
  Vithrancel, Kellarin,

  15th of Aft-Spring


  ‘Why are people always so eager to give you gifts?’ I followed Halice out of the trading hall.


  ‘It won’t be my beauty, so it must be my charm.’ Halice offered me the little mint-lined basket of withy strips.


  I took a sticky sweetmeat and nodded at Temar’s residence. ‘His lordship’s back.’ The bold flag fluttered jauntily.


  ‘Let’s see what he’s got to say for himself.’ Halice curled her lip.


  ‘Mind your manners,’ I warned, mock serious.


  ‘Me? Who served the Duchess of Marlier?’ Halice pretended outrage.


  ‘Who got dismissed for giving her mouthy daughter a slap,’ I pointed out.


  ‘She deserved it.’ Halice laughed.


  We turned down what looked to be a lane at first glance, running between the trading hall and Temar’s residence. Inside the latter, hammers still echoed and saws rasped over the much interrupted and delayed business of making it fit for a Sieur’s dignity. Two lads barely older that Tedin sat in a doorway dutifully straightening scavenged nails. One scooped a few from rain-dulled tiles at his feet. Their broken patterns beneath the gravel and the stumps of pillars buried in the new stone of the walls on either side were the last remnants of a great hall that had once stood here. But the roof was long since fallen and the mighty walls only offered a few broken courses so the colonists had merely taken them as a guide for new buildings raised around the shell of the old hall. We passed carved embellishments worn featureless by generations of rain.


  The one elegant doorway that had survived above head height was now the entrance to Temar’s private quarters at the back of the tall building. Halice pushed open the door without ceremony. Once the carpenters had fitted out the reception rooms, archive and private salons necessary for the rank the Emperor had confirmed him in, Temar might be able to turn this into suitable accommodation for the Sieur D’Alsennin’s servants but for the present, the lower floor was undecorated with crude screens at one end inadequately masking a kitchen and a private chamber for Temar above reached by a plain wooden stair.


  Temar and Ryshad stood behind a long table up at the far end, poring over a slew of charts with a couple of other people bending their heads close.


  ‘Master Grethist got an ocean boat up to this cataract.’ Temar tapped the map with a long finger. ‘With sail barges, we can explore further.’


  So they were planning another expedition. If Ryshad was going, perhaps I should tag along. Summer in Vithrancel didn’t promise to be overly interesting without him.


  ‘Portage over that ground will be a trial and a half.’ A black-haired woman, sedate in a homespun tunic over undyed skirts traced a line with a chipped nail. ‘It’s far more broken than the slope on this side.’ She looked up at our approach.


  ‘Rosarn.’ Halice greeted her with a familiar nod. The woman’s homely appearance was deceptive; Rosarn had been a mercenary longer than any bar Halice and as soon as Temar gave the word, she’d be in boots and leathers, daggers sheathed at hip and wrist, ready to cut her way through thickets a squirrel would rather go round. Half the corps commanders in Lescar went looking for her if they needed an enemy position scouted out or a potential advance reconnoitred. She specialised in tasks demanding light feet and the wit to think fast on them.


  ‘How far did you get, Vas?’ Ryshad, the love if not of my life then certainly of these past three years, brushed at his black curls in absent thought.


  ‘Here at autumn Equinox.’ Vaspret set a stubby finger on the parchment. Stocky, weather-beaten and with manners as ill made as his much-broken nose, he had come to Kel Ar’Ayen as one the original venturers and sailed on the first explorations of the continent’s coasts with the long-dead Master Grethist.


  ‘To retrace Vahil Den Rannion’s route, we should really be using the caves.’ Whatever they were planning, Rosarn was clearly looking forward to it. I’d heard her say more than once a whole continent to explore without risk of a Lescari arrow in the guts was a gift from Talagrin.


  Temar was fair-skinned by nature and the spring sun had yet to tint his winter pallor but I saw him blench from where I stood. Ryshad looked sharply at Rosarn and a shadow darkened his amber-flecked brown eyes. Then he saw me and smiled, affection softening the stern lines of his long jaw and broad brow. I smiled back and the minor discontents of the day vanished like morning mist on the river.


  ‘We want an overland route to join the two rivers,’ D’Alsennin said with a touch too much firmness. He searched for some other map. ‘We can hardly take wagons or mules through caves, even if the route Vahil used is still passable, by some miracle of Misaen’s grace.’


  And you’d rather face invading Elietimm single-handed than spend any time out of reach of daylight, my lad. I’d no idea if it was Temar who’d originally been afraid of the dark or Ryshad in some childhood fastness of his mind. Perhaps it was some echo of the imprisonment in Edisgesset’s sunless caverns that they’d both tasted, caught in the toils of Artifice. Whatever the case, both men now shared an abiding fear of enclosed spaces and I kept waking to an open bedroom door because Ryshad couldn’t sleep with it shut.


  But Ryshad was older than Temar by a double handful of years and more. He set his jaw, visibly ignoring his own qualms. ‘Is there any chance the missing artefacts could have been lost in the caves, before Vahil got to the ships?’


  Vahil Den Rannion, Temar’s boyhood friend and now twenty-some generations ashes in his urn, had borne the task of taking the sleeping minds of Kellarin’s people beyond the greedy Elietimm grasp. He’d found a way through the caves that riddled the high ground between Vithrancel’s river and another that ran down to a second settlement in the south barely founded before the Elietimm scourge arrived. I wouldn’t have wagered a lead penny on his chances but, against all the odds, Vahil had won back across the ocean, only to find the Empire collapsing around Nemith the Worthless’s ears. Every noble House had been too busy saving its own skin to spare any thought for a colony all but written off a year or more since.


  So the treasures had been scattered, their true value unrecognised down the long years. Then mages consulting with alchemists at Vanam’s university had piqued Planir’s curiosity with tales of bizarre dreams tantalising scholars of the days before the Chaos. Since waking to find himself required to lead the colony, Temar had striven to recover all that he could, even challenging the Emperor of Tormalin to help him but there were still a few poignant sleepers insensate in the vast emptiness of the cavern that had protected the colonists for so long. Guinalle visited them every Equinox and Solstice, searching her learning for any clue as to how she might rouse them without the artefacts that bound them to the enchantment.


  ‘I suppose that’s possible,’ Temar acknowledged reluctantly, ice-pale eyes hooded like a hawk’s under narrow brows. His hair was as black as Ryshad’s but fine and straight, cropped like a trooper’s.


  ‘We should send someone to search,’ Ryshad said firmly. His commitment to finding the lost artefacts was equal to Temar’s. That had been one factor in the Sieur D’Olbriot’s decision to release him from sworn service, the prince seeing how Ryshad’s sense of obligation had him increasingly torn between D’Alsennin’s interests and D’Olbriot’s.


  Temar’s angular face lifted with relieved inspiration. ‘Guinalle could devise an incantation to find anything holding enchantment in the caves.’


  ‘Why not improve your own skills with Artifice rather than always relying on her?’ asked Halice sharply.


  Temar looked at her with surprise. ‘I’ve scarcely time to study Artifice.’


  ‘A Sieur decides where to spend his time.’ Halice flicked the corner of a map hanging over the edge of the table. ‘What is it now? Charting coasts? Prospecting for metals?’


  ‘Scouting a route to Hafreinsaur,’ said Temar defensively. Fired with enthusiasm when the Emperor had decreed independence for Kellarin, as present day speech rendered the ancient name, one of Temar’s first and thus far few acts as Sieur had been naming the settlements to honour the original founders: Vithrancel for Ancel Den Rannion, Hafreinsaur for Hafrein Den Fellaemion. He’d wanted some such name for the mining settlement but that had failed in the face of mercenary tongues mangling colonists’ colloquial references to their cave sanctuary in Old High Tormalin. The compromise that was Edisgesset was now firmly established.


  Halice gave him a look that would have shrivelled any mercenary. ‘I can name ten men who’ll do as good a job as you.’


  Temar rubbed a cautious hand over his mouth. ‘You think I should be doing something else?’


