
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Copyright ©2017 E.S. Bell 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
    This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 
 
      
 
    Cover by The Cover Collection 
 
      
 
    Interior formatting by That Formatting Lady, http://thatformattinglady.com/ 
 
      
 
    Lunos map by Kate Didyk 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dedication 
 
    Map of Lunos 
 
    Prologue 
 
    Part I 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Part II 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Part III 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    Chapter Forty 
 
    Chapter Forty-One 
 
    Chapter Forty-Two 
 
    Chapter Forty-Three 
 
    Chapter Forty-Four 
 
    Chapter Forty-Five 
 
    Chapter Forty-Six 
 
    Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
    Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    About E.S. Bell 
 
    Glossary 
 
    Acknowledgments 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    For my father, with love. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    (Select the image to expand for greater detail.) 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood on the deck of the White Wave. Dawn had yet to break. In my spyglass, lanterns hanging in cabins and mounted on the mastheads of three hundred Zak’reth warships were the only light—starbursts among the mass of shadows that were converging on another indistinct shape. Isle Calinda. The Zak’reth did not care about stealth. They were bold and brazen, and the innocent people of Isle Calinda would know their merciless fire unless I stopped them.  
 
    The White Wave was lightless. As was the Firestar beside her, where Skye stood upon its quarterdeck. As were the other twenty or so Armada ships that had come on this dangerous mission.  
 
    “First light,” Skye had told me the night before. “We’re going to sail you close. As soon as the sun breaks the horizon, do it.” 
 
    I’d nodded grimly. “Yes, Commander. But…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What if I’m not strong enough?” 
 
    “Then we’re all dead,” Skye said.  
 
    Now, I stood on the main deck of the White Wave with Ilior beside me. My pale blonde hair whipped my face where it had been pulled from its tight braid by the wind. The Vai’Ensai—the dragonman to the crew—was to brace me as I cast the spell, and he would catch me as I fell into unconsciousness or died, such was the exhaustive power of Summoning.  
 
    The White Wave pulled away from the Firestar, drew nearer to the Zak’reth fleet that was only a league and a half in front of our nose. Skye’s plan relied on the fact the Zak’reth would not look back.  
 
    I thrust my chin out. I stood tall with shoulders thrown back. I was a Summoner. Not for a thousand years had there been one such as me. I was blessed by the god in a way no other living Aluren Paladin could imagine. I was a vessel into which the god could move the seas.  
 
    My bravado only barely concealed my fear. 
 
    I looked at the Zak’reth ships, thought of the men aboard. Forty men to a ship. Three hundred ships. Twelve thousand men were breathing their last breaths as I, their destroyer looked upon them. The number was too big, too staggering, even if it belonged to the enemy. Then I turned to the township that hugged the shore of Isle Calinda. Four hundred souls huddled in their homes, watching the Zak’reth approach, believing their last moments were at hand.  
 
    But no. I would save them. They and the countless others the Zak’reth would murder in their war. They had already laid waste to the Farendus Isles. I nodded to myself, even as my heart clanged against my chest and my limbs trembled. As the sun crested the eastern horizon, I looked to the other ship. To Skye. She raised her hand and brought it down again. My order was clear. 
 
    I raised my own arms and drew in a long, shaking breath.  
 
    I had never sought to call so much water. My training in the Moon Temple had been scarce; the Summoning drained me terribly. I wondered with a stab of fear if asking the ocean for so much would kill me. It might, I thought. Penance for taking so many Zak’reth lives. A sacrifice for the greater good. I left it to the god to decide.  
 
    I spoke the words.  
 
    The deck beneath my feet canted downwards and I felt Ilior grip the back of my belt to keep me on my feet. I heard the gasps of the sailors around me and then all sound was drowned out by the deafening surge. A wall of water rose up in front of the White Wave, blocking out the sight of the Zak’reth warships. Up, up, it rose, higher than I could have dreamed; and I exulted that the Two-Faced God loved me, loved the Aluren and the Alliance and the people of Isle Calinda. By its good graces, I was going to save them all.  
 
    I held my arms upward for another heartbeat and then thrust them forward. The wave ceased its upward surge and raced toward the Zak’reth armada. 
 
    I sank to my knees, watching as the water crashed over the ships, shattering them and sending bits of wood and bodies flying into the air as a churning whirlpool broiled beneath. Men screamed and drowned as their ships were smashed against one another and against the water that pummeled them like a fist of a mighty giant slamming down. The destruction was total. Three hundred warships gone, their sturdy hulls rendered into kindling, sails torn and floating like shrouds on the water; rigging tangled with red-armored men, dragging them down into the churning froth.  
 
    I rejoiced…until I saw that my wave had been stronger than even I could have dreamed. It smashed the Zak’reth ships but did not stop. With a silent scream of horror, I watched it crash against the shores of Isle Calinda. The water, like a giant’s hand, clawed the settlement and when it receded the shoreline was wiped clean. The settlement was gone. Four hundred people…gone, carried into the swirling aftermath of the wave and dying with the Zak’reth who would have killed them too. Gone. All gone. 
 
    My soul cried out as I couldn’t. I hadn’t the strength. The joy of my victory blackened and rotted at what I had done. The horror of it—not just the people of Calinda but the Zak’reth too; hundreds of people dead at my hand. It overwhelmed my senses. It seemed as if all the world had become one loud, long, anguished scream that only I could hear.  
 
    The god will be so angry with me, I thought.  
 
    And then it happened.  
 
    From the ether, or the sky, or the moon itself, some unseen missile flew at me and struck me in the chest, blasting me with a merciless, raw power that could only have come from a wrathful entity not of this world. I heard my own lungs make a horrifying sucking sound as they tried to draw in air. Agony bored into the core of me, into my heart that radiated deathly cold like a dead, black sun. The pain of thousands of people dying, drowning; the pain of thousands breathing cold water instead of air; that pain lived in me as a slab of ice as tall as the wave I made and as heavy as the world. I tried to scream, to lend my voice to that chorus and die, but that would be too merciful.  
 
    I clutched at my chest as Ilior above me cried out for help. It was then I found the mark. The hole. My hands trembled and I was falling away but I managed to open my tunic and peered down to see… 
 
    The blackness. It sucked me into its inky depths; a cold, black well bored into the center of me, in the shape of a crescent moon—the God’s Shadow face. The Eye.  
 
    “What have I done…?” 
 
    And then the moon-shaped hole in my chest breathed its first cold breath and I screamed and screamed… 
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    The Tainted One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paladin Selena Koren knelt at the altar, head bowed, eyes squeezed shut. Her gloved fingers clenched the crossbar of her sword. A shaft of sunlight from the circular window fell over her, illuminating the gold of her hair, the blue of the sapphire in the pommel of her sword, the silver stitching of her Aluren overtunic. A brilliant slant of light that carried with it all of the summer’s intense heat.  
 
    Selena shivered. Always shivered.  
 
    Her shoulders burned and hours on the wooden planking bruised her knees, but she did not rise. Outside the small sanctuary’s thin clapboard walls, the ocean crashed, roaring and subsiding, louder and louder as the high tide came in. Within, a salty draft swirled gritty sand over the planking and groaned in the eaves. She listened for the Two-Faced God’s voice in those whispers or the rumble of the sea.  
 
    “Please,” she whispered. “What must I do?”  
 
    The blackness behind her closed eyes shifted and morphed. A pier jutted out over mist-laden water. The night was deep but stars and a crescent moon shed silvery light. Everything was aglow: the pier, the water; even the mist glittered faintly, and so thick Selena couldn’t see anything but the pier, the water, and the light.  
 
    An orange light hovered over the water in the distance, like a small, fiery sun. 
 
    If I could just reach it… 
 
    Selena walked faster, then ran. The pier stretched out under her feet, on and on, and the light grew no closer. The mist thickened and stole her breath with sudden chill. She felt each particle like a pinprick on her skin—like glass dust—cutting her, biting her with icy teeth and filling her lungs until it felt as though she were drowning. Stiffened limbs slowed her until she fell. She raised her head with creaking tendons and a jaw clenched shut. The orange light, like a small, fiery sun, hung within reach; hung impossibly far away.  
 
    Biting pain encased her hands. She looked down. A molten silver puddle of ice spread beneath her knees. The biting agony of her flesh freezing, locking her to the pier, brought a scream to her lips but she hadn’t the breath. The mist thickened, gripped her in a frigid embrace, obscuring everything until there was only it, and she, and the cold that seemed to emanate from her very bones. A voice as old as oceans and just as deep, spoke and she knew from where it came.  
 
    From the hole over her heart.  
 
    From the icy chasm of her god-blasted chest.  
 
    The wound.  
 
    Find me, said the voice.  
 
    Selena’s eyes flew open and she gasped. The cold mist and the ice encasing her to the pier were gone. She was back in the chapel, clinging to the crossbar of her sword with both hands as a shiver wracked her hard enough to make her chainmail creak.  
 
    Find me… 
 
    “I’m trying, O god,” she whispered, her lips struggling to form the words.  
 
