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One for sorrow,

Two for mirth,

Three for death,

Four for birth,

Five for silver,

Six for gold,

Seven for secrets never told.

Eight for Ghost Bird, eight for Owl,

Underneath the Nine Spheres’ bowl.
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STAND-ALONE NOVEL SET in the world of the Stormclouds/Harbingers series: 

Dark Ones Take It, Being the origin story of Caedon and his brother, Maeldoi
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PROLOGUE
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THE MAGE NAMED MERLIN, or maybe Myrddin, or—on at least one of the planes, Mervin, a trucker out of Asheville—lounged at his ease on his golden chair, watching his friend John Dee with amusement. 

“Dee, you’re a fine mage. But you get much too involved with the beings underneath the Spheres,” he told his friend. “You know it’s not allowed. The Three frowns on it most decidedly.” 

On the plane where Mervin was a trucker, Dee practiced neurology in St. Louis. On a different plane, a different time, Dee was instead a powerful alchemist and advisor to a mighty queen.

Just as, on a different plane, Mervin himself waved a wand and helped young boys pull swords out of stones so that they might go forth and found ideal communities of noble knights.

On both of those planes, the mages sported white pointy beards. Up here in the clouds, they didn’t bother.

With that, the resemblance between the two mages ended. Mervin was tall, with an imposing physique. His eyes were intense dark pools, his skin as dark and burnished as mahogany, his black hair closely coiled against a perfectly modeled skull, like some heroic bust in an ancient temple.

Dee was reedy and slight, his eyes a piercing blue, his skin (usually, depending) a dead-fish white. 

Mervin was considered and calm.

Dee was volatile, tending to fly off the handle.

Or so Mervin thought.

“I can’t help myself, Mervin,” said Dee with a sigh. “I try to stop. But somehow, it always happens. I get too involved. It’s just the way I’m made.”

“I know.” Mervin, or whoever he might be, looked fondly on his friend.

“For instance—” said Dee, and then he hesitated.

Mervin came to the edge of their cloud platform to look over, and down, to the land beneath the Spheres. “What?”

“Not there,” said Dee. He indicated with his eyes another place, across a broad and unnavigable river. “There.”

Mervin looked. 

He looked again, with a sharp intake of breath. ​

But here it was, John Dee in his usual state of consternation, and even though Mervin felt himself shaken, he knew his most immediate task was to settle John down.

Something like this, though. 

It would set John off, and Mervin needed John. Needed him to have a cool head in the struggle ahead of them.

“No, John,” said Mervin firmly. “Step away. There’s nothing you can do for that man. Nothing you can do about him. Not a thing.” After a moment, when Dee had looked uneasily away but then back to the dark and bent-over figure of what once had been a man, Mervin took Dee by the sleeve and tugged. “Why would you even want to? The man is irredeemable.”

“Then why is he over there, standing under that tree?”

“Why indeed?” muttered Mervin. He was staring now, too. “Can’t look, can’t look away,” he said, disgusted with himself.

“Everything we know about that man tells us that, after death, he wouldn’t have gone across that river.” Dee was starting to get worked up. 

Mervin knew the signs too well.

“May as well go ahead and name him,” said Mervin.

“Caedon.” Dee spat it out.

Mervin nodded slowly. “I agree with you, John. After that young apprentice mage of yours burnt Caedon to a crisp, he shouldn’t have been allowed to go across that river. He should have tumbled into the dark and bottomless pit beneath the lands. Even after all this time, he should still be falling.”

“Yet there he stands.”

“Crouches.”

“There he crouches, underneath that tree. What do you make of it?” said Dee, getting a grip.

After a moment, Mervin shrugged. “Beats me. These decisions aren’t ours to make.” He tried hard to speak in a calm and even tone.

“The Three makes them.”

“They do, and we’re not to question it.”

“Perhaps. . .” Dee hesitated. “Perhaps Gilles appealed to The Three on Caedon’s behalf. Got him a reprieve.”

“How strange would that be? Think about it, Dee. I know your young mage did a mighty act, but she had help. At the last moment, just as she moved in to fry him with that uncanny fire of hers, Gilles appears to have removed the protective wards he’d thrown up around Caedon. Why would he do that and then somehow finagle a reprieve for the scurvy fellow? But anyway,” said Mervin soberly, feeling a terrible sinking of his spirits, “If that were to be the case, John.” He heaved up a deep breath. “The Three granting Caedon a reprieve, and at Gilles’s request.” He sighed again. “Then I wouldn’t know what to think about anything. Anything at all. My whole view of the world would be upended. The world, this plane, all the planes, and everything in them, if somehow it turns out Gilles has that kind of clout with The Three. After what Gilles has tried to do.”

“And yet, for the sake of balance—” Dee began.

Mervin shuddered. “I don’t even want to think about a balance that would require us and the other mages of good will to be counterbalanced by Gilles. What universe would require a Gilles de Rais in order to function properly?”

“Talking about me behind my back?”

The two mages whirled around.

“Hello, Gilles,” said Mervin carefully.

Gilles stepped to the edge of the platform and gazed across the river. “There’s my boy,” he said softly.

“There is no justice,” said Dee, with a bitter laugh, and stalked away.

Gilles glanced at Mervin, then stared after Dee with narrowed eyes. “Control your dog, Merlin, or something bad will happen to him.”

Mervin did not reply. He too, went away, leaving Gilles alone on the platform. Looking across the river to the isolated and blackened creature he had made. 

Gilles stood alone and yearning across that vast gap, the tears glittering in his eyes.
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CHAPTER ONE  Keera—Two
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DIS-ORDERLY

Keera watched as Gwyl scanned the horizon, the stiff ocean wind blowing his dark hair back off his face, his gray Sea-Child eyes keen. He called out a command to his men as the seas, running higher, hurled the ship up the steep side of a wave. Gwyl served as his own kendtman, and Keera knew she should trust him. She did trust him. He knew what he was doing. The dragon ship ran smoothly down the back side of the wave into the deep trench. And here came another wave even more massive than the one before it. Kerra was afraid. 

