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Foreword
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I

t all began when I was in the middle of tackling the biggest pile of washing up ever seen by mankind. Not a typical way to start a story about my initial contact with a fantasy world, but it was the truth. Sarah and I were helping as crew at a live roleplaying event and, while the players enjoyed a tasty banquet, we were mired in the endless supply of dirty dishes that moved in a constant stream from the dining hall. In the midst of all this, a certain Mr David Hawkins sauntered in and gave us a leaflet for a new event he planned to run later that year. The event was called New Beginnings and the system was called ‘Adventures in the Arcroc.’

We took the leaflet, went home, and came up with some characters to play in this new game. I wanted to do something with magic; she wanted to take advantage of the setting of this non-traditional fantasy and play something with a bit of swashbuckler to it. Professor Everyn Crowe and Rachel Drake were born then and enjoyed several years of adventure.

Later, I saw a call for submissions for a pirate anthology and began to wonder what I could do for that. The image of Professor Crowe clinging to a rock, desperately calling on the gods for help, was one that sprung to mind. With the permission of Dave to use the world he created, I wrote Gods of the Sea in record time for me and sent it off. It got accepted and published in the Pirates and Swashbucklers Anthology by Pulp Empires.

Not long after this, Nick Alhelm, the editor and publisher of that anthology, asked me if I had ever considered doing a longer story about Rachel and Everyn. We discussed it and Nick agreed to give me back the rights to Gods of the Sea. That forms the first part of this story, the Bond style pre-credits feature, and I decided to carry on from there...

This second edition marks the 10th anniversary of the 2016 publication.  The text has been revised and updated and there have been some additions.
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Gods of the Sea

––––––––
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“G

ods of the sea, hear my supplication!”

The waves crashed around Everyn Crowe, saltwater filling his mouth, causing him to splutter. The rock he clung to was sharp enough to cut into his hands and slick with water and seaweed. He was losing his grip, slipping inexorably further into the sea. With the storm raging and the currents as strong as they were, he knew he would very soon be dashed against the rocks and his lifeless body dragged out into open sea, never to be seen again. As much as he hated to admit it, the gods were his only hope.

Looking up through the darkness and the spray of the tide, he could see the villagers still standing on the top of the cliff. Of course, they would still be there, they would stay to watch him die, and none of them would dare to risk the approbation of their fellows by saving his life. Never suffer a witch to live, even if that witch had helped them many times with all the little problems they had had over the years. Even if the so-called witch wasn’t even one at all, but just a polite and self-effacing academic with an interest in local cultures and some skill with etheric channelling. They hadn’t worried about precise definitions when they chased him from their village. Nor when he had slipped on loose rocks and fallen from the cliff top into the raging sea. Better an accidental sacrifice to appease their single-minded, uncompromising deity than shelter someone who considered their gods as an object of scientific study.

His hands slipped on the rock again and he fell deeper into the water. Desperately, he scrabbled for purchase and dragged himself back up another few precious inches. He only played for time, however. Eventually, his arms would tire, and he would not be able to hold on against the relentless tide. He needed a plan and so far, only the gods were likely to be in a position to assist him.

“Spirits of Tide and Wave, Lords of the Deep, I beseech thee!” Nothing. His spluttered call was unheeded. Normally when he called upon the spirits, a connection sparked in his mind, a feeling of unity with whatever aspect of the ethereal plane he sought. He supposed it was hardly the best situation for an act of high magick. He had no circle, no wards, and no incense. He had not been purified according to methods laid out in the sacred texts. He was just a man, bruised and battered, clinging to a rock for dear life. He had not even offered a sacrifice... A sacrifice. Of course! Hope blossomed as he racked his brain, seeking through memories of his studies of dry academic texts on religion and magickal praxis for a clue as to how to attract the attention of a god of the sea. The usual offerings were out — his pot of sea salt, nestled in the bag on his shoulder which he had only barely managed to keep hold of as he’d fallen over the cliff, was no doubt ruined like everything else in there, with no hope of finding a fish or similar sea creature in this storm. As for virgins... Well, even in the best of times, he wasn’t willing to kill an innocent girl and there was certainly no chance that one might happen to swim by who menstruated enough to give sufficient blood to appease the spirits. That meant there was only one choice.

Grimacing, he dragged himself further up the rock, still fighting the drag of the tide, and propped himself in a position where he could let go of the rock with one of his hands and still be secure enough not to be washed away. He lifted his free hand up, hovering over an appropriately jagged piece of the rock, screamed out another cry to the gods, and brought his palm down heavily.