  ‘Spend more time in and around Vithrancel,’ Halice told him frankly. ‘Do some of the pettifogging work that weighs down Guinalle from sunrise to dusk. Someone’s asking her advice every second moment because you’re never around. She’d have more than enough to do if she were only working Artifice, what with fools falling sick or injuring themselves and her insisting on warding all the crops and animals every chance she gets. She’s exhausting herself and it’s the willing horse that gets worked to death, my lad.’


  ‘We’ll discuss this later.’ Rosarn rolled up her maps with a rattling sound. ‘I’ll see what progress the boat-builders have made.’


  ‘I think—’


  Rosarn deflected Temar’s indignation with an apologetic smile, gathering up Vaspret as she headed for the door. Never mind Tadriol the Prudent, 5th of that House to rule as Emperor of Toremal decreeing Temar was now Sieur D’Alsennin, prince of that House and overlord of Kellarin. Rosarn answered first and foremost to her corps commander.


  Temar took a seat at the head of the table, squaring his shoulders. For lack of any ready response, he raised a lordly hand. Bridele, a young woman widowed before the first fall of Kellarin, scurried up with a tray of glass goblets and a jug. Temar had servants if no one else did.


  Ryshad and I cleared space among the parchments and she poured suspiciously pale wine for us all. Halice didn’t wait for an invitation to sit but Ryshad waited for D’Alsennin’s nod.


  ‘Of course I’ll help Guinalle,’ Temar said stiffly. ‘She only has to ask.’


  ‘Can you see her doing that?’ Halice’s disarming grin lightened her coarse features. ‘Forfeiting her noble obligations, never mind her pride? Tackle the easier problem. With you away so much, folk all got into the habit of running to Guinalle. You need to let people know to come to you.’


  ‘Guinalle doesn’t have any truly competent adept to share her burdens, does she?’ Ryshad commented with careful neutrality.


  ‘I do not have the time to study Artifice,’ Temar repeated, colouring slightly.


  Ryshad and I exchanged a glance. It wasn’t only pride that had Guinalle keeping her own counsel so much and Temar taking every opportunity offered to go off and explore Kellarin, leaving her to rule Vithrancel. They had shared a brief passion before the ruin of the colony’s hopes and as inexperienced lovers so often will, they’d wounded each other deeply in tearing themselves apart.


  ‘I don’t think many folk hereabouts do,’ I remarked in the same light vein as Ryshad. ‘Not with the dedication Guinalle demands of them.’ I didn’t imagine I was the only one whose general curiosity about Artifice had retreated from the rigorous study the demoiselle demanded of would-be adepts.


  ‘Perhaps we should see if Demoiselle Tor Arrial is ready to return from Toremal,’ Ryshad suggested.


  ‘You’re welcome to ask but don’t expect me to,’ said Temar bluntly. ‘It will take more than Tadriol designating me her Sieur before I try claiming lordship over Avila.’ The Demoiselle Tor Arrial was a formidable older noblewoman who’d known Temar since his extremely callow youth and seldom let him forget it.


  I looked at Ryshad. ‘Avila’s doing valuable service where she is, sending us news of Tormalin and making sure we get decent goods, not the dross of dockside warehouses.’ And making a new life in Tormalin meant she could put the bereavements of Kellarin’s destruction behind her somewhat.


  ‘Without her there to use her Artifice, we have no means of sending word to the Emperor.’ Temar set his jaw. ‘I will not recall her.’


  No one was going to argue with that. If the Elietimm ever reappeared, we all wanted some way of calling up reinforcements and quickly.


  Halice nodded. ‘But where can we find more people with aetheric skills?’


  I had an idea. ‘What about those scholars from Vanam who visited Guinalle last summer, all curious about lost aetheric teachings? They’ve had all winter to study the lore we found in the Mountains and the Forest last year. Surely they’ll have some competent practitioners by now?’ Even before these recent additions to their knowledge, Mentor Tonin and his scholars had had enough Artifice to break the enchantments in Edisgesset’s cavern. That was how we’d roused Temar and Guinalle in the first place.


  ‘What about recruiting a few more wizards?’ Ryshad mused. ‘Whoever Hadrumal sends with the first ships might agree to stay for a season or so.’


  ‘When are we expecting those?’ I looked for an answer.


  ‘I did ask Guinalle to find out from Avila.’ Temar couldn’t quite keep his composure as he caught Halice’s exasperated glare.


  ‘You’re as bad as the rest of them.’


  ‘Allin could bespeak any number of mages in Toremal to find out,’ Ryshad pointed out.


  ‘So where is she?’ demanded Halice.


  ‘She’s helping Werdel with modifications to his kiln,’ Ryshad admitted a little sheepishly.


  Halice snapped her fingers at Bridele’s sandy-haired son who served as Temar’s ever-eager page. ‘Go and find Lady Allin.’


  The lad grinned at her and took to his heels. I sipped at wine watered almost to tastelessness and grimaced.


  ‘Bridele can make you a tisane,’ offered Temar.


  ‘From the last dust of her spice jars?’ I asked ‘Or some unknown herb? My thanks but I don’t need poisoning.’ At least one recent death had been some obsessive steeping himself a quick route to Poldrion’s ferry in a vain attempt to eke out his tisanes.


  I saw Temar was looking pinched around the mouth. Maewelin had exacted precious little due from Kellarin over the winter but Temar took each and every loss hard. ‘Is there news from Edisgesset? Are the miners ready to start smelting?’


  He was successfully diverted. ‘As soon as possible.’


  ‘What are you going to do with the copper?’ I asked.


  ‘Trade it with Toremal.’ Temar looked puzzled then smiled. ‘For tisane herbs and decent wine, perhaps.’


  ‘We need iron.’ Ryshad was serious. ‘We’ve found no trace of ironstone and our smiths are reusing every rusty scrap of chain as it is.’


  ‘Coin would simplify trading with Toremal.’ Ryshad raised an eyebrow at me but I looked at him with bland innocence. ‘Ready copper around here wouldn’t come amiss either. It would save you and Guinalle adjudicating barters and such.’


  ‘Coining is a skilled trade.’ Temar frowned.


  ‘I know a man who could do it,’ I offered. ‘Make it worth his while and he’ll cross the ocean.’


  ‘That Gidestan with the cropped ears?’ Halice recalled his name. ‘Kewin?’


  Temar chose his words carefully. ‘I hardly think the Emperor would take kindly to us making free with his currency.’


  I looked at him, exasperated. ‘I’m not suggesting forgery. What about your own head on a few pennies?’


  ‘It would make a fine statement of independence.’ Seriousness underlay Ryshad’s amusement. ‘Kellarin needs to stand on its own two feet.’


  Temar looked doubtful. One of his more appealing qualities was a lack of the usual arrogance that goes with noble blood. Halice and I were agreed he wouldn’t get the chance to develop it.


  Ryshad on the other hand wanted to see Temar stamp his authority on Kellarin a good deal more firmly. ‘It’s certainly worth considering.’


  I saw Temar sneaking a glance at his maps. ‘If you want to trace those caves why don’t you see if Hadrumal could help? Shiv could follow the rivers and Usara should find any hollow from a rabbit scrape down.’ I’d travelled the wild fastnesses of forest and mountain with Usara and watched experience broaden the mage’s horizons far beyond the narrow vistas of Hadrumal.


  ‘That’s a good notion.’ Ryshad reached for the parchment he’d been covertly studying. ‘Two mules make a better plough team than one.’


  ‘Perhaps.’ Temar’s aristocratic politeness didn’t fool any of us. He wasn’t past the youthful folly of jealousy because Usara showed an interest in Guinalle.


  ‘If we want more mages, they’re the obvious ones to invite.’ I knew Halice was thinking the same as me. In her self- possessed fashion, Guinalle had shown signs of welcoming Usara’s attentions. A friendly wizard knowing all too well the demands and frustrations of magical arts might prompt the stubborn girl into admitting her own limitations.


  ‘Where’s Jemet?’ snapped Temar, sipping his pathetically weak wine.


  I caught Ryshad looking compassionately at the younger man. I wasn’t so indulgent. Granted Temar had a hard row to hoe to make a success out of Kellarin but I wondered if my beloved was a little too inclined to give the young nobleman the benefit of the doubt.