A snatch of one of her mother’s songs came to her. “One for sorrow, two for mirth,” she hummed to herself. It was a song about the owls. Ghost birds, some called them. She’d always loved the owls, and usually, the song gave her comfort. But today, it seemed somehow ominous to her. There was mirth, but there was also sorrow. The two were paired. You can’t have one without the other, she whispered to herself.

The high seas were not the only thing making her afraid.

“We’ll outrun that ship, whoever she is, never fear,” Gwyl murmured into Keera’s ear, pulling her to him. He seemed to know when she was troubled. He always seemed to know. “We’re fast,” he reassured her.

“Is it the same one?” Keera stared over her shoulder at the vessel coming up behind them. It had been following them for days.

“Looks like it.”

“That ship has kept up with us.”

“Yes. They’re fast, too.” He began flipping his sun-stone over and over in his left hand, a habit she knew he had when he was worried about something. “Her master knows what he’s about.” The respect in his voice was grudging.

“So we didn’t lose them, back there.”

“No.” He bent down and kissed her. 

“What does that mean? If they’re just pirates . . .”

“Well,” he said, and she looked up into his face as he thought it over. “Whoever they turn out to be, it might mean they know who we are and where we’re going. Not many come out here, this far to the westward.”

Keera pulled her cloak tighter about herself against the bite of the wind. Pirates wouldn’t, she knew. They’d stay close to a harbor where they could run their loot quickly to land and exchange it for good solid coin. She’d never considered before actually hoping for pirates. The mysterious ship that seemed to be following them might be worse than pirates. 

Her imagination kept harrowing her. What would be worse than pirates? She recalled the time Caedon’s ships intercepted hers, and the danger it meant. But Caedon was dead. Thank the Children, he was gone to the Dark Ones who surely must have taken his twisted spirit, one of Their own, to Themselves. She had made sure of it herself, blasting him to cinders and ash from the back of her firebird. Although. . . she shivered when she thought about it. Some mighty power had stepped aside from Caedon just at the crucial moment. Then she was able to end him. 

Not Caedon on that ship following them.

Who, then?

Ansgar, she decided. The unscrupulous king who had stepped into the power vacuum Caedon left behind him. As her parents’ diplomat, she had learned a lot about the more unsavory corners of the politics of the Twelve Realms. But she didn’t want to share this uncomfortable insight of hers with Gwyl.

She was feeling a little sick again, and finally that’s what stopped her dwelling on these possible enemies. She kept her hands clamped hard on the topmost strake of Gwyl’s skeid, trying to keep her eyes on the horizon. That way she hoped to steady her stomach and not lose her breakfast. The fresh breeze kept her feeling a bit better than she had five days before, when they headed out from her parents’ rocky outpost for this long voyage. By now they were well past the boundary where, sailors claimed, the Northern Sea gave way to the unknowns of the Great Sea stretching far off to westward.

Keera felt a bit foolish, getting sick like this. She was the Fire Child’s own, not the Sea Child’s, as Gwyl was, but she was familiar with water, since her mother also reverenced the Sea Child. Keera had spent her entire childhood in and around water. So she couldn’t easily account for the queasy feeling she felt as the big skeid cut through the waves.

Giving her a quick embrace, Gwyl left her side to stride the deck, calling out to his mariners as they managed the billowing black sail with his insignia woven in white wool: a triple spiral, each spiraling stripe ending in the fierce head of a bird of prey. His skeid was called Dragon Wind, and he was hugely proud of the painted dragon’s-head prow. He’d hired a master woodworker for the fine carving of it, and he had clambered all over it and around it, helping to paint it himself: golds, blues, reds.

The skeid’s hull was riven oak, clinker built, a ship to make a man of the Ice-realm proud. Gwyl was not from there. He was the Sea Child’s for sure, as many of the Ice-men were, but he had grown up eastward on the promontory of the Baronies that extended its rocky topmost corner into the choppy waters of the Narrows dividing the Eastern Baronies from its rival kingdom, the Sceptered Isle.

During his young manhood, the misfortunes of war and family had driven Gwyl from his home to roam the islands sprinkled between the northern reaches of the Sceptered Isle and the Ice-realm. There he’d apprenticed himself to a master mariner and shipwright of the Ice-realm. There he had encountered Keera’s father, Walter I, exiled monarch of the Sceptered Isle, the last of Ranulf’s line (if you didn’t count the usurper Audemar). And there, kendtman on one of Wat’s ships, Gwyl had met Keera. She remembered half-fondly, half with a shudder the time he had pulled her out of a barrel and released her from a bad fate to the terrified arms of her mother, Mirin, Wat’s beloved wife, a queen in her own right. 

None of them would have believed, in that moment, that Keera and Gwyl would one day wed. None but Gwyl, that is. 

“I knew the moment I saw you,” he whispered to her once. “I knew I needed you more than life itself.”

Keera had laughed at him. “I was thirteen! I was half-dead. I must have looked dreadful.”

“You did,” he assured her. “Dreadful. Filthy. Skinny. Your red hair all in a mop of tangles. I knew it right away. It was you I had to have.”

“Did you know you’d find me when Father sent you off to the Fire Isle?”

“Of course. We figured out that’s where you must have gone. I volunteered right away. I wouldn’t let anyone else take on the task. Here’s my chance with the king’s beautiful daughter, I told myself.”

“I don’t know if I believe that,” said Keera. “You and your sugared words.” But she hadn’t had time to say anything more about it, because then Gwyl had dragged her down under the furs with him, and then the music their bodies made was so delicious she forgot what they’d been talking about.

Body music. Part of the music of the world. That’s what the Old Ones meant, in their treatises about music. The music of the Nine Spheres arching over all, and then, the corresponding music of the creatures crawling beneath those crystalline Spheres, reflecting their harmony. If those creatures were very lucky, that is.