    Find me, the voice said, but the real message behind the simple words was clear: Find the light or die. These words resounded in her mind like a clanging bell of a lighthouse warning a ship it had come too close to the rocks that would rip it apart and send it to the Deeps. 
 
    Selena set down her sword and stood on creaking knees. Her small ampulla hung from the right side of her belt, opposite her sword’s scabbard, but the sanctuary had its own bowl of ocean water. She took off one leather glove and dipped her hand into the two-handled bowl on the altar. Unable to feel heat of any kind, the faint tingles on her skin meant the water was warm, having sat in the slant of summer sun all day. The moon was not yet visible, but with her other hand, Selena reached for the sky beyond the sanctuary’s clapboard roof exactly where the moon hid, and spoke the sacred word.  
 
    “Illuria.” 
 
    An orange glow emanated from her submerged palm, tinting the water as the setting sun does to the ocean along the horizon. She laid her hand, still glowing orange and dripping seawater onto the thick, blue wool of her overtunic. The stiffness and ache in her shoulder vanished. She touched the left shoulder and the muscles loosened there too. Before the healing glow faded altogether—and before she could change her mind—she laid her hand over her heart.  
 
    The cold draft was tangible on her bare wet hand, blowing faintly through the soft linen of her undershirt, her chainmail vest, her overtunic. She found the crescent moon shape of the hole in her chest, and pressed hard, as if she could push the healing light inside it.  
 
    “Illuria,” she said with the same beseeching tone that colored her prayers.  
 
    The glow faded to nothing. Her shoulders felt strong and free of pain as if she hadn’t spent the last few hours in unmoving prostration to the Two-Faced God. The wound remained, a hollow chasm of endless cold bored into the very core of her being by the god’s wrath. She let her hand drop and bowed her head.  
 
    Selena had spent the last few weeks sailing about the lesser islands of the archipelago, watching the orange glow of her magic ease pain and lift the pallor of illness from the inhabitants. She prayed to the Shining face of the Two-Faced god to heal these people as she had so many others during the last five years, and her prayers were always answered. For everyone but herself.  
 
    A voice came at the door, soft and hesitant. “Paladin Koren?” 
 
    Selena gave a start and turned, wiping her eyes quickly. “Good afternoon, abbot.”  
 
    An older man, portly, his skin weathered from salt and spray, leaned against the doorway. Sweat darkened his plain sackcloth robes under his arms and down his chest. From a pocket, he withdrew a letter written on a rich vellum not found on this tiny island and held it to her, his expression soft with kindness. 
 
    “My deepest pardons for interrupting your meditations, but a peliteryx has come from the Moon Temple for you. Just arrived here, though our man at the birdhouse says it looks to have been chasing you around the islands these last weeks.” 
 
    Selena took the parchment. It looked to be one copy of a letter, wrinkled and wanting to scroll itself, as if it had been rolled in and out of peliteryx pouches more than once. She noted with a pounding heart the other names in the address.  
 
    Justarch Yuri Osten, House of Rights and Laws, Isle Parish 
 
    Admiral Archer Crane, Alliance Admiralty, Citadel  
 
    Paladin Selena Koren, Moon Temple of the Aluren, Isle Lillomet 
 
    This issue hereby gives notice that a congress of the above-named Alliance allies and authorities will convene on the 5th of Setilix, NDE, in the Vestibule of the Moon Temple, noontime. Her Reverence Celestine Pollis, Reverent Taliah Ka-Mat-Al, and Reverent Gerus Hannak presiding.  
 
    This assembly is classified as High Security. All attendants will adhere to the bylaws of the New Dawn Era treaties and use proper discretion upon penalty of death.  
 
    H.R. Celestine 
 
    18th of Agout, NDE 
 
    Selena felt the blood drain from her face. The 5th of Setilix. “Two day’s time,” she breathed.  
 
    “Paladin?” 
 
    “I am called back to Isle Lillomet.” She strove to keep her voice even. “I must depart immediately. Tonight.”  
 
    “Of course, of course,” the abbot said. “I’ll tell the harbormaster to ready your ship.” 
 
    “There’s no time. I’ll go myself.” Selena took up her sword from the planked floor. The sapphire glinted in the twilight hues. 
 
    “A thing of beauty,” the abbot said with a nod at her weapon.  
 
    “An unfortunate necessity.” Selena sheathed it with a snap. “Thank you for the use of your sanctuary this afternoon.” 
 
    “Not at all.” The abbot smiled. “We are indebted to you. Hilda Youn’s baby is hale and hearty once more when all had seemed lost two nights ago. And we were certain young Tylan would never walk again, and now the boy doesn’t even suffer a limp. You truly have the god’s ear in every way…” His words trailed, as did his gaze, which flitted to the place over her heart where the wound lay, and then to the ground.  
 
    “Not in every way.” She smiled gently. “You know who I am?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “And yet you have been so kind to me. To the Tainted One…” 
 
    The abbot met her eye and spoke in a low voice. “That name is ill-spoken and unbefitting. There are so few Aluren left in the Temple and none who make the healing pilgrimages anymore. But for you.” He bowed his head. “You are always welcome.” 
 
    Selena felt hot tears sting her eyes. Such courtesy towards her was rare.  
 
    They stepped out of the sanctuary and onto the path. It snaked down before them, to the beach. Sage scrub lined the path on both sides, permeating the air with a dusty green scent. They started down the path and a shadow fell over them both.  
 
    The abbot fell back and clutched his sackcloth. “My poor heart…” 
 
    A Vai’Ensai glared down at them from a height of seven spans, his eyes starkly human in a face that more closely resembled the dragons of old. His scaled gray skin appeared silvery in the dying sunlight, though it didn’t gleam so bright as his immense broad sword. He kept the weapon strapped to his back, between his wing and the tangle of exposed bone and scarred flesh that marked where its pair had been. Selena could almost see the abbot bite back the word “dragonman” to say Ilior’s name instead. 
 
    “Master Ilior. …”  
 
    Ilior’s voice was as two stones grinding together. “Sorry to startle, abbot.” 
 
    “We are called back to Isle Lillomet,” Selena told Ilior. “If you would hurry to the inn and collect my belongings, I’ll meet you at the ship.”  
 
    “At once.” Ilior loped down the path, his lone wing furled tight to his scarred back.  
 
    To the abbot, Selena said, “Would you please have your man send a peliteryx to the Temple? Let them know I only just received their letter and will arrive on Lillomet tomorrow morning—tides, winds, and luck permitting.”  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Hear and be Heard, abbot.” 
 
    He took her hand, shocking her with his willingness to touch her. His hand felt damp and calloused and wonderful. She fought the urge to grab it and hold on. He’s the same age my father would have been… 
 
    “And to you, Paladin. Hear and be Heard.” He smiled sadly. “I pray that you will be.”  
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    Selena met Ilior on the deck of the Silver Wind, the hundred-span schooner the Temple reserved for Paladins on their healing missions. There had once been a small fleet of ships for such a purpose. Now there was one. With the bustle of the crew scurrying to obey Captain Wymer’s orders behind them, Selena drew Ilior to the portside of the main deck.  
 
    “It’s an Alliance meeting,” Selena said in a low voice. “One of the Justarchs and the Admiral are to attend.” 
 
    “Trouble?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I’m afraid.”  
 
    She watched the sun sink behind the Calling Sea. It seemed as if burning embers floated atop the deep blue expanse. In the west, Isle Lillomet was a distant shape looming in the fading light, while the dozens of smaller islands scattered before it were bathed in ochre hues. The air smelled thick and salty, and though she could not feel it, she knew the summer heat had not yet left the Western Watch. It was there, on the faces of the crew that were flush and sweaty, and in Ilior beside her, who needed the heat to keep his cool reptilian blood warm. But winter would come, taking the heat with it. Soon. She laid a hand over the cold draft in her chest.  
 
    Ilior saw the gesture. “You submitted another petition to drink from the God’s Tears, did you not? Perhaps this time it has been granted.” 
 
    “If that were true, there’d be no reason to include the Admiral or a Justarch.”  
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “War, I fear. The rumors have been growing louder.” Selena’s heart thudded against her chest. “And if it is another war, the only reason to include me in any council is because they want me to Summon again. But I will not. I will not.”  
 
    Ilior’s heavy arm went around her shoulders and she sagged against him.  
 
    “I’m tired, Ilior. When I think of enduring another winter with the wound…” 
 
    “We’ll sail to one of the meridian island as we did last year. That helped, yes?” 
 
    “It did,” she said, not adding that tropical heat was like a candle standing against a bitter, chill wind.  
 
    Ilior looked down at her, his brown eyes—the most human part of him—narrowed slightly. “That is what you call a half-truth, is it not? It helped, but not enough.” He shook his horned head and spat over the side. “And one sip from the God’s Tears might close your wound…” 
 
    “Or it might not,” Selena said. “The God’s Tears is ultimate healing from the god. My wound is the god’s punishment. The Temple likely still feels it’s not their place to undo one with the other.” 
 