  The swish of the door broke the awkward silence and Allin hurried in behind Jemet the page. Of all the wizards I’d met since a chance venture introduced me to Shiv and repaid me with more trouble than I could have imagined, Allin was the least like an Ensaimin balladeer’s fantasy. She was no willowy mage-woman sweeping all before her captivating beauty, earth-shaking, lightning-swift powers snaring all men with lust in the same breath as scaring the manhood out of them. Allin was short, round, plain enough to make Halice look passable and frequently unflatteringly red in the face. At the moment, out of breath, she was quite scarlet.


  ‘Sit down.’ I offered her my stool and the watery wine. I liked Allin and her ready habit of sharing any skill, magical or practical, had won her many friends in Kellarin. Not that she realised this. The last child of a long family, her humility bordered on the ridiculous and Temar wasn’t the only one determined this mage-girl learn to value herself as highly as other people did.


  ‘How can I help?’ Her hectic colour faded as she drank the wine.


  ‘Could you please bespeak Casuel?’ Temar asked politely. ‘See if he knows when we might expect the first ships?’


  Allin turned to the expectant Jemet. ‘A candle, if you please, and a mirror.’


  The lad scurried to fetch the paraphernalia for Allin’s spell and then stood at Temar’s shoulder, blue eyes avid.


  Allin snapped her fingers at the candle to kindle enchanted flame and carefully captured the unnaturally ruddy light in the mirror. She went about her wizardry with far less ceremony than most of the mages I’d had the dubious fortune to encounter but even this understated display had Jemet in silent thrall, Bridele sneaking a look from the kitchen door. The lately come craftsmen still retreated awkwardly when magic was worked but the original colonists had lived in an age when Artifice was a readily acknowledged skill. They made no distinction between Guinalle’s aetheric enchantments worked for their benefit and the different abilities of the mageborn. As far as they were concerned, magic of any stripe meant Kellarin would never again suffer Elietimm attack undefended and unable to call for aid.


  The reddish glow on the metal shrank to an eye-watering pinpoint of brightness and then spread once more in sweeps across the mirror like wine in a jolted glass catching the light. Concentration lent dignity to Allin’s plump face as the radiance faded to a burning circle around the rim and the mirror reflected a miniature scene. We saw an elegantly appointed bedchamber where a familiar figure was stepping hastily into his breeches.


  ‘Casuel, good morning,’ Allin said politely.


  ‘What’s so urgent it couldn’t wait until after breakfast?’ Casuel fumbled with his buttons before running a hand over tousled brown hair, not yet pomaded into fashionable waves.


  ‘Esquire D’Evoir.’ Temar came to stand beside Allin and inclined his head in a well-bred bow. ‘I beg your pardon. It’s rather later in our day.’ He spoke with the aristocratic precision that Casuel always took as due respect but I generally felt it was D’Alsennin’s way of hiding his irritation with the wizard’s pretensions.


  ‘Sieur D’Alsennin.’ Casuel’s tone turned abruptly from brusque to ingratiating. Temar’s House might have vanished in the Chaos but if the Emperor decreed it be raised again, that was good enough to win a grovel from Cas.


  ‘Everyone else in Toremal will have eaten their breakfast long since by now.’ Ryshad’s murmur was for my ear alone as he moved behind me, folding strong arms around me.


  I craned my head back to whisper ‘Since when’s our Cas been Esquire D’Evoir?’ In those same ballads where Allin’s appearance would have been as appealing as her personality, Casuel’s all-encompassing knowledge of the fragmentary history of the Old Empire would have been arcane learning essential for saving a princess or restoring a king to his throne. As it was, his self-serving scholarship had been entirely focused on proving his merchant family’s claim to ancient rank. Then Planir had seconded his scholarship for his own mysterious purposes and Cas had inadvertently helped save Kellarin’s people.


  ‘Temar helped fill in the missing twigs on his family tree.’ Ryshad nodded at the distant image. ‘Imperial grant of insignia at Solstice, he’s now Planir’s liaison with Tadriol and official conduit for any prince wishing to communicate with Kellarin.’


  So Cas had been rewarded with all the access to the great and the good of Toremal that his snobbish heart could wish for.


  ‘We need to know when we might expect the first ships from Bremilayne or Zyoutessela,’ Temar was explaining as Allin somehow brought Casuel’s face closer to the mirror.


  ‘But the first one will have arrived by now.’ Casuel fiddled with a tasteless gilt fish brooch pinning the frilled collar of his silk shirt.


  ‘I would hardly be asking if it had,’ Temar said with more courtesy than I’d have managed.


  ‘It set sail on the twelfth of For-Spring,’ insisted Casuel.


  There was a pause as we all mentally tallied up the days and the phases of the greater and lesser moons.


  ‘That’s very early to be setting out.’ Ryshad knotted doubtful brows. Raised in the southern port of Zyoutessela, he knew more about the seasons’ vagaries than the rest of us.


  ‘Especially when you have neither mage nor aetheric adept aboard to cope with ocean winds and currents.’ Unpleasant satisfaction turned Casuel’s well-made face ugly.


  ‘I don’t understand,’ Temar said sharply.


  ‘The ship was backed by Den Harkeil gold,’ began Casuel pedantically.


  ‘Avila told me that was arranged,’ Temar interrupted.


  ‘The Sieur Den Harkeil has set his clerks loose in every archive he can secure access to.’ Casuel looked momentarily envious. ‘They’ve dug up every scrap of parchment detailing Den Fellaemion’s voyages and the Sieur’s convinced it should be possible to cross the ocean without magical aid. There’s no mention of it in any of the tales of Nemith the Sea-farer.’


  ‘Because no one with a grain of sense would think of venturing into the open ocean without an adept aboard in those days,’ said Temar tightly.


  ‘Why does Messire Den Harkeil feel entitled to ignore both Planir and the Demoiselle Tor Priminale saying a ship needs a mage or an adept or ideally both?’ Halice was scornful.


  ‘He believes the islands in the mid-ocean are the hidden secret that enabled Den Fellaemion to reach Kellarin,’ Casuel said reluctantly.


  Temar bit his lip. ‘Suthyfer?’ It was a measure of his concern that he used the mercenaries’ everyday name for the islands, not the fanciful Garascisel he’d decreed.


  ‘Is that possible?’ Ryshad looked from Temar to Allin who was looking distressed.


  ‘Has the vessel come to grief?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ Temar chewed a thoughtful knuckle.


  ‘Just because something hasn’t been done, doesn’t mean it can’t be.’ Halice had other concerns.


  ‘Ships nowadays are sturdier than the ones Den Fellaemion used.’ Ryshad looked apprehensive. ‘Mariners are more used to sailing the ocean, with the growth of trade up to Inglis.’


  ‘Half the noble Houses in Tormalin want a taste of the Kellarin trade,’ I pointed out. ‘They’ll be sticking down their own colonists without so much as kissing your hand if they can get away with it.’


  Allin shook her head emphatically. ‘Cloud Master Otrick himself always said it would be impossible to cross the ocean unaided.’


  ‘Did he say the same after he learned about Suthyfer?’


  Halice studied a map. ‘If a ship could reach the islands, take on fresh water, take bearings on the right stars and check the sun from solid land, that would set them fair for the second leg of the journey.’ She looked at Allin. ‘Did Otrick factor that into his calculations?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ Allin faltered with sudden self-doubt.


  ‘The Emperor has decreed that any land grant must have my seal,’ Temar insisted but he looked worried.


  ‘We’re going to throw people back into the sea, when their prince has sent them here on the promise of a new life?’ Ryshad said dourly.


  ‘Tadriol’s going to sail up and down the coast to enforce his writ in person, is he?’ I chipped in.


  Halice jabbed an emphatic finger at Temar. ‘What about people who don’t recognise Tormalin writ? Land hunger’s been a goad in the Lescari wars for I don’t know how long.’


  ‘Let’s not go begging for trouble.’ Temar was scowling. ‘If the ship is lost—’


  ‘—we’d best look for wreckage or survivors.’ Ryshad completed the thought.


  ‘Could you tell us where currents might have carried them?’ Temar looked to Allin.