Keera felt very, very lucky. She did when she and Gwyl first realized what they felt for each other, and she did now, even though, Dark Ones take it, she knew her body was dis-ordered and out of harmony altogether. She knew she was about to lose her breakfast.

Gwyl came to stand beside her after she finished retching over the side of the skeid. “Child of Fire, this girl’s Your own. What possessed me to take one of the Fire Child’s on board my gorgeous ship?”

Keera wiped her mouth and took the firkin of water he handed to her. She managed a small sip. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

He folded her to his chest into his own cloak and soothed her hair off her forehead with a finger. “Better?”

“Kind of.” She leaned her head against him. He was solid and reassuring.

“Don’t lie down. Keep looking at the horizon line. I’ll be back. Dark Ones take it, that ship is gaining on us. I need to re-position the sail.”

But Keera wasn’t listening. Another snatch of her mother’s song, the one about the owls, came back to her. Three for death. Four for birth. 

Four for birth.

She had a moment of enlightenment, counting backward and thinking hard. What wretched timing. Fire Child keep me, she thought. I’m going to have a baby.

––––––––
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CLEAN

It’s not like ladies don’t have babies every day, Gwyl,” Keera told him, trying to laugh.

They were lying side by side on the deck with all the others, huddling in their sealskin pouches and hoping to keep warm. Keera wished she were in Gwyl’s pouch. It felt strange not to spoon with him in their bed piled with furs back in her parents’ fortress. How much longer? she thought. She’d never been on a voyage this long, out of sight of land for so many days, and she was finding it pretty uncomfortable.

He reached across from his own snug cocoon and drew a finger down her cheek. As if answering her unspoken thought, he said, “We’ll put in at the Far Western Outpost in the Cold Lands late tomorrow.”

Land under my feet, she thought with relief. Not this horrible heaving of the waves.

“I’m thinking we should stay there for a while. Maybe over-winter. You’ll need to have some help with the baby.”

“Silly, no. We’ll be to the Unknown Lands well before this baby comes into the world.” Child knows she didn’t want to spend any more time at sea, but best get it over with. Get to the Unknown Lands as fast as Gwyl could urge Dragon Wind. She thought about those westward lands, for so long only a collection of myths and legends. But now travelers had come back with proof. They really existed. “Funny to keep calling them unknown. Now they’re known.”

“They’re vast. We’ve seen only a little of them, and they don’t have a name yet. But the part of it where we’ll make landfall does. The people there call it the New Found Land.” His eyes were somber in the bright moonlight. “But Keera. Suppose no one at this New Found Land knows much about—you know, about all those women’s things.”

“You forget. I know a lot about those women’s things, as you call them. Although I’m thinking you might have had a wee bit to do with my condition, my man. Maybe just a bit.”

Ignoring this sally, he kept on. “But you maybe won’t be able to take care of yourself, not by yourself, and—”

“Fiona knows all about it. Hasn’t she had two babes of her own?” said Keera. But she felt far from confident. Putting a hand on her middle, she thought she might have felt a faint fluttering. No, she decided. Just her imagination. It was too early. “Aren’t you excited, though? A daughter,” Keera breathed.

At the same time, she heard Gwyl say, half to himself, “A son. I won’t let any son of mine go through what—”

She thought about the desperate circumstances of his childhood, and her heart, as always, gave a wrench. How he had suffered under the hands of his stepfather. If she let it, the hard childhood he’d had would make her cry out.

“I’ve sorely missed Pierrick,” said Gwyl, interrupting himself.

She realized he was thinking the same sad thoughts, but his mind had circled around to his brother, and that was the bright spot in his upbringing. Not his terrible parents. Both of them. Keera could never decide which was the crueler, his step-father Maro, who had beaten Gwyl, or his mother Betrys, who had stood by and done nothing to stop her husband. She had even condoned it. 

But Gwyl’s brother was his best friend. His half-brother, actually. That didn’t matter to Gwyl and Pierrick. Keera realized that her own father, Wat, half-brother to King Avery, must have had similar feelings. But he hadn’t grown up close to Avery. Circumstances had brought them close, going to war together, working together in The Rising before Avery’s brutal murder. Wat’s older brother John, though. John was Avery’s best friend from birth, and his half-brother too, close in exactly the way Gwyl and Pierrick were close. 

Gwyl and Pierrick, only a year apart, had been inseparable from the instant Pierrick was born. Keera realized how hard the last few years had been on Gwyl—probably both of them, away from each other for the first time in their lives. There had been minor separations. Never like this one.

But she couldn’t think about it any longer, only about her unsettled stomach. She stepped away from the top strake of the skeid and went to huddle in her sealskin pouch, miserable again.

Late the next day, they spotted the dark ridge of land on the horizon. Gwyl pointed it out to Keera. “Nearly there,” he said, giving her a reassuring squeeze.

Keera looked reflexively over her shoulder. She kept trying not to do it, and she kept doing it anyway. A dot in the distance showed her where their pursuers rode the whale lanes in their wake.

“Yes,” he said. “They’re still there. Still following us. But we’ve outrun them to the Cold Lands. I’ll be interested to see what happens when we make landfall. We’re headed to the settlement everyone calls the Far Western Outpost. Will these strangers land there too? If they do, we’ll see who they are.”

The skeid gave a bound as the wind came up.

Keera suppressed a little scream. “I’ll be glad to set foot on dry land. You of the Sea Child revel in this. The rest of us, not so much.”

“How are you feeling today, my darling?”

“Better. Maybe it’s nothing.”

He looked at her.

“But I think I’m right,” she said. 

Then Gwyl moved away from her to talk to the rowers about the safest way to angle the skeid in closer to land. Some among them had come into the harbor before, but Gwyl never had. It was actually not so much a harbor as the mouth of a fjord. The seas were rough because of the race of the tide through the fjord into the sea, and the cliffs on either side were high and forbidding. They’d have to move in toward the coast at exactly the right angle to keep the waves from overtopping them. Keera wasn’t worried. Well, she was, but only the way those not of the Sea-Child always worry when they’re on water or around it. She just wasn’t particularly worried. Gwyl knew his business.