He almost fainted from the pain as the rock tore through the flesh and impacted hard onto bone. He felt at least one of his fingers break. Blood welled up in the jagged cut and flowed down the rock to mix with the crashing surf. 

“Gods of The Sea, Spirits of Tide and Wave, Lords of the Deep, I beseech thee. Accept my sacrifice!” He called out, his voice hoarse and cracked with salt water and pain. He reached through the metaphysical barriers that separated the ethereal realms from the world of men with his blood and pain powering his call. This time he felt his call answered.

As he blacked out from the pain, blood loss, and exertion, he caught a blurred vision of the wooden hull of a ship as it crashed out of the darkness a few hundred yards from the cliff, barely out of reach of the treacherous rocks. That captain is a maniac to come so close to this shore on a night like this. However, as the crew lowered a longboat to rescue him, he caught a glimpse of the name of the vessel and understood how she had come to be here at this time. Blazoned on the side in large, ornate lettering was the name ‘Neptune’s Wing.’ The gods had nothing if not a sense of irony in the servants they chose to send to those in need.

***
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“I TELL YE, CAP’N, IT’S bad luck. The fella’s clearly a witch. Chuck ‘im overboard and be done with him, I say.”

As Everyn came round, thankful to still be alive if still somewhat soaked through to the flesh and in a great deal of pain, he heard the jeering sound of a group of men agreeing with the sentiments of the first speaker and realised that he may not be as safe as he thought he was.

“And I say otherwise, Mr. Lennox. It is certainly not charitable to throw the poor man overboard, especially not after having expended so much effort to rescue him in the first place.” This voice was educated, with clean enunciation of every syllable. It was also, Everyn was surprised to note, female. 

He opened his eyes to find himself face down on a pallet in a dim cabin. Outside, the storm still raged. Inside, the potential mutiny brewing over his fate was about to match it in ferocity.

“Look, Cap’n, see what he had in this bag of his. Books, papers, skulls, mystical stuff. He’s a witch, all right. If you don’t do for ‘im, Cap’n, me and the men may take matters into our own hands, if you see what I mean.”

The captain sighed. “Mr. Lennox,” her voice was stern and resolute. “I do not tolerate talk of mutiny aboard my vessel, and no man is cast to the waves on this ship without recourse to a fair trial. You would do well to remember that Mr. Lennox. Also, be minded that thanks to my good graces, you are well paid in your current position, and your daughter is given an education that otherwise she would not get under some other employer. Am I making myself quite clear, Mr. Lennox?”

“Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am.”

“Very well. You may leave me with him. Get the men to see to the rigging and check our course. We almost came a cropper on those rocks back there and I need a good man on wheel to find us a safe harbour to ride this storm out.”

“Aye, ma’am.” The sound of a door thudding shut indicated that the man had left. Everyn looked up to see a surprisingly youthful face staring down at him. The set of her mouth and the tightly bound bun at the back of her head reflected the stern manner of her speech, but otherwise she seemed kindly and concerned — soft brown eyes highlighted by eyebrows that matched, pale and unlined skin and a strong nose and chin. She was dressed as a gentleman would, in breeches and waistcoat with an elaborate cravat and an expensive-looking shirt of white cotton. A heavy wool coat of a dark green material draped over the chair next to her.

“Ah, I see that you are awake, sir. Welcome to the Neptune’s Wing. I am Rachel Drake, captain of this vessel and owner of Drake Enterprises, merchant shipping fleet of Berg, Langon.” She bowed slightly as she said this.

Langon, thought Everyn. That explains a lot. The people of Langon, an island nation to the far northwest were renowned for both their merchant shipping and eccentric attitude to women. He had heard that Langon women held many professions often only associated with men, including government. Indeed, he remembered hearing that their current Senate was headed by a lady. Most of the rest of the civilised world turned a blind eye to this strangeness, mainly because they were heavily dependent upon the merchant fleets of Langon to supply them with essential goods and luxuries. No other country fully understood it, however.

He must have been silent too long; she gave up waiting for him to respond to her introduction.

“And who might you be, sir?” He could tell she had trouble hiding her exasperation.