    Ilior snorted his disgust. 
 
    Selena smiled reassuringly up at him. “The Two-Faced God has not forsaken me,” she said. “I have hope. If I lose that, it will not matter where I spend my winters.” 
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    At dawn, the Silver Wind was only a few leagues out from Isle Lillomet. The isle where she’d spent the last week was one of many that spilled out of the archipelago of the four big islands that dominated the Western Watch, and not far from Lillomet. She had intended to sail among more of these small outer islands for a fortnight at least, to tend those who needed the god’s healing magic, and to keep away from the Moon Temple for as long as possible. Both pleased the High Reverent Celestine, Selena thought with a pang.  
 
    I am not welcome in my own Temple. 
 
    It made her official summons even more confusing.  
 
    The sun was high in a clear sky when Isle Lillomet drew near. The city hugged the coast, white marble gleaming on the eastern end, multi-colored homes and shops of clapboard on the west. Old King’s Harbor churned with skiffs and trawlers but Captain Wymer navigated the busy port swiftly, to a section of the docks reserved for the Temple. The berths were empty but for the High Reverent’s ceremonial barge, rusted and in want of barnacle scraping. The schooner dropped anchor and the captain provided a skiff and a man to row it to take Selena and Ilior to the docks. There, a young man swathed in the blue and silver of an Aluren adherent was waiting.  
 
    “I’m Lanik Thrakill, Paladin,” he said as Ilior helped Selena step off. “Her Reverence sent me to escort you to the Moon Temple.” He offered Ilior a smooth smile, seeming unperturbed by the Vai’Ensai’s imposing stature.  
 
    Selena had never seen the adherent before and her heart lightened for it. A new adherent. So rare, so few. He was a young, handsome fellow with dark hair and striking blue eyes, like chips of sky-colored glass. His tunic was plain and bore none of the elaborate stitching of a higher-ranking adherent.  
 
    “I haven’t been gone from Lillomet so very long that I’ve forgotten the way to the Moon Temple,” Selena told him with a smile. “You are new?” 
 
    “I am. Just arrived two nights past, though I’d Heard the god ages ago.” Lanik smiled though it didn’t touch his eyes. “It’s taken me quite awhile to find my way here, and now that I have, I am pleased Her Reverence has already entrusted me with such important tasks. She insisted that I escort you. A formality, I’m sure, but it gives me pleasure to extend the courtesy.” 
 
    “Your courtesy is appreciated,” Selena said. “And rare.” 
 
    “Unlike some of our brethren, Paladin Koren, I harbor no such reservations about being in your presence.” Lanik inclined his head in a bow, but his eyes went to the place on her chest where her wound hid. 
 
    Ilior snorted behind them and Selena cleared her throat as a flush colored her neck and ears. She felt it, not as heat, but as an uncomfortable, stinging tingle.  
 
    “I meant,” she said tightly, “with our ranks so low as of late, there are few adherents left to extend courtesy to the Paladins. Few Paladins left, for that matter.  
 
    “A grievous situation.” Lanik smiled brightly. “Shall we?” 
 
    Narrow, winding streets, flanked on either side by stone-and-brick homes led them to the Temple. Flowers colored window ledges in bursts of color, adding their scents to the air that was laced with odors of oil and fish and the remnants of the morning’s baking. Folk out on the street ceased their chatter to watch our small procession—Ilior in particular—wend their way up the hill to the Temple. Lanik led the way and Selena had to quicken her pace to match his long strides. 
 
    The cobblestone street snaked up the hill, and when it reached the top, the homes and shops that crowded the way were exchanged for wide expanses of green grasses. Fountains of white marble burbled amid stands of flowers. The cobbles became a smooth, paved walk that led to the immense silver temple that glowed molten in the sunlight. Men in fine suits and women with light dresses and wide-brimmed hats strolled among the walks. As they drew nearer to the Moon Temple, the grass-lined paths should have been busy with adherents, from acolytes to Paladins, but there were none. The Temple stood apart from the hustle and bustle of the city, as if it were waiting for a return to the former glory that its majestic appearance warranted.  
 
     The three stepped out of the noonday heat and into the cool of the Temple’s atrium. Insects flitted among the wide-leafed plants, and the fountains burbled but the foliage was browned and sparse. The atrium was open to the sky but tall trees offered shade and shelter from the sun. Selena’s skin lost the faint tingle that signified heat was present. Though it couldn’t have been more than a few degrees cooler within, her skin broke out in gooseflesh and she shivered.  
 
    “We’ve been gone a fortnight and yet it looks so much worse,” Selena murmured to Ilior.  
 
    He nodded. “They are dying.”  
 
    We, the Aluren, are dying, she thought. 
 
    “Here I must take my leave,” Lanik said with a short bow. “I will meet you here on the morrow, after first light, to escort you to the Vestibule.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Selena said. “I’ve lived here since I was eight years old. I can find my way.” 
 
    “I have no doubts, Paladin,” Lanik replied, “but the High Reverent insists upon it. Formalities.” He smiled again. “Tomorrow then?” 
 
    Selena nodded. Celestine was making a show of normalcy and strength when there was neither. “Very well. Tomorrow.” 
 
    When he was gone, she felt the weight of Ilior’s glance on her. “You don’t need an escort,” he said bitterly. “You’re no stranger. This is your home.” 
 
    Selena sighed. “The Temple feels less and less like my home every time I return.” 
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    Skye’s Decree 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, Selena woke in her bare adherent’s cell—cot, table, lamp, small chest for belongings—to a Temple that bustled with noise like it hadn’t in ten years, since before the war. Armor clanked, booted footsteps stomped, and leather creaked. Men called out or coughed or laughed, their voices bounding down the halls, filling the empty space with glorious sound. 
 
    Lying on her back, Selena closed her eyes and imagined it was Paladins who tromped the echoing paths of the Temple. Aluren Paladins in plate armor that gleamed as brightly as the silver stitching on their blue overtunics. She could see sapphires sparkling on dozens of pommels, but the treasure was not the gems, but the sheer number of men and women who wore the Paladin’s sword.  
 
    But after she dressed and stepped into the halls, there were no Paladins but herself, and she could not wear gleaming plate. It trapped the icy breath of her wound, encasing her in cold. She had to wear dull chainmail that would never gleam no matter how she polished it, and her overtunic was always thick blue wool. 
 
    The tromping boots and low voices belonged to Alliance guardsmen in blue and red, there to protect the Admiral, and to Justarch Osten’s retinue of soldiers in green and gold. A sliver of dread slipped into Selena’s heart as she walked—slowly—to the Vestibule. Four Justarchs presided over the four big islands of the Alliance. Yuri Osten was Justarch over Isle Parish, the island that was home to the Guild, and housed the Order of Shipwrights and Order of Armaments. All three vital to the defense of the Western Watch, and, of course, vital to ensuring the armada was prepared for war.  
 
    Ilior wasn’t in sight at the door to the Great Hall that would lead to the interior of the Temple. Lanik Thrakill, with his too-wide smile, stood waiting. 
 
    “Where’s Ilior?” Selena asked.  
 
    “He had intended to meet you here, though I regretfully sent him away. They wish for you to come alone. The High Reverent insists upon it. Master Ilior told me he’d be waiting for you in the atrium when the meeting was adjourned.” 
 
    “Fine, then,” Selena said, though she felt anything but fine. She felt as if she were about to go into battle without the strong wall of a fortress at her back. 
 
    “He is a loyal bodyguard.” Lanik opened the great oaken doors for her.  
 
    “He is not my bodyguard,” she snapped, more harshly than she’d intended, and stepped inside the Great Hall. Lanik followed after, closing the door behind him.  
 
    White marble walls rose high on all sides, threaded with silver, and carved in undulating waves. At the very top, fifty spans high, was set a skylight in pure crystal. A perfect circle of thinly cut quartz let in the day’s sun, muting its light into a soft radiance that lit the entire chamber. At night, it harnessed light from the moon and stars and lit the Great Hall in the glowing white hues of sea foam at midnight. Day or night, the circular shape of the crystal cast a full moon on the polished marble floor.  
 
    The beauty was marred by neglect. Dust motes danced in the air, and oily smudges climbed the walls where lamps were ensconced. Justarch and Armada officials and guards milled about, some stopping to watch her approach.  
 
    She turned to Lanik. “Again, I’ve lived within these walls since I was a child. I can find my own way to the Vestibule.” 
 
    “Of course, Paladin,” Lanik said, “but the High Reverent insists.” 
 
    Selena bit back her irritation and allowed Lanik to lead her down the broad passages of the Temple as if she hadn’t walked these paths a thousand times since her youth. Here, it was quiet; she and Lanik had left the officials behind, and their footsteps echoed around them hollowly. Stained glass windows lined the walls and cast rainbow hues against the marble. The syrupy colors were too bright, too cloying, like decorations for a festival no one attended.  
 