No one had the time to wonder about the strange ship just behind them. They were all too busy getting to shore without shipwreck. And with a lot of effort and muscle, so they did.

After they anchored, Gwyl carried Keera in his arms through the surf to the rocky shingle. When she set foot on land at last, she praised her Child. 

Then he made busy securing the skeid. He left a group of his mariners on board to guard it. “That stranger ship is coming into the fjord, too. I don’t trust it. I don’t trust their intentions toward us,” he told Keera.

Then he hustled Keera up the pebbled narrow path to the top of the cliffs, where a small town huddled, its stone and turf dwellings dwarfed by an immense mountain of ice just behind.

Soon Gwyl was settling Keera by a hearth fire and bringing her something hot to drink.

“My lady wife is with child,” he told the hostess of the small inn. “Is there a healer in the town, someone who knows about such things?”

“A midwife in the Upper Settlement some leagues away,” said the hostess.

“I won’t need a midwife,” said Keera. “It’s not my time yet, not for a season or two. And darling,” she said to Gwyl, “I don’t need a healer either. Women’s stomachs are unsettled at times like these. It’s a natural thing.”

He looked down at her doubtfully.

“Don’t worry so,” she whispered to him, smiling.

But then the door to the inn banged open and two men stepped in, their hands on the hilts of their swords.

Quietly Gwyl put himself between them and Keera.

“Gwyl, son of Maro?” said one of them.

“Who wants to know?” said Gwyl.

“You’re under arrest.”

“By whose orders? Under whose authority?”

“I want no trouble here,” said the hostess, looking from the men to Gwyl and back.

“By the authority of His Majesty King Ansgar of the Ice-realm,” said the man who seemed to be in charge, ignoring the innkeeper.

So I’m right, thought Keera, staring at them.

“Ansgar has no authority here,” Gwyl said. Nevertheless, his hand strayed to the hilt of his own sword. The hostess shrieked.

“Oh, but he does. He claims this land.”

“He may claim it,” said Gwyl, “but he hasn’t taken possession of it. Let me be. I’m a peaceable man.”

“You’re in receipt of stolen property. You’re a thief,” said the man of Ansgar.

“I think he means me, husband,” said Keera to Gwyl. She had gotten a chill, listening. Just as her forebodings had told her, these were Ansgar’s henchmen. She knew she needed to pay closer attention to this inner voice of hers.

Gwyl put a hand on Keera’s shoulder. “This woman is my wife,” said Gwyl to the two men. “If Ansgar thinks he’s her owner because he kidnapped her years ago, he’s sadly mistaken. No one owns my wife.”

“Enough talk,” said Ansgar’s man, drawing his sword. His companion did likewise. “Come with us, and turn over the woman.”

What happened next seemed, to Keera, to happen in a blur. The men of Ansgar stood astounded and disarmed. With a few deft moves of his own blade, Gwyl had flipped theirs out of their hands and across the room.

“And here I thought I was out of practice,” he murmured to Keera.

“No fighting in my establishment,” the hostess said, her face turning an angry red. “The lot of you, get out.”

Gwyl bent to pick up the other men’s swords and handed them each to Keera. “Keep those for me, will you, darling?” he said. “I apologize, hostess. These men are very rude, but we won’t want to cause you any trouble.” He bowed to her, nodded curtly to the men, and steered Keera by an elbow out of the inn. 

Once they were outside, he took the swords from her, stepped over to the cliff’s edge, and threw them both off.

The men were scrambling out of the inn after them now. Gwyl shoved Keera behind him and drew his sword again. “One step closer, good sirs, and you’ll find yourselves without hands and maybe noses. Move down the path before I change my mind and come after you anyway.”

“We’ll return,” blustered the man who’d done all the talking. But as Gwyl stepped toward them, they backed away from him in a hurry and hustled themselves down the path. They stopped and looked over their shoulders at him.

He stood watching them, his sword drawn. So, muttering, they continued down the path.

Gwyl waited until they had moved out of sight.

“Let’s get to Dragon Wind,” said Gwyl, guiding Keera down a secondary path, reconnoitering every turn to make sure they didn’t come unexpectedly on the men of Ansgar. When they got to the shore, Gwyl took off his boots, strung them around his neck by a thong, and waded out to the ship with Keera in his arms. “You’re as light as a little child,” he murmured against her ear. The mariners left on board helped him get her into the skeid and tucked into her sealskin pouch.

Dark Ones take it, thought Keera. I wanted to sleep in a real bed.

“I’m going back on shore to find my men,” Gwyl told her. “This village is tiny. I’ll be right back.”

Instead, Gwyl’s foray lasted all night, and he had to fight his way back to the skeid with his mariners. While Gwyl and Keera had climbed the path to the inn, Ansgar’s men had been busy rounding up any of Dragon Wind’s mariners who had come on shore. Ansgar’s men had begun marching them to the stockade in the settlement on the next fjord. Or that’s what they meant to do. Gwyl, as he told Keera later on, leaped out at them from ambush, cut his mariners free of the rope tying them together, and then they’d all turned on the officers of Ansgar, chased them, laid them out bleeding on the rocky shore, and escaped.

Keera knew. She couldn’t sleep at all and watched the whole thing from the deck. 

By dawn Gwyl was aboard again, and all of the mariners, only one hurt. Keera saw to him. Just a flesh wound.

“We left two of those rascals dead,” Gwyl said, giving her a satisfied smile.

“So bloodthirsty,” she muttered.

“Thought you’d be happy to see me.”

“I am,” she told him, “only you know how much I hate it when you go off like that, leaving me behind to wait.”

“Darling,” he began. Keera recognized his reasonable tone, the one he took with her when he saw she had something reckless in mind.

“Stop right there,” she said, giving him a quick kiss. 