“Oh, er, sorry. I’m Professor Everyn Crowe, Regius Professor of Ethereal Studies at the University of Aethra in Creatha.” Well, that was technically true, so far as it went. Not that he had done any teaching as of yet. “I am very pleased to meet you and even more pleased that you bothered to stop and pick me up.” He extended his hand and realised that it was the one he had mangled trying to draw blood for sacrifice. The palm was tightly bandaged, one finger splinted, and what should have been agony was merely a dull ache. He pulled it back and looked at it.

“Do not worry, Professor Crowe,” she smiled at him. “My surgeon is the very best money can buy, and this ship is always stocked with a good supply of tinctures and herbals. You will heal, though he is concerned you may have damaged tendons as well as broken the finger.”

“I thank you for your concern, Captain Drake, and for the services of your surgeon. I am afraid I am not currently in a position to repay you for your kindness, nor the drugs you have used.”

She waved her hand dismissively. “It is but a trifle. Besides, under current Langon law, it counts as a charitable donation and is therefore claimable against tax.” She smiled and he found that he wasn’t sure if she was joking or not.

She wandered over to where his bag lay on a table and picked through the items. Her fingers closed over a bird’s skull, and she picked this up, inspecting it closely.

“My crew is nervous about you; they think you a witch.” She put the skull down and picked up a very wet book. The leather cover was stained with crusted salt and Everyn guessed that the pages would be ruined. It was a shame. It had been a very interesting treatise on the shamanic cults of Southern Harito. It occurred to him, however, that the inscription on the cover of a number of mystical symbols might well give the wrong impression to the casual observer. “Based on the contents of your bag,” she continued, picking up something else and looking at it oddly. “And the manner to which you came to us, I can see why they may get that impression.”

The item in her hand, which had caused her to pause, was a small wooden box. The wood, like all the rest of his possessions, was stained and washed out, and coated in a crusting of salt. She flipped it open and looked inside.

“Now this is intriguing.”

“Oh, that. Just something I made. As an experiment.”

She turned the box so that he could see what was inside. The intricate patterns etched in gold shone at him, reflecting on his face like a brazen mirror, but not as brightly as the silver needle which streaked his face in light.

“An experiment? I do not think it has worked, Professor Crowe. You cannot make a compass needle out of silver. It refuses to accept the touch of the lodestone, unlike iron.” She closed the box and lowered it to the table. “Any seaman could have told you that without the need for an experiment.”

He chuckled at her sarcasm. “Indeed, just call me a deluded academic who does not understand the real world.”

“Well, a ship is a good place to learn about that.” 

She headed for the door and opened it. Outside, the storm still raged. As she was about to walk through, she turned to face him again. “I won’t be throwing you back into the water yet, Professor Crowe, but I would be careful of the crew. Some of them are not as enlightened or understanding as I am.”

As the door closed, he collapsed back onto the bed and tried to sleep through the pain, despite the constant rolling of the ship and the noise of the storm.

***
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THE TIME PASSED SLOWLY for Everyn as he lay in the dingy cabin, slowly recovering from his injuries. He saw few of the crew save the surgeon, a surly but competent man who tutted over the state of his injuries while he changed bandages and said little, and the cabin boy who brought him his meals. Unable to move much due to his injuries and wary of the captain’s warnings about the crew, he spent his time carefully drying and restoring his small collection of books and ritual objects. The books, a couple of dry treatises on different cultures and their religious rituals, and a notebook full of his own notes on the same, were largely intact though the ink on some of the outer pages was faded. The ritual objects –– a collection of animal skulls, candles, and pendants from different belief systems — were mostly fine, though the casing on the compass would need some careful attention from a skilled wood polisher. He wondered how he would afford that, never mind a means to repay Captain Drake for his passage. Some things had been lost, fallen out of the bag, and washed into the sea, but the serrated and ornate ritual knife he’d acquired from a Japuran village shaman was still there. He decided to tuck the knife into the belt that held his tunic together, feeling the need for a weapon close to hand on a ship full of potential attackers.

On the evening of the second day, the captain visited him again.

“Tomorrow, we pull into Athaina; you may leave the ship there and return to your university.”