    They arrived at another heavy oak door, set with a silver disc the size of a dinner plate. In its blurred reflection, Selena thought her blue eyes looked tired and her skin pale—always pale, never flushed with heat or colored by warmth. Her pallor was the product of fear as well. On the other side of the door, she would learn the purpose of the summons. Another war? Or to deny her petition to drink from the God’s Tears. Or perhaps worse. She had sometimes wondered if the Reverents who made up the governing body of the Aluren would vote to exile her. The thought made her shiver nearly as strongly as her wound did. The Temple was all she knew. But for Ilior, it was all she had. 
 
    Two of the Admiral’s guards and two of the Justarch’s stood before the huge doors. They crowded the entrance to the Vestibule with their muskets and cutlasses, but discipline kept any one from appearing awkward or uncomfortable. Lanik cleared his throat delicately.  
 
    “I’ll announce you, Paladin,” he said.  
 
    “No, I go in alone.” Selena held up a hand when he started to protest. “I know what the High Reverent has ordered, but on this I insist. I will not be announced.”  
 
    “But…if I may ask,” Lanik said, “why would you not wish for an entrance befitting your station?” 
 
    Because when you announce my name, ‘Selena Koren’, will ring out in our empty halls and the ‘Tainted One’, will echo after, she thought. Aloud, she said, “My station is serving the god. You may go.” She smiled to help take the stiffness out of her command. Lanik acquiesced, and with a final bow slipped back down the hallway. 
 
    “Gentlemen.” She nodded to the guards. They moved aside and she stepped inside the Vestibule. 
 
    In the twenty years since she’d called the Temple her home, she’d only had cause to visit the Vestibule a handful of times. Her initiation into the faith had been one. The occasion of her Paladinship ten years ago was another. That had been a hurried affair, barely holding to tradition. The Zak’reth war had been a roaring inferno and Aluren Paladins were tossed into the fire as fast as their vows could be uttered.  
 
    The Vestibule was plainer than the Great Hall but better maintained. The walls were free of oil smudges and the marble was polished to a high sheen.  
 
    Celestine does her best, Selena thought, for one so heavily burdened at such a young age. The High Reverent sat in a plain chair on a long, raised dais at the end of the hall. She was flanked by her two Reverent Paladins—Gerus and Taliah. The Admiral of the Alliance Armada sat beside Gerus, and to his left was the Justarch of Isle Parish. They spoke in hushed tones and fell to silence as Selena approached. 
 
    Every time she sailed the outer islands to heal those in need, Selena returned to see the Moon Temple and its inhabitants with new eyes. Just as the foliage in the atrium seemed worse for wear in just a few short weeks, so too, did the High Reverent. Celestine’s beautiful face was stiff with her usual seriousness— a cold visage framed by rich brown hair—but showing signs of fatigue, like little cracks in the surface of white porcelain. Her robes were immaculate, and the silver pendant of a full moon rested in the exact center of her chest. The pendant looked as though it weighed a thousand pounds. She noted too that Celestine’s hands were folded on the table, but clenched too tightly.  
 
    Selena stood before the assemblage and bowed low.  
 
    Celestine began to speak but Reverent Taliah broke in first. 
 
    “Time grows short,” the Juskarii woman growled by way of greeting, as if they’d been sitting in the Vestibule waiting for days. “Our purpose is urgent and we’ve much to discuss.” Her red skin seemed to glow like hot embers in the light of the oil lamps burning in delicate sconces on the walls at paced intervals. Selena wondered, with a twinge of envy, if the Juskarii woman felt as warm as her coloring made her seem.  
 
    Reverent Gerus snorted. He was not quite seventy, but his ebon skin glowed with health. Or anger, judging by his next words. “Urgent,” he said, drawing Taliah’s indignant stare. “Urgent my eye. This is nothing more than a disgrace. A charade—” 
 
    “Silence,” Celestine cut in. “This is an Alliance meeting and will be afforded the proper decorum. Your objections of earlier are duly noted, Reverent Gerus, and now we must proceed.” She looked to Selena, a small, tight smile on her face. “Paladin Koren, greetings. I believe you’ve met Admiral Archer Crane?” 
 
    “I have,” Selena said. “Good afternoon, Admiral.” 
 
    “And to you, Paladin,” the Admiral replied with a wan smile. 
 
    He was older than her twenty-eight years—in his early forties—and handsome with dark hair and eyes. Selena recalled him as a happy, somewhat insouciant fellow, always with a smile and a jest on his lips. She had not known him well; they’d only spoken in passing, but he’d always been kind to her. Selena remembered his kindness well.  
 
    Archer Crane’s keen leadership skills and mastery of nautical tactics had earned him his rank though Selena thought the authority fit him like an undersized coat. “Bureaucracies belong on shore,” he was known to say, “but I belong at sea.” Even as she watched, he tugged on the collar of his red dress uniform and leaned back in his chair as if to affect a nonchalance he didn’t feel. He twisted a hammered gold doubloon worn on his little finger around and around.  
 
    His wedding ring. 
 
    He’s a good man, she thought. I hope Skye knows what she’s doing to hurt him so.  
 
    Celestine continued with the introductions. She indicated to the man on the Admiral’s right. “This is Justarch Yuri Osten, of Isle Parish.”  
 
    Selena bowed low. “Justarch Osten. An honor.” 
 
     An honor, she thought, so long as you are not here to send me to war.  
 
    A slender man with a salt-and-pepper beard worn impeccably neat and trimmed, Justarch Osten regarded her with a stony, thin-lipped silence. His doublet was a fine rich green in color, and gold rings glinted on several fingers. He might have been handsome had his expression been warmer. His answering nod was short and shallow. 
 
    “I understand your devotions on lesser isles have gone well,” Celestine said to Selena. 
 
    “I believe so, High Reverent.” 
 
    “I have heard your healing has brought relief to a great many who required it.” 
 
    “That was my aim, High Reverent.” 
 
    “Modest, eh?” Taliah muttered. “The news of your service arrived quicker than you.” 
 
    “You are strong in Aluren magic, Paladin Koren.” Celestine threw Taliah a short look. “The god has Heard you and Heard you clearly. And yet,” the High Reverent said stiffly, as if bracing herself, “your wound remains. And it’s with the intention of helping you find a means of healing it, did we summon you.” 
 
    Heal my wound.  
 
    She was stunned silent. Hope flared at the words. In the six years that Skye was the High Reverent and the four of Celestine’s rule, no one had offered or suggested any means of healing her wound.  
 
    “My petition…?” Selena ventured.  
 
    Celestine shook her head. “My hands are, as ever, tied on that matter, Paladin.”  
 
    Selena should have expected such an answer, but it was a sharp blow to the gut anyway. She swallowed her humiliation, mindful of every eye trained on her.  
 
    “Forgive me, I don’t wish to sound rude but why then must Admiral Crane and Justarch Osten be a party to Aluren business?” 
 
    Why must they be a party to my shame?  
 
    “The matter of your wound,” Justarch Osten said, his lips turning upward on the word as if he had tasted something sour, “is part and parcel to a greater issue concerning the Alliance.” 
 
    “We convened this morning before your arrival,” Celestine said, “and will continue our talks after you have taken your leave, such is the gravitas of the news that arrived this morning.” 
 
    Selena swallowed. “What news?”  
 
    “The not good kind,” Gerus said.  
 
    “The worst of it concerns the Bazira,” Celestine said. “It seems the faithful to our god’s darker aspect have grown mightily in numbers since the Zak’reth war, even as our own dwindle. The war’s devastation has proven very lucrative for them.” 
 
    “They grow and spread like a fungus in the dark,” Taliah muttered.  
 
    “Indeed,” Celestine said. “The Alliance saved many people of the Eastern Edge islands from the Zak’reth but then we—” 
 
    “Abandoned them,” Gerus put in. 
 
    “—returned home,” Celestine continued as if she hadn’t heard, “and they have few resources to rebuild. Many are angry and have turned to the Bazira.” 
 
    “Turned to the Bazira for what?” Selena asked. “To become adherents? Have that many Heard the Shadow face of the God?” 
 
    “Not adherents,” Gerus said. “The Bazira are building a damn army. A rough-shod, unorganized army of brutes and rogues, but an army nonetheless.” 
 
    “Inhabitants of the island cluster known as the Farendus Isles have taken to calling themselves the Forgotten Isles,” Celestine said. “These Forgotten Isles have suffered terrible atrocities, even though the war is ten years ended: murder, rape, robbery and such. Thieves and scoundrels and mercenaries have been ravaging the islands for a decade. But now, we believe these ruffians are being enticed to serve the Bazira.” 
 
    “If I recall, the Farendus Isles were always fiercely independent,” Selena said. “Why would they agree to serve anyone?” 
 
    “Doubloons. Food. Survival,” Gerus said. “The Forgotten Isles are a mess, and that’s all there is to it. Of course those Baziran bastards are behind it. Preying on the fears of people who have no hope. Goading and prodding them into thinking their way is the best way…” 
 
    “And so they are amassing willing soldiers, not adherents, though they outnumber us in that regard, as well.” 
 