He stood in the early morning sunlight holding her in his arms and smiling at her.

“You are very stinky and dirty,” she told him. “I am too. I know it. I was looking forward to one of those sweat baths they have here, the badstu. And I wanted to sleep in a bed.”

“We’ll have to put that off, my darling. I have a plan.”

She frowned.

He glanced at her sideways. “I think some of your spooky qualities are rubbing off on me, Keera. I know exactly what you’re thinking.”

They were both remembering the last time he left her alone to wait. Went off to war, rode off with her parents to fight their bitter enemy, Caedon. And then Keera had taken action herself. And then Caedon lay dead.

“But my plan isn’t to leave you here and go off fighting. It’s to get out of here with our ship and head to the Unknown Lands as soon as we resupply. It’s not safe here for us now,” said Gwyl. “Especially now we’ve killed some of Ansgar’s people. They’ll be after us.”

“What about Fiona and Pierrick?”

“They’re at the Upper Settlement.  We’ll head there right away, resupply there, see them, and if they’re not ready to go yet, let them know we’re sailing on ahead of them.”

“And while we’re at this Upper Settlement, take a nice cleansing sweat in the badstu there?”

“If we possibly can,” promised Gwyl.

But when they got to the Upper Settlement where Fiona and Pierrick were supposed to be waiting for them, Keera and Gwyl found them gone.

They had been cautious where they landed, this time. Gwyl pulled the skeid into a protected cove well before the main harbor of the settlement. 

Then, while his men restocked the skeid with food and fresh water, Gwyl led Keera to the badstu, and they both emerged a candle measure later, rosy and scrubbed and clean. Gwyl had been able to shave his face clean of his scruff of a beard.

“I liked it, though,” said Keera, stroking his cheek. “It was scratchy. It felt good.”

He looked a promise at her then. But there was no time to fulfill it. “You’re making me burn, Keera,” he murmured to her before turning away.

“You’ll just have to wait,” she said, grinning.

He put out a hand to her face. “I love this little dimple of yours, when you smile like that,” he said.

“Hush, man. We’ll lose all our resolve, and we need to move fast,” she said.

Their plan was to head straight to Pierrick’s and Fiona’s farmstead up above the settlement. They knew they needed to hurry, not tumble into the nearest patch of shrubbery.

Keera kept waiting for that urgent feeling she got around Gwyl to cool down a bit, to settle into comfortable familiarity, but so far, it never had. She wanted just as much to get him alone, and his clothes off him, as she ever did, and if actions reflect thoughts, he felt the same.

Maybe when we get to the farm and can settle down for the night, safe with our friends, she said to herself.

But when they reached the farmstead, it was deserted except for a single servingman.

He pulled his forelock. “Master and Mistress say to tell you they’ve taken ship already with a party that put in here a sen’night ago,” said the servant. “You’re to follow as soon as ye may.”

“Why?” Keera said. She looked around her at the deserted farmstead, its stone and turf buildings isolated and lonely. The fence by the house, the one that enclosed the near field, was broken down. The stones of the entrance door looked blackened by fire; the door itself, of timber, looked like someone had stove it in and then hastily, badly repaired it.

The servant didn’t reply.

“Why?” Keera asked again. “They were waiting here for us to arrive. Why did they leave?”

“That I cannot say, mistress.”

“Cannot or will not?” muttered Keera as she and Gwyl followed the path back to the settlement.

“I don’t like it,” said Gwyl. “That house looked like someone attacked it. Let’s get on board ship and out of this place as soon as we may. We’ll catch up with Pierrick and Fiona at the New Found Land.”

“Suppose something has happened to them. Suppose that man is lying. Suppose they never got the chance to leave.” An icy hand of fear gripped her heart.

Gwyl stopped still. He began to nod. “Suppose it has,” he muttered. A worried line appeared between his eyes. “I should ask around.”

“But Ansgar’s men might be about. They know who you are now. They might take you.”

“They’ll try. I’ve killed their men now.”

They had come to the shore by then. A line of Gwyl’s mariners stretched from shore to the skeid, handing supplies along in a chain and hoisting them aboard.

“Suppose Ansgar has taken Fiona and Pierrick,” Keera fretted.

“But why would he do such a thing? I’m the one with the stolen goods, you know,” said Gwyl.

“The stolen goods, meaning me?”

“Meaning you. Very valuable goods. I’m an important thief.”

“And how did Ansgar’s men know to follow us here?”

“I don’t know,” he said, thinking about it. “Someone knows about you. About us, and where we’re headed.” Then he said, “Keera. I’m going to ask you to do something very simple for me. Will you do it?”

“No,” she said.

“Keera—”

“We’ll both go,” she told him.

They looked out over the sweep of the fjord to the high mountains, and to floating mountains of ice in the mouth of the fjord.

“This isn’t a safe place for many reasons,” said Gwyl. “Ansgar’s men. Those ice mountains. They could tear a hole in Dragon Wind’s hull.”

“Let’s go quickly, then,” said Keera, and she began moving back up the path toward the settlement again. “The woman who ran the badstu seemed like a pleasant sort. Let’s ask her.”

After a moment, Gwyl moved up beside her. “I’m worried too, you know. I’m just worried about you and the baby.”

“Then let’s be quick,” said Keera again. “And the baby is safely tucked inside. She’ll be fine.”

He reached for her hand and grasped it. Even through the sealskin mitt, his hand was reassuring to her. In spite of her bold words to him, she was afraid.

But nothing happened to them. At the badstu, the woman in charge said she knew Fiona and Pierrick.

“Aye, mistress,” said the woman. “Nice folk. Too bad what those newcomers did to them.”

“What did they do?” said Keera quickly. Her heart made a strange little skipping in her chest.

“Soldiers of that king, that Ansgar. They drove them from their farm. That’s wrong, mistress,” said the woman.

“Why would they do such a thing? These people are friends of ours,” said Gwyl. “That’s why we’re worried.”

She shrugged. 