Everyn found himself torn by this statement. The Creathan coastal city of Athaina, was indeed the place where he had spent most of his life. Or rather, the quiet, suburban town of Aethra on the outskirts, where he had moved to attend university as a young man. He reflected that it had been a long while since he’d left there for his travels. Maybe it would be good to get back to the alma mater, settle himself into an office there, and spend some time writing up his notes. Perhaps even teach some students and live the comfortable life of an academic? On the other hand, he was reluctant to return. Part of it was perhaps the hostile welcome he had received in several villages when they’d learned of his studies, though he accepted that the sophisticated city dwellers were less inclined to such superstitions. Also, he had left in the first place because of the tragic death of his elderly tutor, which he had still not really come to terms with. Professor Doric had been a kindly mentor to him and while it was expected for him to pass quietly away in his sleep one evening, the loss had been profound. Had it been those reasons alone, he may well have faced up to his demons and returned but something else forced him to reconsider. Something he could not put a finger on just yet, a sense that there was a reason he was here. The wound on his palm itched.

Rachel must have sensed the indecision in his pause. “Or, if you prefer, you could stay on and travel with us a little further?”

“Are you sure it is fine for me to do so? I haven’t any means to pay you, you understand.” He knew what the people of Langon were notorious for, especially the merchant class.

She shrugged. “I am sure we can come to some arrangement. You are an educated man with many skills, all of them valuable. If nothing else, you can earn your keep teaching some of the less literate crew to read and there are always those other skills of yours.” Her eyes flicked sideways to the neatly arranged stack of books and objects on the table.

He understood her meaning and grinned a little. “It was my understanding that you didn’t believe in such things? At least that is the impression I have gained in my short time here.”

“Faith isn’t something I like to depend on; facts and results are. I read some of your notes while you slept and there is a core of empiricism to your methodology. I may be persuaded to see your point of view on some of these so-called gods, given good evidence of course.”

“Well, I am sure we can have a debate about the pertinent...” Everyn was cut short as the blast from a loud explosion outside shook the cabin violently. Rachel rocked on her feet and reached out to grab at the tabletop to stop herself from falling. Everyn was thrown from the bed to sprawl on the floor in an untidy heap. He looked up to see Rachel staggering from the room, her boots drumming on the deck. He clambered to his feet and followed her.

Out on the deck, chaos was erupting. Rachel shouted commands in an attempt to bring back into some semblance of order. Men rushed around, following her orders as best they could in the chaos. Black smoke merged with the thick mist, making it difficult to see much beyond the wooden rail that surrounded the deck. However, Everyn could see a dark shape, which lurked a few hundred feet to the bow, a dark shape that looked like a large vessel. As he watched, another plume of smoke erupted from the side of this ship and another crunching wrench almost knocked him to the deck as a second cannonball exploded into the Neptune’s Wings’ side.

“Bring us about!” Rachel called out the orders to the steersman, her first officer. “Get the guns ready!” Crew on the decks rushed below to follow her orders.

She turned and saw Everyn, her eyes narrowing as she frowned. Clearly, she wasn’t happy to have him on deck at this time.

“Professor, I advise you to go below. It will be safer.”

“Way I see it, Captain, I’m just as dead wherever I wait for it and I may be of use up here. That’s a Creathan warship, by the look of it. Not an easy vessel to battle. Why in all the hells are the Creathan navy shooting cannon at us?”

She sighed. “Very well, though I don’t know what use you could be. As for why she is firing at us? I suspect they are pirates in a stolen vessel. We’re trying to flee and I’m hoping we’re fast enough, the Neptune’s Wing is one of the fastest ships in my fleet, but it will be a close thing. If we can get a broadside into her before we turn and run, it may be enough to slow her down.”

“Not a great plan, but I can see why you consider there to be no other choice. What can I do to help?”

She paused briefly while she considered. Everyn realised she was trying to think of something an untrained and unfit academic could do in a crisis like this. He understood her concerns; he could probably tell her things about her ship’s patron god that few outside the closeted university lifestyle would know, but he could never even begin to understand the rigging mechanisms or the best way to manoeuvre into a position to use the cannon. 

“Just stay with me,” she finally said with a grunt. “If I need you to do anything, I’ll tell you.” With that, she strode off towards the forecastle, shouting orders as she went. Everyn scurried after her, less steady and certain on the heaving deck than she was. They scrambled up the steps to the bridge just in time to see the first officer slump over, blood pooling from the gaping wound in his back.

Lennox, surrounded by several of the crew all armed with cudgels and sabres, walked out of the mist. Blood dripped from his blade.

“What is the meaning of this, Mr. Lennox?” Rachel drew herself up to her full height. Despite this being several inches shorter than Lennox’s six feet, she was still an imposing sight. Everyn noted several of the men back away, looking worried.