  ‘The Tang will discover its fate.’ Casuel spoke over her with irritating condescension. ‘Naldeth’s on board. I warned him Den Harkeil’s arrogance would doubtless lead to disaster.’


  ‘The Tang? Den Castevin’s ship set sail?’ Temar waved everyone else to silence. ‘When can we expect that?’


  Casuel looked affronted. ‘They left on the 37th of For- Spring.’


  ‘Just before the full of the greater moon.’ Ryshad narrowed his eyes. ‘They should make landfall any time in the next ten days.’


  ‘The lesser at dark won’t have been a problem, not with a mage aboard.’ Halice was doing her own calculations.


  Allin didn’t look so sure. ‘Naldeth’s affinity is with fire, not air or water.’


  ‘Parrail’s on board as well.’ Casuel’s dismissiveness made my palm itch to slap him. ‘One of Mentor Tonin’s pupils. He has sufficient Artifice to assist.’


  ‘Thank you for this news, Esquire D’Evoir, and for your time. We need keep you no longer.’ Temar nodded to Allin who snuffed the candle with a prosaic puff. Casuel’s obsequious farewells dissolved like the thread of blue smoke unravelling from the wick.


  Temar rubbed a hand through his close-cropped hair, leaving it in unruly black spikes, his blue eyes haunted. ‘Dastennin forgive me but I could almost hope Den Harkeil’s ship has foundered.’ He wasn’t invoking the god of the sea out of habit or hypocrisy.


  ‘They knew the risk they were running.’ Halice was no more inclined to sympathy than me. ‘Folly’s generally a capital crime sooner or later.’


  Ryshad moved away from me towards a half-completed map of the coast between Vithrancel and Hafreinsaur. ‘Where do we suppose they might land, if they’re looking to set up their own standard?’


  Halice twitched the map out of his reach. ‘We’re only guessing till one or other ship turns up. We’d be better off organising ourselves so we’re ready to meet any challenge. Temar, you’re calling yourself Sieur; it’s time you started enforcing your writ. If you’re going to do that, we need to know where it runs.’ She grinned. ‘Which is what I came to discuss in the first place. Are you going to claim fealty from any of my lads who throw in their lot with colony families. Are they going to get the restraint they need if you do?’


  ‘What’s brought this up?’ Ryshad sat on the edge of the table, dark eyes alert. He knew the value of discipline among fighting men and had suggested more than once it was time Temar swore men to his own service in the manner of Messire D’Olbriot’s militia. Temar kept avoiding the issue, claiming he didn’t understand the customs that had been devised in the uncertain days of the Chaos.


  I sat on Ryshad’s abandoned stool and took out my belt knife, idly cleaning my nails as Halice explained about Deg and Catrice. Temar rallied his wits and proposed reviving some of the ancient customs his grandsire had relied on. Ryshad advised a few modifications in the light of the greater independence Tormalin princes allowed their tenants these days. Halice grudgingly approved a few changes he suggested to the rough and ready sanctions she used to keep the mercenaries in line. Even Allin ventured a few hesitant observations on Hadrumal's parallel systems of influence and power.


  The only interest I’ve ever had in justice is keeping well clear of it. In some towns that means playing an honest game, watching my manners and trusting to Halcarion to keep my luck polished up. In other places it means taking every chance that offers and making my own besides. Sometimes, you just have to trust to a fast horse waiting to take you out of reach when some fool with an empty purse goes crying to whoever thinks they’re in charge.


  I pared my nails and wondered if it mightn’t be more interesting to go home and wash the bed linen.
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  Suthyfer, Fellaemion’s Landing,

  19th of Aft-Spring


  ‘I barely slept.’ Naldeth roused himself, heavy-eyed and dishevelled. ‘What is it?’


  ‘Food, I imagine.’ Parrail sat creased and grimy beneath the shelter of the stockade’s wall walk. He hugged his knees as the heavy gates swung open just wide enough to admit three men and a woman lugging a basket.


  Naldeth looked nauseous. ‘I’m not hungry.’


  Parrail’s look of grim determination sat oddly on his boyish face. ‘We have to keep our strength up, if we’re to get out of here.’


  ‘How are we to do that?’ Naldeth looked around hastily in case anyone had noticed his incautious despair but everyone else was already forming a sullen line. Parrail returned with a soft loaf of bread tucked under his arm, hands occupied with a slab of yellow cheese and a succulently meaty haunch. ‘This is what they were smoking. It’s some beast from the woods.’


  ‘Ugly as an unwed maid but good eating,’ a voice above them remarked. Startled, they looked up to see a pirate on the parapet. He nodded a cordial greeting. ‘We don’t do so badly.’


  Naldeth and Parrail exchanged a wary glance and applied themselves to their food.


  ‘You two with your soft hands and new-bought clothes, I don’t reckon you’ve gone hungry too often.’ The pirate raised his voice and caught the eye of three lads huddled some way beyond the magic wielders. ‘Join Muredarch and the ache of an empty belly’ll be but a memory, my oath on it.’


  ‘Where do you hail from?’ Parrail asked cautiously.


  ‘Me?’ The pirate leaned against the splintered bark of the stockade. ‘A village called Gostrand, three days up the Dalas from Inglis and just where the hills reach high enough to keep your feet out of the floods.’


  ‘You’re a long way from home.’ This wasn’t the Gidestan who’d dragged them out of the hold the day before, Naldeth realised.


  ‘Fifty times richer than I’d be on my deathbed if I’d stayed. A man in Muredarch’s crew sees full value for his work.’ The pirate gave the three youths another significant look. ‘I’d had enough of breaking my back for whatever pittance some silk-gowned bastard in Inglis would pay for a year’s digging, and of watching him sell it off down the coast for ten coin in gold for every silver he paid for it.’


  Sudden activity drowned out the man’s words; bellowed commands, obliging shouts answering and the thud and crash of casks and bales outside the stockade. Parrail nudged Naldeth and nodded towards a ladder that another pirate was setting firm in the trampled ground so the prisoners could get on to the wall walk. Naldeth looked doubtfully at the scholar but followed him up.


  The looted contents of the Tang had been piled beneath rough shelters of sailcloth and raw lumber in the open space in front of the stockade. Muredarch surveyed the booty, strolling along in a scarlet linen shirt over black breeches, gold chains braided around his waist and catching the sun. A dark-haired woman in dull green walked at his heels, a ledger cradled in one arm, pen poised.


  Muredarch’s whistle carried clearly across the encampment and summoned women and pirates who’d been busy about the scattered tents and huts.


  ‘Can you hear what he’s saying?’ Parrail asked Naldeth in a low tone.


  Naldeth shook his head.


  ‘It’s all written up, so there can’t be no quarrelling,’ said the pirate with approval. ‘Them as drew the tail end lots last time around step up first.’


  A man and woman waited for Muredarch’s nod before taking a bolt of cloth and a barrel. The woman in green made a note in her ledger as the man wheeled the heavy barrel carefully away, his companion balancing the cloth on her shoulder. Both were smiling broadly. The next man stopped to speak to Muredarch before departing with a heavy casket whose rope handles strained at the weight within it.


  ‘That’ll be my uncle’s tools,’ said the lad glumly. ‘And my apprenticeship gone with them.’


  ‘Swear your oath to Muredarch and earn something to trade for them.’ Another pirate came up, a saturnine man with scars on his forearms both long healed and freshly red. ‘Indentured to your uncle? No masters here, my lad, to take all the coin and begrudge you half the pay they promised you. Anyway, I wouldn’t go back to a journeyman’s full day rate.’ He laughed and flourished a lavishly beringed hand marred by filthy nails. ‘I earn thrice the coin in half the time!’


  ‘You’d be Tormalin, by your accent,’ Naldeth commented cautiously.


  The pirate looked at him. ‘Savorgan bred. What’s it to you?’


  Naldeth shrugged. ‘Nothing, just making conversation.’


  The pirate turned back to the apprentice lad. ‘You’ve got an answer for Muredarch yet?’


  The lad looked scared. ‘I’m not sure.’