“And where did they go? Are they all right?” said Keera.

“For a bit, they hid up in the hills. When the soldiers left, they came back down to the inn over there.” She pointed. “There was a man, gathering up settlers for the New Found Land.”

“And our friends went with him?”

The woman looked from Keera to Gwyl, her eyes suddenly suspicious. “Why do you want to know that?”

“We’re their friends. We were to meet them here and sail to the New Found Land with them,” said Gwyl.

“And that’s your ship, down there in the fjord?” she said, looking past them to the sea.

“Yes,” he said.

Keera suddenly realized. She gave the woman a smile. “Gwyl,” she told him, putting a hand on his arm. “We could be agents of Ansgar. Spies for him. This good woman won’t betray our friends to any such.”

The woman looked at them uncertainly.

“My man Gwyl is Pierrick’s brother,” Keera told her.

The woman looked over at Gwyl skeptically.

“We don’t look much alike, I know,” said Gwyl to her. “But Pierrick is my brother right enough.”

“And Fiona his wife is my girlhood friend,” said Keera. “We are all heading for the New Found Land, to settle there together.”

“Even with a fast ship, you can’t catch them now,” said the woman slowly. “So it’s safe to tell you, I’m thinking. Yes, they did set sail for those savage lands.”

Keera had a sudden thought. “Surely Fiona would have left me a message. She knows her letters, mistress.”

The woman beamed at Keera. “Ah, now I see it. You aren’t lying. No one would know a thing as strange as that except one who was close acquainted with her.” The woman disappeared into her small house and came back out with a parchment.

“Thank the Child,” said Keera, taking it. “The goodwife has the right of it,” she said, turning to Gwyl. “Fiona and Pierrick left a sen’night ago, just as their rascally servant said.”

“He’s a bad one, he is. I’m thinking he has probably taken your friends’ farm for his own,” the woman said placidly.

Keera handed the parchment to Gwyl, who ran his eyes over it rapidly. “They left with a man gathering settlers, just as the goodwife tells us. Our thanks, goodwife,” said Gwyl. “We need to leave. Those men of Ansgar are after us too.”

“It’s a bad business, gentles,” said the woman. “That king means to take us for himself, here in our settlement, and add us to his realm. Sea Child go with you.”

“Stay safe, goodwife,” said Gwyl, handing her some coin. “And thanks for your help. We weren’t sure what had happened to our friends and didn’t want to leave here without finding out.”

“And thanks for your lovely badstu, too,” Keera told her as they turned to go.

“You see?” said Keera, as she and Gwyl made their way back to the ship. “What would you have done without me? You might not have known to ask about a message.”

“You’re right, my darling wife,” said Gwyl.

“Forever trying to protect me,” she muttered, but she could see he was pretending not to hear.

On board, they could at last take an easy breath.

“Now we’re ready for our voyage,” said Gwyl.

Keera ran her finger down Gwyl’s smooth-shaven cheek again. She always wanted to touch him. She remembered thinking how odd her parents were, always touching each other. They were inseparable. Now she understood. She kissed Gwyl.

“We’re ready,” she said, “And we’re clean, too.”

​

Voyagers

The beginning of their voyage from the Cold Lands was pleasant. The sun shone brightly, and the breezes were favorable. It was easy to see the floating ice mountains and to steer the ship around them.

“I’m more worried about the growlers,” said Gwyl, pointing one out to Keera. “They’re much smaller, but see how they float just at the surface of the waves. They’re easy to get too close to. If we’re not watchful, they can rip a hole in Dragon Wind’s hull and sink us.”

Keera looked over the side of Dragon Wind at the growler and shivered.

Later on, he comforted her. By then, they’d been at sea a fortnight longer, after their unsettling time in the Cold Lands. “Don’t worry. We’re lucky. All the signs say we’ll have a quick and easy voyage. Besides,” said Gwyl. “I have this.” He and Keera were standing at the top strake of Dragon Wind. He showed Keera the little needle, her magic needle that Old Dee had given her, the small sliver of metal that always pointed north when Gwyl floated it in a noggin of water dipped up from the butt at the mast. 

“You and this needle. You’re my luck,” he told her.

The sun shone so warm that Gwyl and the other mariners were all bare-chested as they went about the work of keeping Dragon Wind steady on its course over the Great Sea.

Keera looked over at Gwyl enviously. She wished she were bare-chested too. Of course, a modest wife, she couldn’t be.

But the next day, the air turned chill and the winds backed against them. Gwyl bundled Keera into his extra cloak, heavy wool permeated with animal fat so that it was waterproof.

“I’m fine,” she protested. But she knew she wasn’t. Her queasy feelings had just gotten worse. Many’s the time she had to step to leeward to lose her breakfast over the side. 

“Not much of a sailor, am I?” she gasped out to Gwyl during the latest episode.

“Silly Keera. Didn’t we sail all the way from the shores around Lunds-fort to the Western Isle? Didn’t we sail all the way from the Northmost Isle to the Fire Isle? Rough waters. And you never got sick. It’s that pesky baby.”

“Don’t talk about her like that!” Keera protested.

“I plan to give that boy a good dressing-down, once he comes out into the light and air,” said Gwyl.

“But she’s safe inside,” said Keera, going over to her sealskin pouch. Gwyl helped her in and sat down beside her to hold her hand.

He looked out to the horizon line, squinting against the sun, his gray Sea-child eyes worried. Keera sat up to look too. A dark patch the size of a man’s fist lay low on the horizon to the northeast. 

“Storm’s coming,” he murmured. He gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze, but then he sprang to his feet to stride the length of the ship, speaking to the mariners and adjusting Dragon Wind’s trim. The ship began vaulting high into the air with the high waves, then dropping deep into the troughs between waves. 

Keera crawled from her sealskin pouch and held on, making her way leeward and vomiting again.

“Keep a hand on the stays,” Gwyl called back to her over his shoulder.

“I’m fine,” she called back. But she didn’t feel fine.