“Sorry about this, Captain.” Lennox’s insincere voice leered. “Mr. Mate here was rather uncooperative when we asked him nicely if he wouldn’t mind giving over control of the helm to us.”

“So, you are committing mutiny as well as murder, Mr. Lennox. You have already hanged yourself. If your companions step down now, things may go better for them.”

“The pirates just want the ship and all the cargo, Captain. You and the crew can walk free. The witch will have to die, of course, but they are reasonable men who wish to avoid loss of life.”

“How can you possibly know what the pirates want...” Rachel looked confused, but Everyn had already realised what was going on. He recognised the darkness in the aura that haloed Lennox’s head.

“He’s possessed, Captain. There’s a dark spirit inside him, guiding his actions. I assume there is an Etherealist on board that vessel...”

“I see.” Rachel’s voice was cold and stern. “Just as there is here, Professor Crowe...”

Everyn picked up the hint in her voice and, as Rachel suddenly feinted left and drew her rapier to parry Lennox’s thrusting cutlass stabbing for Everyn’s chest, he thrust his hand into the front of his tunic and pulled out the handful of the amulets and charms that hung around his neck on a tangle of string, chain, and thonging. While Rachel expertly fenced with Lennox and his mutineers, somehow managing to fend off both his vicious but clumsy attacks and their less enthusiastic ones with the skill of an expert fencer, he quickly picked through the tangled mess, muttering under his breath. “Felisha — Creathan goddess of hearth and home. Diagora — Japuran god of Storms and the Sea, no. Exorcisms... I need a spirit specializing in banishment...” The wheel spun out of control, sending the ship rocking randomly as more cannon fire exploded into the deck, sending splinters of wood flying all over the combatants. Everyn desperately racked his memory for an amenable spirit, fully aware that there would have been a far easier way to achieve what he wanted had he not lost his pot of sea salt. Salt was a universal agent against all forms of magic, if purified and prepared appropriately, but despite being surrounded by a whole sea full of the stuff, it was no good to him now.

Lennox lunged forward with an overreaching swing that somehow managed to slip through the flashing silver of Rachel’s defence and plunge towards her belly. Twisting instinctively, she sidestepped the blade, but it still tore through the wool of her coat and sliced through her flesh. Blood welled up in the wound. Seeing this spurred Everyn to greater efforts. He grasped another symbol out of the tangle and held it up to his eyes to view it properly. An ornate, equal-sided cross with metal bearings sealed inside small bulbous spheres on the end of each arm. The symbol of Erin, Langon god of gateways and transitions. That would work! Quickly he dropped the rest of the tangle back into his bag and wound the cord of the cross around his palm, wincing as he felt it bite the still fresh wound beneath the bandage.

“Erin, Guardian of the Way, Shepherd of the Soul, I call upon thee in this hour of need to reclaim a stray from your flock.” He muttered the prayer as he wrapped the cord tighter and tighter. As blood seeped through to stain the white cotton of the bandage, he raised his voice by slow degrees until he shouted, repeating the same words over and over again, louder and louder. “Take the stray and send it back to whence it came, show it the true path of redemption away from the darkness it has become.” His voice grew hoarse, ripped dry from the salted air, but he continued. Lennox, hearing the shouted prayer, turned away from Rachel who was leaning on the rail with her hand clasped over her bleeding side. 

“The bloody witch is doing sommat!” he yelled as he ran for Everyn, sword raised. Everyn held his hand out, blood dripping from where the cord had cut into his wounded flesh onto the amulet that hung from his palm, trying to ignore the pain and blood loss that made his already exhausted body feel faint and nauseous. 

Lennox lunged in, aiming for Everyn’s chest. Everyn, ready for this, stepped aside and thrust his bleeding palm onto the mutineer’s forehead, leaving a dark smear where it hit. He called out the prayer one last time, feeling the power of Erin rise through him like his own breath and pour out of the wound. As he cried out in pain and fell to his knees, he could see the dark stain on Lennox’s aura brighten and clear as the mutineer fell unconscious to the deck.

***
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“YOU HAVE TO WAKE UP. We’re still in trouble.” He opened his bleary eyes to see Rachel leaning over him, shaking him by the shoulder. In her other hand, she held a wad of white cotton, clearly ripped from her shirt, over the wound in her side. The material slowly darkened as a red stain spread through it. As he looked around to assess the situation, he realised that barely moments had passed. The mutinous crew stood looking contrite; weapons on the deck in front of them and the rest of the crew still rushed about, preparing the ship to flee. From below, he could hear and feel the solid booms vibrating through the deck as the Neptune’s Wing gunners returned fire on the pirate ship. Some distant cracks and splintering creaks indicated that at least a few had hit home.

