which meant that at
best I had a vague window of their arrival— if they meant to attack at all.


I looked up from the chart in time to catch a glare
from Marjory that I wasn’t supposed to see. I ignored her. Marjory had been
forced to split her duties with me when I graduated, and I couldn’t blame her
for her resentment, even though it stung. At least she had a good reason for
disliking me, unlike Maddox.


I rubbed the web between my forefinger and thumb,
feeling for the shift in currents that indicated the shape of the coming storm.


There was a slight tug to the east, a catch in the
currents that suggested the beginnings of a hurricane. Out here in the soup,
monster storms formed overnight, turning the summer seas into boiling
cauldrons. Even subbed there were still risks. A storm might delay a pirate
attack, even if their vessels could sub as deeply as ours. On the other hand,
it would also provide ideal cover for their movements. Comita was right. We
needed more intel. I bit my lip in frustration.


“You’re a navigator, Rose. You see several possible
courses and you take the one that makes the most sense.” Comita’s voice echoed
in my ears, shadowing the bright sunshine with the memory of our conversation
the night before. Nervous sweat pricked my armpits.


There was only one possible course.


Chapter
Four

 

 

 


“All useless hands below,” a woman shouted, and the
tattooed man shoved me gently toward the less-than-sturdy stairs below the
helm.


“We’re not subbing?” I asked, hesitating as a large
wave rocked the deck.


“Only way this tub will sub is if you put a hole in
her,” he said in the same cheerful tone.


I didn’t find the thought cheerful at all.


“Don’t worry, kid, we’ll be back to the big ship
before you can spit.”


I cast a frantic glance around at the empty ocean.
There wasn’t a single ship on the horizon, only the massive thunderheads
boiling into a hurricane above us.


It was almost pitch black below deck. The only light
came from a huge jar of bio-light screwed into the table against one wall.


“Annie, at the helm. I’ll be right up.”


The woman’s voice was the same one that had jested
with the SHARKs. I struggled to make out her features as she approached me in
the gloom. She was shorter than the man, and wore her hair pulled back into a
hundred small braids threaded through with shells. They clinked with her
impatience as she placed a hand on the short sword at her hip. Her fingers
tapped on the hilt as she stared at me.


“You’re the Polarian Fleet’s best navigator?” She eyed
me up and down.


The scrutiny raised my hackles. It was too familiar.


“I am,” I said, straightening my spine.


“How old are you, five? No wonder Comita is
desperate.” She shook her head, making the shells sing.


“Who the hell are you?” I said, trying to ignore the
jab.


A few of the other mercenaries whooped their approval
at my abrasive words. I steadied myself on my injured ankle as the woman took a
step closer to me. The half-light revealed the orcas tattooed around her
biceps. Their eyes were blood red, even in the gloom.


“I am Orca, Miranda’s First Mate. And you are nobody
until I tell you something different, so listen to me carefully. Miranda wants
you alive and ready to work, but she didn’t say anything about delivering you
untouched. Do you understand me?”


I refused to nod.


“We have another hour before we reach the Man o’
War. That’s Miranda’s ship. Don’t speak. Don’t move.”


She leaned in a little closer. I could smell the salt
air on her skin.


“And if you are not the best fucking navigator that
your fleet has ever seen, I will drink rum out of your skull and flog you with
strips of your own hide.”


She smiled, then turned on her heel and ascended the
stairs to the helm to battle the waves. I looked around me at the faces of my
new crew. I wondered what they would do to me if I vomited all over their
patched and salt-stained clothes. My stomach lurched threateningly.


Fleet ships were stable. They subbed beneath the worst
of the waves during storms, which made for smooth sailing 99.9 percent of the
time. The mercenary parley ship was a whole other kettle of fish. Sick fish. I
sank to the ground and fought the urge to throw up for as long as I could.


“We got a greenie,” one of the mercenaries announced,
curling his lip at me as I fought down the impulse to retch.