They were close-hauled, so the seas and chill spray were coming in on them. Keera’s teeth began actually chattering. But down the deck, she saw Gwyl directing the mariners to unreef the sail and close up the oar holes. It gave her a solid feeling, watching him, watching his confidence.

One mariner was bailing in a fury, while others lay at full length, pulling on the backstay and shrouds with all their might. Gwyl was right there with them.

Keera knew how proud he was of Dragon Wind’s rigging. He and the mariners had replaced the hempen ropes throughout the ship with ropes of walrus-skin once they’d gotten to the Upper Settlement of the Cold Lands. “Walrus skin ropes are best,” he told Keera, “but Nine Spheres, they’re hard to find at home. Now we’re completely rigged out with them. They’re the most durable. And if we’re shipwrecked and lose our supplies, we can eat them.”

Keera had looked over at him, trying to figure out if he was joking. It was not a happy thought.

“I know a lad who had to eat his walrus-skin ropes,” he insisted, but then he was contrite when she had to rush to leeward to vomit yet again.

The small dark smudge on the horizon became a howling storm. Keera huddled miserably in her sealskin cocoon, wishing she were helping out. Everyone was except for her.

“Stay there. Stay warm, my darling,” Gwyl told her. His sealskin cap was pulled firmly down, but the fringes of his hair were soaked. “You can’t do anything. You’ll just get in our way, and it might hurt the baby.” He’d given her a rough kiss and then was away, bawling at the top of his lungs over the roaring of the gale, something to do about the sail. Then Keera heard him shout, “Don’t let her get abeam.” The burliest of the mariners leaned hard on the tiller.

It seemed an entire day went by as the storm struggled to end them, and they struggled to say afloat. But as the seas calmed, Keera saw there was plenty of daylight left. True, in high summer the days and nights melted together into one long shining expanse, but the sun was still well above the horizon.

Gwyl came to sit beside Keera again. “Thank the Child, we weathered it. But we’re far off-course now,” he told her.

She put her hand out to hold his. “You’re exhausted, Gwyl.”

“It was exhilarating,” he said.

She shook her head at him when she saw how his eyes sparkled. “You of the Sea Child. The rest of us know all of you are crazy.”

“Thanks to your magic needle, we’ll soon be back on course again.” He stripped off his wet things and burrowed around in his sealskin sack for some drier clothing.

The other mariners were doing likewise. Keera only had eyes for Gwyl, though. He gave her a wink.

“How much longer? I want to get you into a real bed with me,” she said. He glanced over at her, his eyes fond, as he pulled his sealskin tunic and trousers on. She could tell he was glad she could joke about what they’d just been through. They’d been at sea well over a fortnight now.

“We’re maybe halfway,” he told her, and her heart sank. “We lost some time in the storm.”

Now it was harder, because they were beating against the wind and the sea currents. The mariners sat down on their sea chests along the sides of the ship and ran the oars out, Gwyl among them. No wonder his muscles are so hard, Keera thought, watching. The rowers had to take it in shifts, the work was so taxing.

A sen’night later, though, they were enjoying tranquil seas again, and favorable breezes. The sun was warm again.

Keera felt a lot better. She felt worlds better.

She joined Gwyl at the top strake of Dragon Wind.

He put his arm around her and leaned down for a kiss. “They say ladies about to be mothers go through a bad patch, and then it’s over, and then they feel pretty fine until the babies are born,” said Gwyl. “I heard my mother talking about it once.”

Keera nodded. “I haven’t practiced midwifery, only watched while my mother did, but I do know that much.” She was a little worried, though. Gwyl almost never talked about his own mother. It was too painful.

“Let’s hope you’re past the bad patch,” he said. “Those high seas couldn’t have helped.”

She relaxed. He sounded perfectly ordinary. The thought of his mother hadn’t bothered him, or not much. He wasn’t acting like a man sad or tormented or brooding about anything under the sun. He was acting like a happy man, in fact.

And she was a happy woman.

They stood together in the sun as the wind poured into the big scoop that Gwyl’s black sail made, and she stole her hand into his. The wind sang in their rigging and the seas ran in a joyous rush past Dragon Wind’s hull as she cut through the swells.

But then Keera shivered as a strange feeling shook her body. She snatched her hand back from Gwyl and stood puzzled.

“What is it, my darling?”

“I—” she began. Then she realized. She lifted her tunic and eased her hand into the band of her trousers. She felt around. When she brought her hand out again, it was sticky with blood. She stepped quietly away and drew a noggin of water from the butt at the mast. “I think I’ll lie down for a little while,” she told Gwyl.

He nodded. He didn’t turn around.

She made her way to her sealskin pouch and lined it with her extra tunic. Then she got in. Pretty soon the cramping started in earnest. She tried her best not to cry out. She was losing the baby, but Gwyl didn’t have to know. She’d tell him when it was all over. Tears leaked from beneath her eyelids.

Somehow he did know. At least he knew something was wrong. He knew her so well. He crouched beside her, touching her shoulder. “Keera. What is it.” His voice was tense.

She opened her eyes and gazed into his, the gray of the Sea Child, fringed with black lashes. Would the baby have had those eyes? The tears rolled down her cheeks. “I’m losing the baby,” she whispered.

His eyes widened in shock.

“There’s nothing to be done about it,” she said to him, trying to make her voice matter-of-fact. “This happens all the time. We’ll have another baby.” But that’s not how she felt inside.

He waited beside her, brushing the tears from her cheeks and holding her hand, until it was over. Then he waited while she cleaned herself up. She stepped to the leeward side of Dragon Wind. She had rolled up her spare tunic into a small bundle. Praying to Fire Child and Sea Child for her baby’s easy passage across that river to the Land of the Dead, she held it to her for a long moment. She didn’t want to let go of it. At last she did it. She made herself toss it overboard. She made herself watch while the seas took it and dragged it under in Dragon Wind’s wake. Gwyl stood close beside her, his arm about her. Now he led her back to her sealskin pouch and helped her in. She turned her face away, dry-eyed. Now she felt nothing but numb. She tried to sleep.