“Can you read a compass? A real one that is?”

He nodded that he could, still too bleary and confused to speak. She helped him to his feet, and he stepped over Lennox’s prone body to where the compass stood in its binnacle. Rachel took the wheel, holding it steady with one hand while still wadding the wound in her side. “Give me a heading to get us away from them as quickly as you can.”

Everyn looked down at the compass rose and the iron needle floating in liquid over it. He checked position of north and made a quick estimate at a heading he thought should get them out of range of the pirate guns as quickly as possible. He was about to call this out when something occurred to him. No matter how good this ship and her crew were, no matter how much luck they got or how fast they fled, eventually the pirates would catch them. The Neptune’s Wing was already damaged, her speed unlikely to get much above a crawl soon if the pounding from the pirate guns continued, and the crew was exhausted. There was no way out of this unless...

He fumbled in his bag and pulled out his compass, the one he had designed and made himself using particular concepts he had learned in his study of the ethereal realms. As he flipped open the salt scarred box, he reflected that Rachel had been right. A silver needle would not pick up magnetic north in the same way as a lodestone. However, she had assumed that he was looking for north, unaware of the unique properties that silver, or moon-metal as it was often called in Alchemical circles, possessed. Bless the silver, dedicate it to an appropriate god or goddess, and it will point at something potentially far more useful here than magnetic north. He held his breath as the needle wobbled round, flipping from point to point on its rose. Finally, it settled in one position, pointing firmly towards land. From the urgency of the vibrating needle, it was clear that the source was close, almost certainly within a few hundred yards and therefore well away from the shore and its jagged rocks. He looked down at the ship’s compass and yelled out a heading to Rachel.

“Are you insane?” She yelled back. “That takes us straight into the rocks!”

“Trust me!” He hoped he sounded sincere and knowledgeable enough despite the fact he needed to shout to be heard. “I know what I’m doing!”

She looked over at him, stared him straight in the eye. He could see the doubt there but also the sense that she did believe that he had some form of plan. He just hoped that it worked. 

He looked over the rail at the dark shape of the pirate ship as the Neptune’s Wing changed course, the crew adjusting the rigging to tack against the wind. From the way it moved, it looked as though the pirates had assumed they would flee out to open sea and were manoeuvring accordingly. This gave them a little bit of a head start, which he knew they might well need. The cliffs loomed closer and the vicious rocks that ringed the bay were clear now amongst the spray. If he was wrong, they would run aground there and more than likely soon be killed by the pirates.

He looked down at the compass, the silver needle vibrated even more now but in a slightly different direction. He checked the ship’s compass and called out a new heading. Rachel nodded, face pale in the misty air, and turned the wheel to adjust. Everyn held his breath as they edged closer to the point where he hoped their salvation waited.

Then he saw it. The merest shimmer in the air, so subtle it could be an optical illusion. He breathed a sigh of relief as the prow of the ship gently poked into the phenomena and vanished. At first, it simply looked as though the prow was hidden by the mist and sea spray, but then the rest of the ship slowly followed as they edged forward, disappearing as if erased. He heard Rachel gasp as she noticed.

“What in all the hells...”

“Not quite. It’s the ethereal realms! It’s a gateway into the realms of spirit.”

“Are you insane? We’ll be lost in there forever. When we emerge, centuries will have passed!”

“No. That’s a common misconception. The time dilation effects only come into effect if you stray from the moon path. They are due to co-dimensional variances impacting on the inverse of the mathematical relationship between distance and time...” He tailed off as he noted the blank expression so familiar to him from the many times in the past when he had attempted to explain ethereal topography. “Look,” he held up the silver compass. “The silver needle is keyed to the safe path through the ethereal realms, which are sometimes called moon paths because they appear silver in the light of a full moon. So long as we follow it, we’ll come out safe and very little time will have passed.”

She didn’t look convinced, but it was too late to turn around now. The ethereal gate swallowed the Neptune’s Wing entirely.

But they weren’t entirely safe yet.