  ‘You’ll be asked once the shares are made.’ The pirate nodded at the patient knot of people waiting with pails and pannikins as barrels of salt fish and dried peas were broached. The woman in green had joined a sandy-haired pirate who was opening a succession of small bottles and flagons. He took a cautious taste of one before holding it up. ‘Green oil.’


  A woman raised her hand and hurried forward to take it. Spiced vinegar and mustard oil were claimed with similar alacrity but the woman in green waved away a man wanting a jar of physic oil. The sandy-haired pirate rinsed his mouth from a waterskin at his belt and spat before continuing his sampling.


  ‘Who’s she?’ Naldeth watched as a growing selection of condiments and luxuries were stacked at the woman’s feet.


  ‘Ingella.’ The scarred pirate sounded wary. ‘Muredarch’s woman.’


  The woman looked around and shouted to a grey-headed man in the rags of a sailor’s breeches. His feet were bare, lash marks criss-crossing his naked back. He flinched as if he expected to be hit when the woman pointed to her new possessions.


  ‘That’s your lot if you don’t take the oath,’ the pirate commented with friendly concern. ‘Every man’s slave and no man’s friend.’


  Parrail tugged at Naldeth’s sleeve and they edged away along the wall walk. ‘What are you going to do?’


  ‘Swear, I suppose,’ the mage whispered uneasily.


  Parrail paled beneath the dirt on his face. ‘It doesn’t bother you, being forsworn?’


  ‘I don’t suppose Raeponin will hold it against me.’ Naldeth’s feeble attempt at a smile failed.


  A new flurry of activity caught everyone’s attention. A burly pirate was dragging a youth up from the shoreline. The lad tried to hold on to his unlaced breeches but lost his grip and stumbled as they fell down around his ankles. He was pulled along regardless, naked buttocks pale in the sun, humiliation burning his face scarlet.


  His captor dumped him prone before Muredarch, expression eloquent of outrage even if the gusting wind snatched his words away. Muredarch listened with close attention and then turned the lad over with a booted toe, bending over to talk to the cowering youth.


  ‘Which hand will it be?’ chuckled the Tormalin pirate.


  ‘What’s he done?’ asked Parrail.


  ‘Shat in the wrong place.’ The pirate sucked condemnatory teeth. ‘Muredarch says no one’s to foul the sound. You drop your breeches where the tide’ll clean the rocks or that’s what you’ll get.’


  A heavyset man came up, shirtless beneath a buff jerkin and swinging a five-stranded whip. Parrail recognised him as the one who’d nailed Gede to his own mast and winced as the lad was stripped of his shirt and tied to an upright spar planted down by the water. Muredarch held up a hand for everyone to see. It was the four-fingered hand, prompting a general murmur of approval.


  The Tormalin pirate nodded. ‘That’ll learn the lad without crippling him.’


  But the man with the whip still set to with a will, barbed lashes ripping into the boy’s skin, blood spattering in all directions. Naldeth and Parrail both turned away, sickened, but saw more pirates had come into the stockade to chat apparently idly with their captives.


  ‘Do you suppose many turn pirate just for the chance to dress like whoremasters on market day?’ The mage watched a bald-headed pirate in an incongruously lace-trimmed shirt advancing on a meek-looking girl.


  Parrail watched the raider’s expansive gestures, doubtless offering all manner of inducements. All smiles, he wasn’t about to let the girl escape him, rough fingers stroking her hair and her cheek.


  ‘Muredarch did say rape was forbidden.’ Parrail looked sick as the girl’s feeble protests waned. She stood mute with misery as the pirate put a proprietorial arm around her shoulder.


  ‘Holding a lass down and ripping up her petticoats, maybe.’ Naldeth rubbed his hands together as if his fingers pained him. ‘Scaring some poor poult into laying herself down seems allowed.’


  A ship’s bell rang and the pirates amiably socialising inside the stockade abruptly changed tack.


  ‘Down the ladder,’ ordered the Tormalin on the wall walk, sharp face brooking no argument. Naldeth and Parrail hastily obeyed, hurrying to the back of the huddle of captives as the gates opened wide.


  Muredarch stood in the centre, his smile welcoming, his height forbidding, eagled-eyed henchmen stern on either side. ‘You first.’


  He summoned a middle-aged man nervously twisting a kerchief between his hands. ‘I’m just a miller, your honour,’ he blurted out.


  Muredarch nodded. ‘And now we’ve got wheat, thanks to your ship. Will you grind it for us? I’ve a fancy for fresh bread after a season and a half of twice-baked biscuit.’


  The miller’s face creased with confusion. ‘I can’t think what’s best—’


  ‘Take all the time you need.’ Muredarch laid a reassuring hand on the cowering man’s shoulder before nodding to a flat-faced brute with tattoos all down one arm. ‘In the meantime, you can start paying your debts.’


  The tattooed pirate held the miller fast while the man who’d flogged the boy stripped him of gown, shirt, socks and boots. The tattooed pirate knotted a thick leather strap securely around the miller’s neck and, using it as a handhold, hauled him away. ‘If you won’t grind the wheat, you can carry the sacks, old fool.’


  ‘Let me know when you’ve made your mind up,’ Muredarch called genially before pointing at the next man who met his eye.


  The erstwhile sailor ducked his head in a hasty bow. ‘I’ll swear but I won’t go raiding.’


  ‘Fairly spoken,’ said Muredarch in an oddly formal tone. He drew himself up to his full height. ‘Do you swear to obey me in all things, to treat all so sworn as your brothers and sisters in oath? Do you put your fate in my hands according to the vow we all trust in?’


  ‘Yes.’ The sailor managed a strangled whisper.


  ‘I so swear,’ the whip man prompted with a ferocious scowl.


  ‘I so swear.’


  Muredarch looked at his new recruit for a long contemplative moment. ‘Go see Ingella. Set your mark or your thumb to your name in the muster book and she’ll sort you out a pitch.’


  The next few all swore the oath, some with visible reluctance, two women stammering through their fear to insist they wouldn’t take part in any piracy. Muredarch treated them both with exquisite courtesy. The defiant few were stripped and either dragged off to some toil or thrown to the back of the stockade. Naldeth and Parrail watched glumly as pirates came to pick over the heap of clothes and boots on offer. Some of the apprentices who’d sworn Muredarch’s oath with suspicious enthusiasm joined them.


  ‘Do you swear to obey me in all things, to treat all so sworn as your brothers and sisters in oath? Do you put your fate in my hands according to the vow we all trust in?’ Muredarch was smiling at the woman who’d nearly been dropped in the water the day before.


  ‘I so—’ She broke off and swallowed hard. ‘I so—’ She tugged at the neck of the chemise below her bodice but the collar was neither high nor tight. ‘I so—’ The woman coughed, face scarlet as she choked. She fell to her hands and knees, struggling for breath as Muredarch looked down impassively.


  ‘Mama!’ Her daughter screamed and would have run to her but the tattooed pirate caught her, one broad hand slapping over her mouth.


  The woman collapsed, panting like a stricken animal, lips fading to a deathly blue.


  The remaining prisoners stood frozen with shock but few of the raiders, men and women alike, spared more than a passing, regretful shake of their heads.


  Parrail’s eyes were wide with horror as he nudged Naldeth. ‘Artifice,’ he mouthed silently.


  Naldeth was trembling, fists clenched, sweat beading his forehead.


  ‘It’s her own fault.’ Muredarch explained in conversational tones. ‘She tried to take the oath without meaning it. Oh, didn’t I say? We’ll have no falsehoods here. Try it and you’ll die like this poor fool. Think on that before you decide.’ He smiled at the dead woman’s daughter whom the tattooed pirate released to sob out her heart over the corpse.


  After that, the prisoners gave their oath or refusal with terrified speed and, finally, there was no escape for Parrail or Naldeth.


  ‘I cannot swear to you.’ The scholar shakily pre-empted Muredarch’s question.


  The pirate chief assessed the scholar with merciless eyes, examining him from head to toe. ‘You might like to reconsider. Ingella tells me she wants a clerk.’ He nodded and Parrail was handed over to the tattooed pirate and the lash man. They stripped him with ungentle hands and flung him into the dank shadow of the parapet where the other prisoners cowered.