    “Of course they do,” Taliah snapped. “During the war the Bazira sat back and watched us get slaughtered by the Zak’reth.” She turned to Selena. “Baziran strength is what makes it imperative that we obey Skye’s directives.” 
 
    Selena’s eyes widened and she took a step back. “You’ve heard from Skye?” 
 
    Without meaning to, her gaze went to Archer Crane. He remained slouched but she saw the tension in his jawline and he twisted his wedding ring with a vengeance. Selena had heard the whispering about him, that he would abandon the Western Watch—and his own son by his first marriage—to chase after Skye if he could. But having been the subject of so many rumors and whispering herself, Selena disdained such talk.  
 
    But to hear from Skye after all this time. Four years since the night she left Isle Lillomet with only a short list of orders to carry out in her absence. The rumor went that the list declined even a passing mention of her husband, the Admiral.  
 
    Celestine pursed her lips in annoyance. “One thing at a time, Reverent Taliah, if you please.” She sighed and turned to Selena. “A peliteryx came several days ago. We know not from where; the bird was unmarked for return and near mad with hunger. It killed two other peliteryxes and had to be put down. It carried a message from Skye, warning us of the unrest in the Forgotten Isles and how the Bazira seek to benefit from it.”  
 
    She drew forth several pages of parchment that wanted to curl for having been rolled to fit a peliteryx’s pouch canister. 
 
    “This is the better news. Here, she finally answers for us the question we have all been asking: why did she leave four years ago without word to her Temple, the Justarchy, or her…family,” she said, not looking at the Admiral. “Time is short to relay every detail. Suffice to say that Skye intends to bring harmony to all of Lunos, just as she did to the Western Watch.” 
 
    Selena let this information wash over her, hoping to feel relief or joy. She felt only confused. “To bring harmony? But how?” 
 
    “That’s the question, eh?” Gerus snorted. “It’s an empty promise if I ever heard one.” 
 
    Taliah rounded on him fiercely. “Your disrespect of Skye was galling enough in private chambers,” the Juskaran woman seethed. “It is made worse when displayed before this august council.” 
 
    “Respect Skye, do you?” Gerus huffed. “Is that what blind devotion is called nowadays?” 
 
    Taliah’s reddish-hued skin turned crimson and her gold eyes flared wide. The High Reverent laid a restraining hand on her arm.  
 
    “Reverent Gerus,” Celestine said, “now is not the time to state your concerns all over again.”  
 
    “No? I think it’s exactly the time and place, and I’ll state them over and over again until I’m heard.” The old warrior shook his head. “Cover your ruddy ears, Taliah,” he said, “because what I’m about to say will sound mighty disrespectful.”  
 
    While the Juskaran blustered, Gerus leaned over the table and pounded his fist to emphasize his words. 
 
    “This whole thing, it’s a farce. I think it’s a travesty that all the most powerful heads of faith, state, and ship hang their hopes on the words of a woman who left these isles four years ago without so much as a by-your-leave to anyone. So that now, after all this time, a bird from her sends the entire Alliance into a tizzy to do as she bids without one drop of evidence to say she’s got the right of things.” 
 
    Taliah’s eyes were wide and her mouth hung ajar. “It’s Skye…”  
 
    “Pish-tosh to your Skye.” The older man’s voice rose loud and deep. “We’ll send Selena Koren to her death over Skye’s decree? Yes, I said your death, missy,” he said to her, “for you’re supposed to kill not one, but two Bazira priests. And one is no trifle. He’s been dubbed the most powerful Bazira to come out of the Shadow face’s ranks since Horace the Rotten. And why do we do this? For the worst, most horrid reason. A corruption of hope. Your hope…” 
 
    Gerus paused to catch his breath and Taliah pounced.  
 
    “Enough of your blasphemy!” The Juskarii slapped her palm on the table. “You have shown contempt to the Temple and its greatest Paladin—” 
 
    “Oh, to speak against her is blasphemy now, is it?” Gerus countered. “What, Skye is godly now? Is her word as sanctified as that of the Shining face itself?”  
 
    “We’ll have order,” Celestine began but Gerus would not abide.  
 
    “And Skye is our greatest Paladin? Can Skye call the sea to do her bidding? Eh? No. But she can!” Gerus stabbed a gnarled finger at Selena. 
 
    Call the sea. Selena stood in the midst of a maelstrom, whipped by their words and memories. She would never again call the sea. Never. She would rather face exile if it came to it.  
 
    Taliah seethed through clenched teeth. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: I do not believe our numbers have dwindled so much so that the order should suffer your presence, Gerus. I’m certain there is a more worthy choice to sit your seat on the Temple’s sovereign board—” 
 
    “There is!” Gerus rose to his feet and jabbed the air in Selena’s direction again. “And she’s standing right there!”  
 
    Taliah’s mouth snapped shut with a clack. Celestine seemed about to speak but bit her lip instead. Justarch Osten, favored Selena with a curious stare and the Admiral watched her with a newfound scrutiny. Selena stood silent for a moment, too stunned to speak.  
 
    “I appreciate your faith in me,” she told Gerus when she’d found her voice, “but I am not fit for…such a rank. It is impossible.” 
 
    “It is impossible,” Taliah agreed with a huff.  
 
    “My eye,” Gerus spat. “What’s impossible to comprehend is why this girl is not honored for her service. Instead, we give her a death sentence.” 
 
    Death sentence? Skye had made contact, the Bazira were amassing an army, and now this. Selena’s head reeled. 
 
    “You disparage Selena Koren’s power even as you seek to defend her,” Celestine said, her tone cold. She fixed the old man with an icy stare, as he was still on his feet. “There is no reason to doubt Skye. She has always Heard the god better than any; she would not send Paladin Koren to fulfill a task if she believed it to be futile. Now, if you please. This conference has been too much distracted by petty bickering…”  
 
    “No, Taliah is right,” Gerus said. “I don’t belong here any longer.” He nearly toppled his chair leaving the dais, and strode toward Selena. “Whatever they ask of you,” he told her, “tell them no. It is a deadly farce.”  
 
    Up close, Selena could see the sadness in his brown eyes.  
 
    “Don’t do it, child,” he said softly. “It means your death.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    He reached up slowly, hesitantly, and patted her cheek. “I’m very sorry. You have not been treated well. May the god Hear you. But this is not the way.” 
 
    He stomped down the hallway. Selena heard him mutter at the guards to get out of his way and then the Vestibule door slammed shut, sending a deep reverberation throughout the Temple.  
 
    “Apostate,” Taliah muttered after a moment.  
 
    “No.” Celestine sounded weary. “This has been a long time coming. But he has the god’s ear, still. We will deal with Reverent Gerus later. I apologize that you had to witness such uncouth behavior, Justarch, Admiral. And you, Selena.” 
 
    Justarch Osten slapped the papers before him onto the table. “If we could proceed…”  
 
    “Yes, we shall proceed,” Celestine said, sitting up straight, “so that we can release Paladin Koren to the task assigned before we continue addressing the rest of Skye’s plans. Before the sun sets, preferably.” She looked to Selena. “Skye, in her journeys, has learned of the existence of two powerful Bazira in the northern waters of the Eastern Edge. One is a shadow cleric by the name of Accora.” 
 
    Accora. The name meant nothing to Selena. “And the other?”  
 
    “The other, a Reverent named Bacchus, was reported to be with Accora but they have since separated. To where, we do not know and neither does Skye, according to this missive.” 
 
    Selena swallowed. “And she wishes me to…?” 
 
    Celestine met her eye. “Kill them.” 
 
    Kill them. Kill them all. She was whipped back to the war. She called the sea and the sea obeyed. The people—enemy and innocent alike—were far away but she heard their screams anyway… 
 
    Selena blinked the memories away and shivered.  
 
    “I don’t expect it will be easy,” Celestine continued. “There is great danger involved as these two have risen high in the Bazira faith. They are powerful and it is with no light heart that I ask you to take on this quest.” 
 
    “But why?” Selena asked. “It’s murder—” 
 
    “Murder?” Taliah snorted. “They are Bazira. The god alone knows what kind of terrors they are wreaking. It is not murder to stop murderers, it is justice.” 
 
    “It’s assassination,” Selena said. “I won’t do it.” 
 
    When Celestine flinched at the open defiance, Admiral Crane spoke for the first time. 
 
    “It’s a direct order,” he said with a hint of sternness in his tone. “Not just from the High Reverent or from Skye, but from the Alliance itself. If the Bazira are amassing an army, if they mean to strike you Aluren when you are so weakened, then the removal of two of their powerful would be a strategic blow to their plans.” 
 
    A strategic blow? Selena felt her stomach churn and turned her gaze levelly on the man. “If it is an Alliance matter, then why not send the armada? My days of murdering without cause are over.” 
 
    “Without cause?” Taliah barely choked out the words.  
 
    Celestine laid a hand on the Juskarii’s arm. 
 