“Someone get her a bucket,” the giant ordered from his
seat at the table. He was carving something with a sharp knife and acting like
the entire world wasn’t rocking up and down.


I thanked the bucket deliverer by not getting sick on
her shoes. It seemed polite under the circumstances.


I was sick for an eternity. Eventually, the kraken
knelt next to me with a jug of water and a dirty-looking handkerchief.


“Hey, Fleeter. You’ll be wanting to drink this, now. Man
o’ War is ready for us.”


I wiped my streaming eyes with the handkerchief before
pouring water into my mouth. I spat the first mouthful out, then choked down
half of the jug.


“Easy, now,” he said, and patted me with a giant hand.
“I’m Kraken. This here is Jeanine,” he pointed at a lanky woman with her hair
shaved on the left side to reveal a decidedly hungry shark tattooed on her
scalp.


“And this over here is Barney the Barnacle and
Hammerhead Harry.” The two men grinned as he named them, revealing enough teeth
between them for a complete set. “Up top is Annie. She’s the skipper of this
tub, and Orca, who you’ve already gotten yourself acquainted with.” He stood up
and offered a hand.


I took it reluctantly and rose shakily to my feet.


“We’re Miranda’s most reliable,” he added, eliciting a
round of appreciative laughter, “and now we’re going to deliver you to the good
captain.”


I braced myself against the wall as the seas bucked
against us.


“She’s going to be sick again,” Jeanine said.


“No, she’s not,” Kraken said, looking at me. “She’s
going to pull her little fleeter ass together, unless she wants a baptism.”
This brought more laughter. None of it was friendly.


“And you can keep that,” he said as I offered him the
handkerchief.


“She’ll need it when she cries herself to sleep
tonight.” The woman with the shark tattoo smiled at me.


I decided I didn’t like Jeanine.


“Does the Man o’ War sub?” I asked in a weak voice.


“Sinks like a stone. Come up top now and see for
yourself.”


Kraken stood up, filling the room, and I forced myself
to follow him up the steep stairs despite the waves that slammed me into either
side of the stairwell. He threw open the hatch door, and through the beginnings
of the storm I saw my new ship breaching through the waves. Water cascaded off
her in rivulets, revealing a hull that gleamed a steely silver through the
sheets of rain. I blinked drops of blowing rain out of my eyes and tried to keep
my jaw shut on both vomit and awe.


The Man o’ War was smaller than the North
Star, but what it lacked in size and sophistication it made up for with its
strangeness. It had none of a fleet ship’s narrow grace. The hull was rounder,
blunter, built for handling waves on top of the water as well as beneath, and
rust and weather damage had left its mark on every surface.


Directly ahead of us, a sea door opened, and our boat
bobbed toward it like an errant cork. I could hear Annie cursing the wind and
waves from the helm as she struggled to keep us on course through the swells.
The sea door grew larger as we approached, and someone lit a torch in the
darkness to guide us in.


My earlier confidence in my ability to navigate the
coasts wavered as Annie forced the boat through the opening by sheer force of
will, riding on top of a particularly rambunctious swell. A dozen hands rushed
to catch the ropes thrown out by the crew of the parley vessel, and I braced
myself for an impact that never came. Kraken, Orca, Annie, and the others
shouted out commands while the sea door creaked shut behind us, blocking out
the last of the light.


“Let’s get her back under,” Kraken bellowed. It echoed
in the large chamber, and I wondered how many other leaky vessels lurked in the
bay. The ship groaned all around me as the pumps started their reverse, and I
heard the familiar rush of water into the bulkheads.


At least some things remained the same.


The crew’s chatter was full of unfamiliar slang, and
it beat at my ears until I stopped trying to decipher it. Instead, I stood on
the deck, clutching my duffel and a filthy handkerchief, while my eyes adjusted
to the bio-light. It was greener than what I was used to, and the large
porthole over the sea door needed a good scrubbing. The light it let in was
tainted by dust and filth. I watched the waves foam up around it as we subbed.