  He’d barely got his breath back when Naldeth landed on the trampled grass beside him. The mage winced, easing the leather collar away from the weal it had scored on his neck. ‘Bastard didn’t give me a chance to stand up.’


  ‘On your feet.’ The tattooed pirate surveyed the cowering prisoners. ‘You’re nameless and friendless and that’s how you’ll be unless you swear to Muredarch. You take any order you’re given and you’ll eat. No work, no food. Right, you can start by gathering firewood.’


  Parrail reached out to help Naldeth up but a vicious stick smacked his hand away.


  ‘If he can’t stand, he can sit there till he starves.’ It was the Gidestan pirate, no hint of friendship in his eyes now. ‘It’s every slave for himself, soft hands and all.’


  Parrail retreated, hugging his arm to himself.


  Naldeth watched in wary silence until the Gidestan advanced on the dead woman’s daughter who was vainly trying to preserve her modesty in her torn shift, the mark of the tattooed pirate’s hand still scarlet on her ashen face.


  ‘If they’re using Artifice, we have to let Guinalle know,’ the wizard whispered urgently to Parrail.


  The scholar’s face was tight with pain. ‘I’ll try tonight.’ He winced. ‘But I think that bastard broke my wrist.’
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  Suthyfer, the Southern Approaches,

  44th of Aft-Spring


  For someone who so dislikes the sea, I was spending entirely too much time aboard ships.


  ‘Still feeling queasy?’ The ship’s carpenter passed me leaning on the rail of the Eryngo.


  ‘No, thanks all the same.’ I glanced up to the crow’s-nest where several sailors were keeping as eager a vigil as me. ‘Any sign of the Dulse or the Fire Minnow?’


  Lemmell shrugged. ‘You’ll hear it the same as everyone else.’ He came to stand beside me, one hand smoothing the rail like a man caressing a favourite hound. He loved this ship, always keen to point out some virtue to me, explaining to anyone who’d listen that the Eryngo was a quarter as long again as the biggest of the pirate ships, never mind half as broad again. That’s right, Haut the sailmaker would agree, and we carried more canvas and better rigged. I couldn’t decide if they truly knew the ship better than anyone else or were just hopelessly biased. Captains came and went at the whim of an owner and crews were hired from voyage to voyage but I’d learned boatswain, helmsman, shipwright and sailmaker stayed with a vessel from the first laying of the keel until it was either broken or rotted as a hulk. Some even kept wives and families in their canvas-walled cabins on the lower decks but Temar had forbidden that on this voyage.


  ‘Don’t you worry about pirates, my girl,’ Lemmell continued. ‘We’ve high sides and a steep forecastle ready to repel boarders and the rear deck stepped to give D’Alsennin the best view of any fight.’


  As the carpenter went on his way, I glanced towards the stern but D’Alsennin wasn’t up there. He was down on the main deck and seeing me, came over. ‘How much longer, do you think?’


  I looked back across seawaters calm with the stillness of early morning. Somewhere, just out of sight, were the islands we’d come to reclaim. Somewhere, beneath the featureless cloak of trees, Kellarin’s mercenaries were prowling with murderous intent. Quiet as a squirrel too mean to share his nuts, Ryshad on one headland, Halice on another, they would be creeping up on the watchposts Allin’s scrying had betrayed to us. Somewhere, two of Kellarin’s coasters lurked in the inlets they’d crept into under the scant cover of the moonlit night and every mask of magecraft and Artifice that Allin and Guinalle could summon. Dastennin, Halcarion and every other deity grant the ships would bring our people back to us.


  ‘Not long.’ I spoke with more hope than certainty.


  ‘We’ll make those bastards sorry they ever thought of staking a claim to Suthyfer,’ Temar muttered. Kellarin men still asleep in the Eryngo’s capacious lower decks would help make sure of that.


  I glanced up at the sun, still broad and soft gold this early in the day. ‘It’ll take as long as it takes.’ That would be Ryshad’s answer and Halice’s too but they’d better hurry, if we were to launch our attack to catch the pirates still fuddled with sleep.


  The deck swayed beneath my feet as the Eryngo made a slow turn. The Nenuphar and the Asterias did the same, square-rigged mainsails furled like the Eryngo’s, just relying on the triangular sails on their stubby aftmasts for steering in circles. I sincerely hoped all the sailors were pulling the right ropes to stop us colliding as we marked time in the same patch of sea.


  ‘I should have gone too,’ muttered Temar, frustrated.


  ‘This is a very different fight to sweeping across the Dalasorian plains with half an Imperial army at your back,’ I pointed out.


  ‘As Ryshad and Halice keep saying with all their talk of skulk and strike and cut and run.’


  I made a non-committal sound by way of reply. It was plain his exclusion from the fun still rankled with Temar but Ryshad and Halice had been adamant. The Tormalin wars of lordly conquest back in the days before history had been a very different affair from the base civil war that was Lescar’s running sore. It was dirty fighting that was wanted here.


  Still, I didn’t like sitting on my hands aboard ship any more than D’Alsennin. This inaction came all the harder after the ceaseless hectic days since Parrail had raised his alarm. All of us had roused yeomen, miners and artisans to hone their tools and fury to a murderous edge. Halice and I had set every mercenary to scouring rust from swords and summoning old ingenuity for scavenging supplies.


  Temar turned to look at the sterncastle and the doors to the rearward cabins under the raised afterdeck. ‘Allin may have news. Guinalle might be able to reach Parrail without so much water between them.’


  ‘We let them sleep,’ I told him firmly. If I couldn’t help my friends with a weapon in my hand, I could ensure this expedition’s magical resources were carefully husbanded. Guinalle was an even worse sailor than me and the stresses of working Artifice while actually afloat left the noblewoman with a headache like a poleaxed cow. Allin wasn’t so tired but seeing the pirates’ captives daily beaten, degraded and filthy distressed the mage-girl dreadfully. After breaking our backs to get Vithrancel’s ships sailing, we’d had to stand off the islands for three frustrating days waiting for Shiv and Usara’s ship to make the longer crossing from Toremal, even with wizardry clearing a path through the waves and swelling their sails with mageborn winds.


  Temar glared at the closed door. ‘I want to know how Shiv’s men are getting on.’


  ‘Sorgrad and ’Gren have been fighting for more years than you’ve been living.’ Saedrin curse it, I sounded more patronising than reassuring thanks to my own apprehension. The runes can always roll wrong, no matter how much skill my friends might have to weight them. ‘Oh, come on then.’


  Temar took time to smile and wave reassurance to curious sailors, as nobles always seem to, no matter how fast the ground’s crumbling beneath their feet. I knocked a brisk double tap on the door.


  ‘Come in.’ Allin sounded contemplative and sad but that was better than outright anguish. She sat scrying at a table hanging from the beams of the deck above. Its raised wooden rim and a dampened cloth offered her bowl some stability but pools of fading radiance showed where ensorcelled water had slopped over the edges.


  ‘So much for me trying to make sure you got some rest,’ I chided her. Next time I’d empty the cabin of anything she might use for magic. Then she’d probably go back to scrying in the butt of water kept on deck for the sailors’ refreshment. She’d only stopped when she realised none of them wanted to drink from it, even if all she were using was citrus oil.


  ‘How goes it to the north?’ Temar twisted his hands absently together.


  ‘It’s all over bar the grieving.’ Eerie reflections turned Allin’s sombre face into a mask of light and shadow.


  I looked into the scrying bowl to see a triangular cove between two spurs of brittle grey rock where even the hardiest plants were defeated by the combined assaults of wind and wave. Temar’s pennant was waving on the roof of a sizeable if crudely built hut tucked beneath a crag. Bodies lay among the stumps of a recently felled grove of trees.


  ‘Kellarin’s writ is in force on this islet at least,’ said Temar with satisfaction.


  ‘It’s a start,’ I agreed. An important one; Shiv’s scrying had detected a sizeable outpost of pirates on this jagged diamond north of Suthyfer’s westernmost isle.


  Alim looked up. ‘If you want me to bespeak Usara, I’ll have to give up the scrying.’ A gleam betrayed the sorrow brimming in her eyes.