    “I’m afraid you have no choice,” she said to Selena, bolder now. “I don’t wish to force your hand, but I will if I must with an official decree. To disobey means demotion from the rank of Paladin, perhaps even exile from the Temple. These Bazira are closer to the Western Watch than at any time in recent memory. We cannot have the Bazira establishing strongholds so near. War will certainly come again if our dark brethren are allowed to land the Shadow Armada on our shores.” 
 
    “And if our armada could deal with the Bazira alone, I would undertake the mission myself,” Archer Crane said and Selena heard the longing in the man’s voice. “But their magic is best fought with your magic. You know this.” 
 
    “What will the Bazira consider the murder of two of their own if not an act of war?” Selena asked.  
 
    “You need not concern yourself with the ramifications,” Justarch Osten said. “You need do as you’re commanded. The safety of the Western Watch must come before any trifling moral objections on your part.” 
 
    Selena recoiled as if slapped. Moral objections? The wound breathed its icy breath, a moral objection from the god for the life she had taken. The Justarch regarded her with undisguised repulsion. He had no idea what he was asking.  
 
    “The two Bazira are esteemed among the Shadow face’s ruling body. Bacchus especially,” Admiral Crane said. “We, the Alliance, feel that the benefit of their absence outweighs the risks.”  
 
    Selena clenched her jaw. “High Reverent,” she said to Celestine, “the last time I took life unprovoked…” 
 
    “Killing the invading Zak’reth was hardly done without provocation,” Taliah said. “This is no different.” 
 
    “No different?” A sudden, uncommon fury welling in Selena. “With all due respect, you haven’t the slightest notion,” she said. “I killed hundreds of innocents with that spell meant for the Zak’reth and now bear the mark to prove it.”  
 
    Her hand went to her chest with a half-mad intention of ripping aside her tunic to show them the wound. The chamber hushed. She could feel them craning in to see. But she let her hand drop. Only Skye and Ilior had ever seen the wound and she intended that no one else ever would.  
 
    Celestine cleared her throat. “Yes, of course, of course,” she said. “Taliah, Paladin Koren is correct. We cannot hope to understand the pain she has suffered and continues to suffer in service to us, the Alliance, and to Lunos. But it’s with your wound in mind, Selena, that Skye’s plans bear the most fortuitous fruit.” 
 
    My mouth went dry. “What do you mean? 
 
    “It is Skye’s decree that you kill these two Bazira, Accora and Bacchus,” Celestine said, “because she believes doing so will close your wound.” 
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    The bathhouse in the basement of the dormitories was empty. A servant typically lit the fire and drew the water from the well, but Selena took up the bucket herself. She had to be alone for what she intended to do.  
 
    Close your wound… 
 
    She had left the meeting in a daze, hearing nothing but that promise resounding in her head. Ilior had been waiting for her at the atrium as promised, but she couldn’t speak. She had told the High Reverent that she needed one night to meditate, to pray to the god for guidance in this matter. That was only partially true. Selena’s heart quaked in fear at taking life unprovoked. She knew all too well the god’s wrath. But Skye had the god’s ear like no other. If what she said was true… 
 
    When the bath was drawn, Selena stood alone in the bathhouse. Dripping water echoed on the stone floors, while steam from the bath water curled up in gentle tendrils. Her wound exhaled, and she shivered.  
 
    Whatever they ask of me, I won’t Summon. Never again. The price is too high.  
 
    Selena stepped out of her sleeping dress and into the bath. The tingles were sharp; the water was near scalding. The water came just below her breasts, wetting the bottom lengths of her pale blond hair that she kept draped over the wound.  
 
    Selena washed herself, and her long hair with powered soap that left the water chalky. Every inch of her skin had known the touch of the washcloth but one. She took a deep, tremulous breath and pulled her hair over her shoulder to lay the wound bare.  
 
    Her gaze went to it immediately, mesmerized. Blackness. A black crescent moon, stark on her pale skin. Not the black of a tattoo or bruise, the blackness of a shadow, a starless patch of night sky. Blackness that had depth. That breathed.  
 
    She stared at it, and her hand rose limply, as if on strings, to trace its crescent shape. The draft over her fingertips was colder now that there was no clothing to muffle it. She felt the smooth ridge where her skin ended and the black nothingness began. Her head cocked to the side. She watched as her fingers touched the edge of the wound and then vanished into the great void where there was no bone or muscle or beating heart to count the passing moments… 
 
    I ran inside the house. My father’s travel sack and hat were in the foyer. He’d come home! With my heart pounding with joy in my chest, I clambered up the winding stairs. The big house seemed empty, but I heard something in my parents’ sleeping quarters. As if someone had dropped a sack of flour onto the floor.  
 
    I slowed my steps. I could feel a tingle over my skin, like cold breath. I pushed open the door and stepped into a nightmare.   
 
    My mind wouldn’t comprehend the whole of what I was seeing. It was too much. My vision shattered into pieces...The knife was silver. The blood was red. The body on the floor wasn’t moving. My mother’s eyes were filled with tears and madness.    
 
    “Selena…You’ll be all right,” she told me and then thrust the knife under her own ribs... 
 
    Selena jolted, sloshing water over the side. Always the worse memories, she thought, as sobs choked her. And that one, the worst of them all.  
 
    She blinked, and shook her head to clear it, confused. Something was wrong. Her arm was held in an awkward position. She looked down. Her entire hand was gone, lost inside the wound.  
 
    Selena thrashed and a scream tore from her throat. She ripped her hand from the hole in her chest, out of the endless blackness bored deep inside her where no heat lived. She held up it up before her, staring at it with wide eyes, her breath hitching and her heart pounding in her ears. It was rimed with frost from the tip of the fingers to the wrist, coated with shimmering ice crystals, as if she’d dipped it in diamond dust.  
 
    No, not again… 
 
    “No, no, no,” she whispered. “How long have I…?” She plunged her hand into the bath water. Muted tingles told her it was no longer scalding hot, but lukewarm.  
 
    “No. No more. Please. I can’t take it any longer. Please…No more…” 
 
    She scraped the frosty crystals off her skin, rubbing frantically long after they had melted away. She gathered her hair and yanked it down over her left side, and then wrapped her arms around her knees. She sat for long moments, rocking and adding her tears to the quickly cooling water. 
 
    And when the water was cold and she began to shiver in earnest, she threw her head back in a silent wail of anguish that no one could hear. 
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    One Last Job 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isle Kabak 
 
      
 
    The assassin was being followed.  
 
    He kept his pace slow, almost strolling, and listened. Two sets of steps dogged his; he could distinguish their quicker pace from those of the thin, desultory crowd that shuffled around him. They stopped when he stopped. They quickened their pace when he did.  
 
    Amateurs.  
 
    He did not change his course, but he kept to the main street, that looked more like a canal made of dirt than a proper thoroughfare.  
 
    When he’d docked the Black Storm at harbor that morning, Darrowden appeared as a giant anthill that rose out of flat sea. A city carved into the natural sandstone mounds of the small island, its hovels and homes all worn down and rounded by centuries of wind, their doors no more than holes cut into the yielding rock.  
 
    Like black mouths in chubby, eyeless faces.  
 
    The streets were not the open walkways of other, more civilized islands but winding, high-walled paths carved around and through the mounds. The citizens of Darrowden shuffled along these paths, corralled on both sides by yellow stone.  
 
    The assassin didn’t know what his pursuers could be after. His boots, maybe, though they were in need of patching. His scimitars were plain, sturdy steel but he guessed they’d fetch a kroon or two apiece at the flea-ridden market at the docks. His flintlock was also simple and in good working order, but it was tucked into his belt at the small of his back, hidden beneath his leather coat. It was likely his long black leather coat they wanted. It was worn at the shoulders from years of salt and spray, but still in good shape. It was damnably hot on this dust-choked isle, but he wore it anyway. He wore it always.  
 
    These street rats don’t know what they’re getting themselves into. 
 
    If they had known the assassin they trailed was named Sebastian Vaas, they would have turned tail and run.  
 
    The path wound upwards, and grew steeper with every bend. Few people paid him a glance. They kept their heads down, their eyes on the street. There was no chatter, no laughter. No brays of the drunk or angry echoing in the buildings around him. The soft stone path swallowed sound, and the oppressive heat burnt away the will to speak. Small children sat in clusters on doorsteps, playing games of chance with sticks and rocks. They wore sparse clothing and did not laugh. The adults wore plain spun tunics of wool over skirts or breeches, all the same dun color. 
 
    The uniform of misery.  
 
    Sebastian smelled piss and dust when he wanted to smell the sea. He walked on and his two pursuers followed. Brushing a lock of dark hair from his eyes, he studied the sandstone wall. An easy height to scale. Easy to slip down to the other side, into the warrens of the city. And if I become lost in this gods forsaken shit hole? I have an appointment to keep.  
 
    Sebastian’s destination lay ahead—a rundown structure atop a hill, with a path that snaked its way up. The fortress was no grander than any other structure on Isle Kabak, but larger. Adjacent to it, was what appeared to be a prison. To him, it looked like a lump of dough with iron bars set into the windows.  
 
    A prison made of sandstone?  
 