“Are you deaf? Fleeter!”


I jumped as Orca shouted into my face.


“What?” I said.


“Follow me. The captain wants to see you, though once
she gets a look at you she might change her mind.” Orca smirked.


She had full lips and high cheekbones, but I would
drown myself before I admitted that someone who looked at me like I had
recently crawled out of the sewage tank was beautiful.


I stiffened in indignation, but Orca didn’t wait to
hear if I had a response. She leapt over the railing and to the dock below,
leaving me standing alone. My ankle throbbed preemptively as I glanced over the
side. It was a long way down.


“Please don’t let me fall,” I whispered, sending a
brief prayer to the cardinal directions.


It was an awkward jump and a clumsy landing, but I
didn’t lose my balance. Orca was waiting for me with the same little smirk on
her lips. I made a silent vow to wipe it off one day, preferably with my fist.


Kraken peeled away from the docking crew and loomed
above me. I took an involuntary step toward Orca.


“Put this on her, Kraken,” she said, tossing a length
of cloth past my left ear.


Kraken caught it in a massive fist. It took me a
moment too long to register that it was a hood.


“Try to keep up,” Orca said to me, in a voice that
suggested she didn’t care if I fell into the compost chute.


Kraken looped a thin cord around my wrists before
dropping the rough sack over my head. It smelled like salt and stale breath. I
bit my lip to fight back a surge of panic and followed them, struggling to hide
my limp as my boots stumbled blindly over unfamiliar ground.


Light pulsed and faded through the sacking. That was
the only indication I had of my progress through the bowels of the ship. I
tripped up stairs and scraped against walls, listening for the quick tread of
Orca’s boots ahead of me and the thud of Kraken’s heavier step behind. Orca
held the rope that bound me. She didn’t jerk it, but she didn’t slow to
accommodate my cautious steps, either.


I was shaking by the time I stumbled into Orca. She
gave an irritated sigh, then ripped the hood from my head, along with several
strands of hair. I blinked at the blinding light.


We were in a round room. Worn red carpets covered the
floor, and the wood paneling on the walls gleamed in the light of a huge
chandelier. Paintings leapt out at me, some of ships, others of landscapes that
were as alien to me as the surface of the moon. Everything in the room was a
direct contradiction to the aesthetics of fleet command, and I wondered, with a
surge in my heart rate, where in all seven seas Admiral Comita had sent me.


“Compass Rose.”


The voice cut into my panic. I turned, briefly
noticing the long table covered with maps before I saw the woman leaning
against the end of it. Her toned, bared arms were crossed over her chest and a
thick, dark braid hung over one shoulder, gleaming warmly in the firelight.


My mouth went a little drier. I knew her eyes were
blue before I met them, and the sudden chill that shook my body had nothing to
do with my lengthy bout of sea sickness.


“Welcome aboard,” she said.


I didn’t need an introduction. This was Miranda. I
could tell by the reverent looks on the faces of Orca and Kraken, and by the
dangerous heat that radiated from the woman like the light from the lamps above
her.


She nodded at Orca, who undid my wrists with
significantly more courtesy than she’d previously shown me. I rubbed the mark
where the cord had cut into my skin and tried to calm my rapid heartbeat as I
stole another glance at the mercenary captain. She couldn’t have been that much
older than me, mid-twenties maybe, and I thought twenty-five was pushing it.


Blue eyes met mine with all the unexpected force of a
rogue wave. My breath caught, and for a split second I was back on the parley
vessel, plunging down into the trough of a passing swell with the ocean opening
beneath me.


North, east, south, west. I clung to my cardinal points
and tried not to drown.


“Rough seas?” Miranda asked, holding out her hand.


I reached for it, still reeling. Her grip was firm and
warm and I felt an unusual callus on her palm as she withdrew, almost like a
scar.