  ‘Don’t waste your tears on these vermin,’ Temar said severely but he gave her half a hug for comfort.


  I tried to pick out familiar outlines among the anonymous figures looting the bodies, a yellow head bent over a dead man’s hand. ’Gren, surely? I bent closer but stepped back with an oath as a sudden conflagration erupted on one side of the cove.


  A smile teased Allin despite herself. ‘Is that your friend Sorgrad?’


  Sure enough, I saw a blond man warming ostentatiously casual hands at the blaze. ‘It is, and burning longboats by the look of it.’ He looked small within the miniature world of the scrying, more so beside a hulking figure that could only be Darni. I still felt a sour resentment as I looked at the big warrior. I wouldn’t be here if he hadn’t blackmailed me into working for Planir. All I’d wanted was to sell the bastard a valuable piece of silver before its unpleasant owner realised it was missing, but Darni had recognised it and my cooperation had been the price of staying out of irons. Still, I reminded myself, reverse those runes and I’d never have met Ryshad. That put me ahead of the game, didn’t it?


  ‘None escaped?’ Temar’s voice was tight with concern.


  If they had, our venture wasn’t exactly sunk but it would be taking on water fast. To beard this pirate captain in his lair, we needed to attack from both ends of that crucial inlet dividing the two main islands of Suthyfer. We had to know nothing lurked behind us ready to stab us in the back.


  ‘No one got away.’ Allin gestured and her spell swooped backwards over the water to show the pirate fleet’s pinnace prostrate in the surf, barnacles and green fouling on her shallow hull exposed to derision from the deck of a tall three- masted ocean ship drawing close to the wide beach.


  ‘That must be the Maelstrom,’ breathed Temar.


  ‘Something to show for Ryshad’s coin,’ I commented. Shiv and Usara had found a ship easily the length of the pirate predators, more heavily built with higher sides and deck castles but rigged for sailing just as close to the wind. As we watched, it anchored well clear of the pinnace’s three mastheads now digging deep into the pale sand and the tangle of sodden ropes and sails on useless spars. Corpses bobbed among nameless flotsam and the beach sand was stained muddy red with the blood of those few who’d made it to shore.


  ‘Whose work was that?’ asked Temar with admiration. For myself, I was none too keen to see how easily a ship could be knocked on its beam-ends.


  ‘Larissa and Shiv between them.’ Allin gazed into the bowl. ‘I wish I had such power.’


  ‘When you’re working your own element, you do.’ Guinalle was lying on one of the cabin’s bunks with a damp cloth on her forehead. I’d thought she was asleep.


  ‘Feeling better?’ Temar’s eyes stayed fixed on the scrying bowl.


  ‘No,’ replied Guinalle curtly.


  ‘Can I get you anything?’ I was glad of the distraction. The way the scrying was swaying at odds with the motion of the Eryngo made me distinctly nauseous.


  Guinalle managed an infinitesimal shake of her head, mouth tight.


  ‘I wish you’d try some of Halice’s tincture.’ They say let a lame dog that snarls well alone but my beloved might need this stubborn girl up and ready to hunt. I looked at Temar. ‘Shiv used some sorcery to cure me of seasickness once. When we meet up, he can treat Guinalle to it.’


  The demoiselle flapped an impatient hand, which at least proved she wasn’t entirely incapacitated. ‘All I need are some of the right herbs fresh picked.’


  ‘Have you managed to sense anything of Parrail?’ I wondered if Temar’s neutral tone masked a mutual irritation with Guinalle. Sympathetic as I was to her seasickness, I found her manner increasingly irritating.


  Guinalle swung her feet down from the bunk and sat up, putting her cloth carefully in a lidded jug. ‘He’s hurt his arm. I can’t tell how badly.’


  ‘So the chances of working Artifice between you are on a par with me winning a game of Raven against Livak.’ Temar’s rueful attempt at a joke fell flatter than my baking.


  Guinalle coloured furiously. ‘I have done the very best—’


  ‘Have you any idea if Naldeth’s hurt?’ Allin interrupted with what was either supreme lack of tact or the precise opposite.


  Guinalle visibly reined in her emotions. ‘I’ve no sense of that.’


  ‘It shouldn’t matter.’ Temar patted Allin on the shoulder. ‘We’ll have them out soon enough to heal any hurts.’


  Allin looked up at Temar with irritation. ‘Wizards in pain or delirium often have trouble controlling their influence on their element. They work magic without meaning to. That’s what set Planir looking into Soluran healing traditions in the first place.’


  Which were based on fragments of aetheric lore. Which had set the Archmage on the trail first of Artifice and ultimately the lost Kellarin colony. I wondered if Planir felt like a man at a Solstice fair who’s seen his winnings doubled and redoubled in a series of lucky bets at the racetrack. Or did the Archmage know the hollow disbelief of walking away from a gaming table with cumulative losses to indebt his unborn grandchildren?


  ‘While we who use Artifice find ourselves entirely unable to work enchantment if pain distracts us,’ Guinalle commented sourly.


  ‘Things bursting into flames all around him will betray Naldeth as a mage at once.’ I’d bet enough loot to gladden ’Gren’s heart that things would go badly for the wizard after that.


  ‘The sooner Shiv and Usara can lift them out of there, the better,’ Allin breathed fervently.


  ‘We just have to get close enough,’ agreed Temar.


  Running feet sounded on the deck outside. ‘Messire!’


  Temar only got to the door before me because I was the wrong side of the table.


  ‘They’re on the way back.’ The sailor was grinning from ear to ear.


  Temar and I ran to the rail to see for ourselves. The Dulse and the Fire Minnow were indeed labouring towards us, favourable winds needing no wizardly assistance but the run of the tide already turning against them. D’Alsennin pennants streamed from their mastheads and cheering men lined each vessel’s rails.


  ‘How far does noise carry over water?’ I asked Temar in sudden alarm.


  ‘The wind’s in our favour,’ he assured me with a boyish grin.


  I masked my impatience better than him but it still felt like half a season before the Dulse drew alongside with exquisite care. The Eryngo’s crew dangled woven straw fenders over her rails and sailors on the Dulse’s deck below held boathooks ready to save us from too hard a clash. They need not have worried. The ships came together as gently as a lover’s kiss and climbing nets and ladders were flung down from the Eryngo. I looked down from the height of our ship’s three additional decks.


  ‘Ryshad!’ Temar saw him and hailed urgently. He tucked the oily red cloth he’d been cleaning his sword with into his belt, sheathed his blade and came to climb up to us. He leaned on the rail for a moment and kissed me before swinging himself aboard.


  ‘We were on top of them before they knew it.’ Ryshad grinned through smears of leaf mould and green grime. A dark stain on his buff breeches was probably blood and the rusty smears on his shirtsleeves certainly were.


  ‘They were barely keeping a watch,’ Vaspret amplified behind him. ‘All tucked up nice in a nest in the woods.’ He dug in a pocket and began untangling a waxed cord garrotte.


  ‘Not a rat escaped,’ Ryshad said before Temar could ask.


  ‘You took no prisoners.’ Guinalle was in the cabin door, face accusing.


  Temar stifled a snort of irritation but Ryshad met the noblewoman’s gaze calmly. ‘No, but we did take casualties who’d appreciate your care.’


  A few mercenary men and women, with bloodied dressings around slashes to arms and legs, were being helped across the Eryngo’s rails.


  ‘Here’s the Fire Minnow.’ Allin had come out on deck as well and pointed to Halice’s ship. The Eryngo lurched as it came alongside with less precision and Halice was already climbing a rope with a fine disregard for the crushing gap between the smaller ship and the Eryngo.


  ‘How many got away?’ Ryshad demanded.


  ‘A handful, maybe more,’ spat Halice, bitter as aloes. ‘Some cursed hunting party dallying their way back but sharp enough to take to their heels when they realised what was afoot.’


  ‘We chased them,’ protested Rosarn, her face taut with chagrin.


  ‘It was a difficult assault,’ Temar offered but Halice’s expression was perilously close to a sneer.


  ‘Even if they know the ground, they’ll be slower through forest than we’ll be over water.’ Ryshad was thinking through the implications. ‘We’ve seen no sign of beacons so they shouldn’t raise an alarm before we can attack.’