    Sebastian recalled a half-season spent inside harder walls than sandstone. Half a season locked away from the sea, away from his ship, suffocating on dry air. He brushed the thought away; it irritated him further, as did the men who dogged him now. The world was too full of fools who thought they could take something away from him.  
 
    Old Darrowden, the last section of city before he reached the fortress, showed signs of wealth now abandoned and gone to ruin. The homes were of limestone instead of sandstone, weathered and crumbling, fronted by courtyards overrun with weeds and half-dead cacti. They sat high above the rest of the city, and Sebastian could see the Crushing Sea stretch out across the horizon behind them. His ship was at anchor there. Waiting.  
 
    One last job. One more. Do this, and then you’ll be free.  
 
    A nervous snicker called his attention back to his pursuers. The streets here were empty; the small sound carried loudly in the flat air, and it was obvious they no longer cared for stealth. 
 
    Sebastian spat a curse and turned his steps through the rotted iron gate of one manor ringed by hall walls. He pressed himself against the wall to one side. The pursuers were either stupid, desperate, or both as the two men blundered inside after him.  
 
    As they passed under the rusted arch, Sebastian knocked the club out of the nearest man’s hands, wrapped his arm around his neck, and laid a dagger to his pulsing jugular. The vagrant was rank with old sweat and piss, and Sebastian grimaced at the grimy hair that brushed his cheek. The second man, young and scrawny like the first, stopped short.  
 
    “He dies,” Sebastian said, testing.  
 
    The free man, a dented dagger in his own hands, scoffed. “Yer coat’ll fit me better than him.” 
 
    The man in Sebastian’s grip was like a rabbit in a snare: tense with fear and too frightened to struggle. The other licked his lips and danced from one foot to the other, brandishing his old dagger in what he thought was a menacing display of skill. Instead, Sebastian saw where his balance could be thrown, how his fingers held the dagger like a dinner fork—easily knocked aside; how a quick duck and a sweeping kick would be enough to completely baffle the man who thought a blade alone was enough to appear dangerous. Neither stood a chance at besting Sebastian, even on their best day.  
 
    Scare them off. No bloodshed.  
 
    Sebastian shoved the one man toward the other, and while they fumbled and staggered and tried to regroup, Sebastian’s knife slipped back up his sleeve and he threw the sides of his long coat behind his hips. He unsheathed the two scimitars from their scabbards and brandished them lazily. Or so it appeared. The twin blades caught the sunlight; a nice flourish to his display.  
 
    “You want my coat, do you?” Sebastian mused. The two men were frozen. They stared at the assassin with wide eyes, as if even blinking would be a lapse in caution. “Well, you can’t have it. It wouldn’t be much good to you, anyway, seeing as I’ll slice your arms off if you make a try for it.” 
 
    One man looked ready to cry. Sebastian Vaas of five years ago would have laughed and cut them to ribbons for their audacity. Sebastian Vaas of seven years ago would have kept one alive to watch the other lose body parts one by one. And the one left alive to watch—pissing himself with terror—would have realized he was in the presence of Bloody Bastian, or Bastian the Bastard, or the Black Star of Eastern Edge as the assassin was variously known, and that he was going to die as Bloody Bastian never left witnesses. Never.  
 
    The two men were young and underfed and the Sebastian Vaas of this day was merely disgusted.  
 
    “Go,” he told them. “Before I spill your guts over your own feet.” 
 
    The men dashed out of the courtyard before his last word was uttered; he could hear one curse the other for selling him out as they ran.  
 
    Sebastian sheathed his blades and lit a cigarillo. He could hear his own smoky exhale. A ficus tree clung to life in the shade of the decrepit house. Dappled sunlight danced under its browning leaves. He imagined what it would be like to have a home like this, except not on a shit-stinking island like Kabak. But a bungalow, perhaps, on that atoll he’d found four years ago.  
 
    The atoll.  
 
    It invaded his thoughts more and more as of late. He wondered if that little beach was still pristine and untouched; if the foliage in its interior was still impossibly green; if the water that kissed its shores was as blue and clear as the sky on a summer day. Probably not. Probably some rowdy bunch of sea dogs found it, stripped it of its fruit, pissed on its sand, and then left their campfires to burn it up. He looked again at the blue expanse of sea and sighed.  
 
    Cigarillo finished, he ground it under his boot, careful to make sure it was out and wouldn’t blow away to blaze up all the dried leaves. Or that one struggling tree. 
 
    Not that it matters. It’ll be dead before the summer’s out.  
 
    Sebastian left the courtyard and resumed his march up to the old fortress. 
 
    The passage slithered up the hill, buffered on either side by high stone walls. Soon, the path turned a sharp left, widened a bit, and the old fortress was obscured from sight.  
 
    His instincts hummed.  
 
    Before he consciously decided to do it, his body danced to the left and he brought his right arm up to shield his head. A boulder the size of a cannon ball exploded on the ground where he’d stood a second before. It had scratched his arm as it came down but his leather coat protected him. He wasn’t even going to bleed.  
 
    But these bloody damn fools, they will bleed. They leave me no choice.  
 
    He shaded his eyes from the sun with his upraised arm and saw the heads of his two pursuers in silhouette on the wall. There were other stones piled up beside them.  
 
    A set up, Sebastian thought with a snarl. They knew I would come this way, toward the fortress. The assassin felt a shiver of cold slide up his spine. Zolin, you old bastard…  
 
    Sebastian scaled the smooth sandstone wall like a lizard, and swung himself up among the stones. The second rock his attackers dislodged landed in an empty corridor. The two men scrambled away, and dropped down onto the path on the other side. One fell badly. The snap of his leg and his agonized scream echoed through the quiet passages. The other man ran for his life that he had no hope of keeping.  
 
    Sebastian jumped down from the wall and landed on the fallen man’s back. The man’s screams were loud but Sebastian ignored him. He withdrew his pistol from his belt and took aim at the other attacker who fled in clumsy, flapping strides. Flintlocks were scarcely reliable at ten paces let alone fifty. Sebastian took his time. The passage ran straight for fifty spans and then turned. The other man almost made it to the turn when Sebastian’s bullet found the small of his back. The vagrant dropped like a puppet whose strings had been cut. He landed with a whoof and a cloud of dust.  
 
    The man pinned beneath Sebastian screamed again, this time in fear as well as pain. He writhed helplessly. Sebastian set the flintlock down and released the dagger held in the catch up his sleeve. He gripped a fistful of that grimy hair and yanked up. With a smooth stroke, he drew the knife across the man’s throat.  
 
    The screaming stopped.  
 
    Down the way, the man Sebastian had shot did not scream but whimpered. He clawed the dusty sand, dragging dead legs behind him. In the next moment, Sebastian was straddling him and cursing through clenched teeth that his bullet hadn’t ended the man clean. He gripped his bloody dagger and shoved it through the base of the man’s skull, pressing down with both hands until he felt it scrape stone on the other side.  
 
    When the body ceased to twitch, Sebastian sat back, breathing hard. “Gods damn you,” he told the dead man, and wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve. “Gods damn you to the Deeps.”  
 
    He tore his dagger free and stood up. Sebastian had no doubts that the manors were homes to vagrants like the two he’d just killed but if anyone had heard the struggle or the gunshot, they kept themselves hidden. He examined the black places for movement. When he saw none, he wiped his bloody blade on the dead man’s shirt and then took up his flintlock. More powder went into the pan and another ball into the chamber. He tucked the pistol into his belt and headed back. The other corpse lay face down in a pool of its own blood that was maroon against the yellowed stone. One leg was bent out at an obscene angle. Sebastian stepped over it and scaled the wall.  
 
    His gray-green eyes scouted the territory as he resumed his trek up the hill. He neither heard nor saw any other life until he arrived at the fortress. The assassin guessed that anyone else watching had learned what those two fools did not.  
 
    Or the old bastard hired just two, he thought. He must have hired them. As a test, perhaps. 
 
    Sebastian looked up at his appointed meeting place. 
 
    The fortress was old and perched atop the hill, and more exposed to the elements. If most of Darrowden resembled an ant mound, then the fortress was as several ant mounds of various sizes stacked upon one another and then melted under the meridian sun. The path Sebastian walked opened up into an outer bailey studded with pale green cacti and strewn with boulders. A gibbet stood off to the left, empty. Its rusted chains creaked when the stingy breeze decided to blow. On the right, there was an animal pen that now corralled a small pile of dead men. The corpses were bloated, blistered, their skin black and peeling in the inexorable sun. The stench suggested they were no more than a half-week old. Flies buzzed. 
 
    The old man and his minions were victorious in their conquest of this illustrious fortress, Sebastian mused.  
 
    Two men emerged from the dimness of the fortress gatehouse. They wore red and black robes cinched at the waist and cut at the sides to allow for movement. Unlike Sebastian’s own scuffed pair, their tall black boots were polished to a high sheen, as were the wicked blades in their hands. Sebastian heard a sound like a whisper and two more Bazira shadow adherents stepped seemingly out of nowhere from behind him. Two more stood atop the one remaining battlement, high above. The sun was too bright to see for certain but Sebastian could feel the arrows trained on him.  
 