A while later, in the silvery light of midnight, she woke, shaking with chills. Gwyl was still beside her. He had gotten into his own sealskin pouch and had pulled it close by hers so he could keep a hand on her. She felt dizzy. She looked to him, and he mouthed words, but she didn’t hear what they were. Soon she was burning with fever.

The next sen’night passed in a blur. Gwyl knew to give her willow bark for the fever, but neither of them had any idea what to do beyond that. She kept bleeding. Then the bleeding stopped, but the fever got worse. 

During a rare lucid period, she marveled at Gwyl. At the height of the storm, he’d been in control and dauntless. Now he looked completely terrified, his face pale, his eyes enormous.

“Don’t fear, my darling,” she whispered to him.

“I’m afraid. I can’t stop being afraid,” he whispered back.

“Just—if anything bad happens to me, think that I’ll be with our baby.”

“I won’t think about that,” he said, and a sudden anger clouded his eyes. “Fight, Keera. Don’t go with the baby. I won’t let you go.” He held onto her fiercely. But then he dwindled back into the mist that enveloped her, and she couldn’t hear him any more.

At another moment, he was shouting something about ravens. Releasing them. Following them.

At another, the ship was bucking like a wild thing again, but she wasn’t afraid. It was as if the whole of the chaos, the shouting of the mariners, the hauling on ropes, the billowing and snapping of the sail over her, was happening to someone else. Happening somewhere else, and she was looking down on it from a mountaintop or some other vast height.

And then the strange sensation of being still.

And then Gwyl’s voice by her ear. “Can you put your arms about my neck? Try, Keera. Please try.”

After that, nothing, just some voice far away, screaming something. “Help me,” the voice kept screaming. “Help her. Help my wife. Somebody.” Hands grasping at her. The ceiling of some house, as if it were floating by above her. Maybe there was a bed.

The mist rolling in again and claiming her.

She felt herself in a small boat heading out over a tranquil sea, even though, in another part of herself, she knew she was on land instead, and in a bed. She felt, rather than saw, that the shore behind her was growing dimmer and farther away with every breath she took. 

There were people she loved, standing on the near shore, people who were begging her to turn the boat around and come back to them, but she couldn’t see them any longer.

She knew her voyage led away from them, so she raised her eyes to that far horizon and gave in to it, let the boat take her there.

Two Selves

“Keera.” A voice at her ear. She forced herself away from the voice and deeper into the comforting blanket of sleep pulled tight around her.

“Keera.” A different voice. “Can you hear me.”

A murmur around her. Voices. Maybe three.

She burrowed down into the blanket of sleep. The voices faded away.

––––––––
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A HAND LIFTING HER head, spooning something into her mouth. A reassuring voice at her ear. She didn’t know what the words meant, but she knew she was to swallow. She did.

––––––––
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SUNLIGHT FILTERING into a small room through some chinks in a wall. She stared at the wall for a long time. What was it made of. Bark, maybe. 

A smoky smell. Maybe something cooking.

Gentle sounds. Rhythmic, gentle sounds. Someone snoring. 

She moved.

Then there was an arm about her, someone pulling her over on her side, and she was staring into a pair of gray eyes.

A whisper. “Thank the Child.”

She smiled. “Gwyl,” she whispered back.

“You’re here. You’re with me. Don’t ever leave me like that again.”

“Did I go somewhere?”

“I thought you had.” Gwyl’s gray eyes filled with tears, and the tears spilled over down his cheeks, and he was gently kissing her.

She tried her best to kiss him back, but then she was asleep again.

––––––––
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SHE WAS IN GWYL’S BIG sea cloak, and she was in Gwyl’s arms, and he was carrying her out of a tiny hut that looked to be made of bark. He was carefully settling her down under a tree in the sun, and he was lowering himself by her and pulling her over to lean against him. “Take it slow,” he whispered to her.

The leaves of the tree were glorious yellows and oranges and reds.

“We’re on land,” she said.

“Yes.”

“When did that happen?”

“A while ago.”

“I’m glad. I didn’t want the baby to be born at sea.”

“Keera . . .” He hesitated.

She looked up to him. His eyes were grave.

“Keera, you lost the baby.”

“I—What?” A sense of panic rose in her. Where was her baby? 

Then someone else was beside her, bending over. “How are you feeling, Keera? You are looking so much better.”

“Fiona. You’re here.”

“I’m here,” said Keera’s best friend in the world. “Now we’re all together.”

“You must help me, Fiona. Gwyl says the baby is lost. We must find her.”

“Shh, my darling. Shh,” said Fiona.

Someone else was there, someone she didn’t know. A woman who looked like no woman Keera had ever seen before. Keera put out a finger and touched her. She had brown skin.

The woman laughed and said something, but Keera didn’t understand her. She spoke in a language Keera didn’t know.

Keera was suddenly afraid. Things were happening, and she didn’t understand them. She made the sign of the Fire Child.

The brown woman crouched beside her and smiled and nodded. She made a sign in return.

“That’s the sign of the Sky Child,” Fiona told her. “That’s where we are. Here’s where the Sky Child’s star landed. Can you believe it? The stories are true.”

“Right here?” Keera whispered.

“Well. Not exactly here. This land is vast. I think the Sky Child’s portal is far to the south of here.”

All in a rush, as they quietly talked together, Keera understood what had happened to her baby. She turned her face into Gwyl’s shoulder and wept.

He soothed her.

The brown woman brought her something in a brown bark bowl and helped her eat it. She brought a drink in a bark cup, and helped Keera drink it. Pretty soon, Keera was drowsing against Gwyl, within the circle of his arms.

She felt a hand cupping the side of her face. “I’ll be back tomorrow, dear friend,” said Fiona’s voice at her ear. Then she heard Fiona speaking to Gwyl. “When Keera and I first met, I was near death, and Keera sat by me and
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