  ‘We’re committed, whatever they do. The tide’s already on the turn.’ Halice was determined to take full advantage of the phases of the moon. With the greater at full and the lesser at half, the tides wouldn’t be running this strong again until the double full towards the end of For-Summer. ‘Sieur D’Alsennin, who can I have to make up my numbers?’ The Fire Minnow’s wounded were coming aboard.


  As Temar hastily produced the list of those who’d thought themselves unlucky to draw a rune to miss out on the initial assault, Guinalle unbuttoned the cuffs of her grey gown and shoved the sleeves above her elbows. ‘Come on, Allin.’ The women headed for a man writhing in silent agony as he clutched gory belly wounds, head pressed back against the board he’d been tied to.


  Ryshad looked after them. ‘I do wish Shiv had been able to raise a surgeon,’ he muttered. I caught him in a fierce embrace. His shirt smelt of age-old trees and wood smoke.


  He kissed the top of my head. ‘Have they taken the sentry island yet?’


  I nodded, catching his chin and hearing his teeth click. ‘Sorry. Yes, Allin was just scrying.’ I tugged at the red cloth in his belt. ‘What’s this?’


  ‘A present for you.’ He pulled it free with a wicked smile. ‘The watchpost’s snake.’


  ‘You’re sure none of your family ever turned pirate?’ I teased. ‘You’re taking to this like a cat to cream.’


  ‘Just doing what I’ve been trained for.’ He drew me to him for a lengthy kiss that promised a sleepless night as soon as we got the chance.


  ‘Just be careful.’ I looked deep into his velvet brown eyes.


  ‘I will.’ He gazed down at me for a moment of heartwarming stillness. ‘You too.’


  ‘I can’t come to much harm nursemaiding Allin and her ladyship,’ I said caustically.


  ‘You’re the best woman for the job.’ Ryshad’s smile acknowledged my frustrations.


  A piercing whistle from Halice called him away. They exchanged a few words before returning to their respective ships. Temar intercepted Ryshad who nodded his head reluctantly after a moment. D’Alsennin ran across the deck and disappeared over the side, intent on getting himself to one of the other coastal boats. He didn’t see the resigned shake of Ryshad’s head that I did.


  ‘Livak!’ Allin was beckoning, on her knees beside a wounded man, a coarse apron from somewhere protecting her gown. She swabbed blood from an encrusted gash across his chest, pausing only to throw his torn and stained shirt to me. ‘See what you can salvage from that.’


  I got out a knife to strip the cleaner cloth into bandages. The Eryngo heaved beneath me as our reunited flotilla headed directly into the sound between the islands. The run of the tide carried us ever faster while I cleaned, salved and bandaged blessedly trivial wounds, binding wrenched ankles and bloodied knuckles, fetching and carrying at Guinalle’s command and Allin’s polite requests. The Lescari mage-lass applied those skills learned at her mother’s side in the battle-worn dukedom of Carluse. She kept up a murmur of reassurance while Guinalle worked with a steady litany of soft incantation. I’d wager the Old Empire owed a good measure of conquests to its adepts’ ability to limit casualties with Artifice. Most aetheric learning had centred on the Bremilayne shrine to Ostrin in an age when the god had been more concerned with healing than hospitality. I had no quarrel with that, not if Guinalle’s skills meant more of our people came home unscathed.


  The waters narrowed as the land advanced on either side, hills leaning ever closer to the strait’s edge. The trees were taller than our mast and here and there an outcrop of dark rock hung ominous overhead. Sailors in the Eryngo’s crow’s-nests looked in all directions for any sign of the enemy. Lookouts in the prow fixed their eyes on the shadowed waters, searching for reefs and skerries. The Dulse and Fire Minnow slid stealthily in our wake, their sister ships Asterias and Nenuphar not far behind.


  ‘Allin, we’re nearly there.’ I was counting off the landmarks we’d scried for along the inlet.


  ‘I’m ready.’ She made to untie her gore-smeared apron.


  ‘No, keep that on,’ I told her. It wasn’t much of a disguise but it might keep the enemy from picking out the mage among the ordinary folk on deck. ‘How well can you see from here?’


  Allin frowned. ‘Not very.’


  ‘Try standing on the steps to the rear deck.’ I didn’t want her up in plain view on the sterncastle but, Drianon curse it, the girl was unhelpfully short. Guinalle began ordering the lightly injured to carry the worst wounded below decks, her face grim but her hands steady as she folded them on the plaited cord girdle at her waist.


  ‘Sail ho!’


  After a frozen instant, the cry set everyone about their allotted tasks. Temar, Ryshad and Halice had gone over this plan time and again and if anyone fouled their duty, I’d personally see that they got to explain themselves to Saedrin.


  The first of the signal flags, red saltire on a white ground, ran up the mast, rope humming like an angry hornet. The four coastal ships fanned out from behind the Eryngo blocking the seaway. As we swung around rocks long since tumbled down from a shattered cliff, I saw the first of the pirate ships flying a scarlet pennant with a black snake twisting down its length. The shark at the beakhead below the bowsprit identified it as the Spurdog and it looked unholy imposing in these confined waters.


  The deck was cleared but for Kellarin’s fighting men ready and eager for action. Guinalle joined me by the doors to the stern cabins while Allin perched on the broad treads of the ladder-like stair to the afterdeck. The wizard-woman’s eyes fixed on the slowly approaching vessel with burning determination. Longboats surged out from behind the Spurdog, each packed with pirates, blades cutting bright swathes in the sunlight. The oars dug deep into the water as the rowers fought the strengthening run of the tide.


  ‘Gently,’ murmured Guinalle.


  ‘I know.’ Allin’s attention was fixed on the raiders’ ship.


  I held myself ready, for just what I couldn’t say. I had nothing to say and nothing to do.


  The Spurdog’s longboats spread out like a pack of wolves intent on harrying some hapless deer but our flotilla was carefully placed to deny the pirates passage past us in one of the narrowest parts of the strait. Then the foremost longboat lurched abruptly as if it had hit a rock hidden beneath the dark water. The man with the rudder yelled rebuke at the man in the prow whose protestations were lost beneath cries of alarm as the boat shuddered again but there was no sound of wood grating on stone. The one behind it stopped dead in unyielding water while a longboat on its other side rocked violently from side to side, wale dipping beneath the water. Some struck out for shore as the boat sank, a few disappearing as the weight of blades and boots dragged them under the glassy waters. Others had no luck seeking help from their fellows. Hands reaching up were met with kicks and pommels smashing grasping fingers. Three or four men reached one longboat together but trying to haul themselves aboard all at once they overturned it, casting the entire complement into the water in a confusion of shouts and curses.


  ‘They’re doing Shiv’s job for him.’ I tried to see beyond the pirate vessel but it was impossible to get a clear view. No matter, not as long as we held all their attention to the front.


  Allin was still intent on the Spurdog. Some sailors were casting ropes and nets over the sides, shouting at men struggling in the water. More crew were aloft, trying to rig sail but the canvas was fighting back, tugged this way and that by hostile winds, ropes snatched out of questing hands, billows snapping in all directions. We were sailing on a gentle breeze just strong enough to give us headway but the pirates found themselves attacked by their very own private storm. With a crack like a thunderbolt, the great stay cables that controlled the flex of the masts snapped. One lashed a man who fell screaming to the deck. Another pirate was snared in the rigging and strangled as he lost his footing. As more ropes snapped, the solid wooden pulleys and blocks swung like morning stars to smash flesh and bone. The raiders abandoned all thought of setting sail, hanging on like Poldrion’s demons to masts now swaying wildly and creaking ominously.


  ‘There!’ Guinalle pointed in the same instant as another shout from on high and the second signal flag shot up its lanyard, gold cross on a red ground. The pirates were sending in their second ship.


  ‘Ready, Allin?’ I stood beside her. The Thornray came forward cautiously, trying to evade the unnatural squalls plaguing its dock mate.


  Allin was scanning the masts and forecastles of both hostile vessels. As I heard the first evil chirrup of an arrow, her hand
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