“They’re following!” The call came from the crewman in the crow’s nest. Rachel swore and Everyn looked back over her shoulder to see the pirate ship changing course and heading for the shimmer in the air that denoted the gate.

“Can they get through like we have?” There was a hopeful tone to Rachel’s voice as if she said, Please tell me that they can’t follow us. Everyn grimaced.

“Unfortunately, there is no reason why not,” he replied. “The gate is open, and they have seen us go through, so they know where it is. They clearly have an Etherealist on board and they may know the safe ways to travel. So, it comes down to whose knowledge of the ethereal realms is most accurate.”

Rachel grinned. “Or who has the best equipment,” she indicated the compass with a nod of her head. “All hands prepare for boarders!”

The mist around the Neptune’s Wing was now thicker than before; oppressive tendrils floated over the side and lazily explored the deck. Shadows, moving in strange ways, oozed around them with nothing visible that could project them. Perspective was all wrong and sense of direction seemed askew. Rachel tied off the wheel to keep their current heading steady and walked over to the binnacle. She peered down over Everyn’s shoulder at the compass. The needle turned gently, never settling on one direction. He held up the silver compass, flat in his palm with the cover open. The needle pointed straight and true to the prow. She shook her head and walked back to the wheel.

Everyn could understand her discomfort. He wasn’t as confident about their predicament as he claimed. Though he had visited this realm on a number of occasions, during the proof-of-concept trials for the compass, this was the first time he had entered a gate so unprepared. Under normal circumstances, there would be purifications, meditations, wards against malevolent spirits. He would never have considered sailing an entire merchantman and her crew through a gate, especially not pursued by a much larger vessel that was out to attack them. With the rituals and purifications, there might be a far better chance at survival. Without them, he felt naked in what he knew was a very dangerous realm.

The crew of the ship waited by the rails, weapons in their hands, and watched as the large pirate ship slowly eased through the gate, following them into the deeper mist beyond. The creaking of the sails of both vessels was louder in the silence of the ethereal realm, without even the gusting of the wind or the crashing of the surf to break the silence. That was fine until it occurred to his rational mind to ask the critical question: if there is no wind, what in all the hells is filling the sails?

Everyn realised that they didn’t have much time for such metaphysical conundrums, however, as the pirate ship crashed into the side of the Neptune’s Wing with a splintering crunch of wood and a creak of painters that sounded like the call of some hellish carrion-eating bird circling the souls of the damned as they crawled to a salvation they would never reach. He could see the pirates lined up on the deck, tan skinned like himself, showing their Creathan heritage, and bristling with weapons. Rachel’s crew, on the other hand, were a wider mix of ethnicities but mostly pale-skinned northerners, dressed in a smart uniform of dark, canvas trousers and a simple tunic emblazoned with her company crest. They carried basic weapons, also issued by the company, including a simple cutlass and firearms manufactured by the world-famous Gunnery school of Berg. Though some of them had managed to secure their own personal arms, mostly purchased with their wages or stolen from the bodies of pirates who had in the past tried to board the Neptune’s Wing.

With a bloodcurdling scream, several pirates leapt across the ever-widening gap between the two ships while the others began securing
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Gods of the Sea

“What are gods? You will find many
answers to this question, differing based
on culture and belief. Sometimes these
o vary within the same culture or

elief groups. However, academically we
have definitans based on eidence. A god <
s an ethereal being, existing in one or
more of the etheric dimensions, capable
of communicating or having direct
physical interaction with our own etheric
plane. Through various means, what we
might call spells, rituals o prayers, we
can weaken the barriers between planes
and allow these interactions o occur
with greater ease. All etherealists agree
on this definition, what they disagree on
are the best methods to achieve this
contact.”

Extract from a lecture
by Professor Absalom Doric, Chair of
Ethereal Studies, University of Aethra.
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Gods of the Deep

“It is becoming more apparent than ever
that the Creathan authorities have lost
control over their tenitorial waters. To
the extent that pirates have been seen
brazenly making use of, we must assumer
stolen Creathan Naval vessels in plain
view with no repercussions, <
The trade between Langon and Creatha,
not to mention that with lands begond
Creatha, is a vital part of our economy
and one which | am sure the Senate
would prefer not to endanger by allowing
such perfidy to continue. | expect to see
this issue discussed in detail and an
announcement of appropriate

government actions in due course.”

Letter to Lady Chammery, Head of the
Senate of Langon, from Captain Rachel
Drake of Drake Enterprises, Berg.
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