“Nothing Annie couldn’t handle.” Orca’s voice held
none of its earlier contempt. It was almost pleasant. “Gave Rose here a little
upset, though.”


Miranda raised an eyebrow.


“We prefer to avoid waves, where I’m from,” I said.


“No surprise there,” said Orca under her breath.


“You’ll adapt.” Miranda’s words held no room for
alternatives.


She reached below the table and pulled out a flagon of
what looked alarmingly like rum. My stomach flopped. More rum was the last
thing I needed after a sail like that.


I was in the process of preparing a polite refusal
when Miranda laid a slender knife and a clean bandage by the bottle. I traced
the blade with my eyes. It was old, and carved from the bone of some ancient
sea creature with a blade that had been honed so often that it was barely more
than a sliver.


“So,” Miranda said, running a finger along the blade.
“This is a rare opportunity. The Polarian Fleet’s most promising navigator
aboard a mercenary vessel.”


I saw Orca smirk out of the corner of my eye.


“I run a tight ship. It might not look like much to
you, but we follow a code, and with that code comes rules. You, however, pose an
interesting dilemma. I have a deal with your captain, but deals at sea are
rarely weather-tight. If you are going to serve on my ship, then you and I need
to come to an agreement.”


“Admiral Comita,” I began, but Miranda cut me off.


“Admiral Comita is a long ways away. I need your word,
not your admiral’s.”


I looked at the blade on the table again, wondering
what would happen if I refused. Comita had bid me to do whatever Miranda
ordered, no matter how strange it might seem to me.


“What kind of agreement did you have in mind?” I
asked.


She unstoppered the rum bottle and let two drops run
down either side of the knife blade. I watched them drip off the tip and onto
the stained wood table. In the silence, I heard them hit the surface with a
faint plop that sounded disturbingly like dripping blood.


Comita better make me second mate for this when I get
back, I
thought.


“This is how we seal a contract.” Miranda placed her
right hand on the table next to mine, palm up. A curious scar marked the
surface, interrupting what Cassiopeia’s fortune tellers called the life line,
the heart line, and the head line. I tried not to dwell on the superstitious
significance.


A curved line underscored her fingers, and three
squiggly lines branched out from beneath it. The name of the ship suddenly made
sense. The scar resembled a simplified jellyfish, rather like a man o’ war. I
felt my eyes widen and tried to stop them. The scars were deep, as was the
irony. I would never escape the nickname now. I looked at my own smooth palm, and
back to Miranda’s, then to the knife.


There was no mercy in Miranda’s eyes.


“Give me your hand,” she said.


In the light of the burning lamps, I noticed a thin
tracery of scars covering her face. They stood out from her suntanned skin in
ghostly lines, and continued down her neck. I looked at her hands, and her bare
arms, and saw the faint scars there, too.


I knew better than to ask. Instead, I stuck out my
right hand and tried not to tremble. My little finger quaked traitorously. When
she offered me a drink of the rum, I took a long swig.


“You have strong hands,” Miranda said, running her
thumb across my palm. “Orca, read her the articles.”


“The whole thing?”


“The important parts.” Miranda kept my hand trapped in
hers while Orca’s voice recited the ship’s articles from memory.


“One. Every crew member has a vote, which you may cast
as you see fit whenever a vote is called. Any crew can call for a vote at any
time, provided they are seconded by another crew member.


“Two. Every crew member is issued two sets of clothes,
one pair of boots, a ration of rum, and two meals a day, plus pay. If you steal
from a crew member, you will be punished according to the severity of your
theft. If you steal twice, you shall be lashed. Steal thrice, and the captain
reserves the right to maroon or walk you, as she chooses.


“Three. Don’t gamble. Just don’t. Especially you,
fleeter. You’ll lose. Four. Deserters will be killed. So will spies. Five. You
will be ready at all times to defend your ship, your captain, and your fellow
crew, and you will keep your weapons sharp and close at hand. Six. Any and all
disputes between crew members will be settled on the deck at the hour of the
First
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