    Or maybe poison-tipped crossbow bolts. I’ve heard the Bazira are fond of poison.  
 
    The shadow adherent was huge and in his hand he carried a mace with head as large as an anvil. He emerged from the gatehouse and stepped from between his brethren. “Julian Tergus?” 
 
    For now, Sebastian thought. Aloud he said, “Aye.”  
 
    The immense shadow adherent, who seemed built more for armor rather than the cloth, held up one meaty hand. “Weapons.” 
 
    Sebastian hesitated, but before he could either protest or acquiesce, he was surrounded and stripped of his scimitars, his flintlock, and the dagger he kept in his boot. He kept his face neutral and pretended cooperation, lifting his arms here and there to help the men divest him of his weapons. With misdirection, he insured they missed the dagger on his wrist that had last been buried under a man’s skull.  
 
    “I’ll be wanting those back.” Sebastian nodded at his weapons.  
 
    The big man tossed the blades and pistol into the dust. “They’ll be waiting here for you when you’re done.”  
 
    Other Bazira snickered and then Sebastian was led inside the fortress.  
 
    It was small, enclosed, airless. Three guards flanked him while the big shadow adherent tromped behind. They led him past a rounded entry hall and down a side stairway. Beneath the dust, the assassin could detect the scents of the piss and offal of the vagrants who had lived here and were now piled up and rotting outside.  
 
    The narrow pathway canted down and became narrower, and still the Bazira did not stop. Sebastian was beginning to wonder if they were walking circles, the journey was taking so long. His steps slowed, and when the doors on either side of the stony hall began bearing bars, he stopped.  
 
    “If you think to imprison me, you’re bloody well mistaken.” 
 
    The Bazira only chuckled, but Sebastian sensed the man tense, ready for conflict.  
 
    Sebastian studied the four shadow adherents in the narrow hallway, measured the space, their size, his speed. Lightning fast, his dagger was in his hand so when the huge shadow adherent clapped a hand around the back of Sebastian’s neck, the assassin was ready.  
 
    He twisted like a snake, spun around, and jabbed the pommel of his dagger under the big man’s chin. The shadow adherent made a gurgling sound and clutched his throat. Sebastian slipped behind him, using him as a shield, and laid the tip of his blade under the man’s ear.  
 
    “No ice,” Sebastian warned, and pressed his dagger into the man’s flesh for emphasis. A fat red drop of blood welled up. The other Bazira lowered their open palms, the words to call their magic dying on their lips.  
 
    “It’s just until night,” the big man wheezed. “The High Vicar…he doesn’t like the sun.” 
 
    “Then he should have arranged for me to come at twilight.” Sebastian jerked his dagger down the hallway they had come. “Outside.” 
 
    They walked the path back out. His scimitars and pistol had been pissed on. By more than one man. Sebastian shoved the big shadow adherent away from him and sat on his heels beside his weapons. He lit a cigarillo. 
 
    “I should kill you,” the Bazira seethed.  
 
    “But you won’t.” Sebastian rose to his feet. “You can’t, to be more plain.” He strode over to a barrel of water that rested against the curve of the fortress, in the shade. He sat upon it and crossed his arms over his chest. “You’ll have my weapons cleaned. I’ll be needing new powder for my pistol since what’s there is now…damp.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” The big adherent spat.  
 
    “You’ll do as he says,” said a voice. A female voice.  
 
    A beautiful woman clothed in black and with hair the color of flame, sauntered out of the fortress to stand before the big adherent.  
 
    “We don’t treat our guests so poorly,” she said. She turned and raked her gaze up and down Sebastian’s form. “Especially not guests of such high esteem.” A scowl twisted her face as she turned back to the shadow adherent. “The High Vicar will be displeased, Gregor.” 
 
    “High esteem,” Gregor snarled. “He’s a bilge rat—” 
 
    Faster than a striking snake, the woman’s hand shot out and she slapped Gregor across the face. The sound was flat and loud in the still air.  
 
    “Clean his weapons,” she seethed. “You may use a cloth. Disobey me again, and you’ll use your tongue.” 
 
    Gregor’s face reddened and Sebastian was sure the big man was going to strike the woman, and when he did, her neck would snap like a yard in a fierce wind. But he swallowed hard and strode away, barking orders at the Bazira who stood watching to clean the weapons. The men scattered like flies to do his bidding.  
 
    The woman turned to Sebastian, a placid smile on her face. “Captain Tergus, was it?” 
 
    “As far as they need to know,” Sebastian said with a nod at the Bazira men.  
 
    The woman inclined her head. “Of course. My name is Jude Gracus. I apologize for the misunderstanding. The High Vicar will see you now.” 
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    The chamber must have once been a meeting room of sorts. The shadows were thick but Sebastian could feel the emptiness around him. Its lone window, set high on one wall, was small and had been draped with a swath of velvet so that the narrow spill of sunlight appearing on the table formed the shape of a crescent moon. His hooded face hidden in shadow, Zolin, High Vicar of the Bazira, sat with his elbows planted, his fingers steepled. 
 
    The red-haired woman, Jude, shut the door behind Sebastian and took her place behind the High Vicar’s chair, beside another Bazira guard whose face was lost to shadow.  
 
    “Sebastian Vaas,” Jude said. “He wears a dagger, my lord.”  
 
    The High Vicar waved a gaunt hand. “I’m sure he does. How do the songs go? Bloody, bloody Bastian, killed the captain…” Zolin’s voice sounded old and dry from inside the black cowl. “The man of song and legend in this very room.”  
 
    Sebastian sneered and took the chair in front of the table without being asked to sit. “Try to lock me up again and I’ll give the bards another song.” 
 
    The old man chuckled and reached for the decanter of red wine that stood between them on the stone slab of a table. The wine looked like old blood. “Insolent, aren’t you?” He drank from a crystal goblet. “But deadly, and so useful to me.” 
 
    Sebastian kept his face placid. He’d had clients who considered him merely their tool. He supposed that was true in a way but it always chafed him.  
 
    I’m a dagger with no handle; I cut both ways.  
 
    “You’re useful to me, Zolin, if your coin is the right color and there’s enough of it. I don’t come cheap.” 
 
    “Aye, but I wonder for how much longer that will be true?” Zolin replied. “With all the unrest on the Eastern Edge, it’s a short matter of time before your particular services—and their high cost—will no longer be as valued as they once were. Assassination is a burgeoning trade.” 
 
    “I’ll worry about that when the time comes.”  
 
    The High Vicar smiled. “Indeed, when the time comes. And it will come, I can assure you. But in any event, I didn’t send for you to mince words.” 
 
    “True enough. You sent for me.” Sebastian kicked his boots onto the table, tucked a cigarillo into the corner of his mouth and struck a match on the table. The sweet-smelling smoke hung in a gray haze in the airless chamber. “I guess that means time is still on my side.”  
 
    “Insolent,” Zolin said again. He leaned back in his seat. “And not what I expected. I imagined a monstrous, hairy beast of a man with madness in his eyes and blood lust dripping from every pore, such as the stories paint you. But no, you’re a comely man and young. Thirty? Thirty-two?” 
 
    “Close enough.” 
 
    “I should think it would take more time to acquire the level of killing mastery you are reputed to have, not to mention the bloody reputation to accompany it.” 
 
    “It only takes two acts of real fucking depravity to make a reputation.” Sebastian counted off on his thumb and forefinger. “The first to get everyone’s attention and the second to show you were serious the first time.” He took a drag off his cigarillo. “I’ve been for hire for ten years.”  
 
    “Ten years? If I recall, you reserved your most delicious depravity for the Zak’reth, just after the war, and I haven’t heard word of your exploits in almost four years. Taken time off, have we?” 
 
    Sebastian hardly heard the question. The Zak’reth. Memories of the war arose at once, summoned by the name and filled with blood. He could see thousands of warships, and red armor-clad men swarming over his home island, like locusts, ravaging and burning and consuming all until there was nothing left. Nothing left of his home. Of his father or sister.  
 
    Mina… 
 
    Sebastian blew a perfect smoke ring, and reburied the memories before they could reveal themselves on his face. “A man’s allowed to enjoy the fruits of his labor, isn’t he?” 
 
    “You have to understand my reservations,” Zolin said. “Before I entrust the infamous Sebastian Vaas with this task—and pay him a bloody fortune in gold doubloons—I want to make certain I’m getting who I think I’m getting.” 
 
    Sebastian held up his hands. “You take my word or you don’t. But I’m getting tired of sitting in this dark, smelly dungeon waiting for you to tell me just what it is you want.” 
 
    “I want,” the High Vicar said, “for you to get your bloody feet off my table.” He made a fist and then opened it again. “Krystak.”  
 
    A shaft of ice lanced out of his palm and struck Sebastian’s nearest boot, riming it with frost and giving his foot an excruciating chill. The little blast caught him by surprise for exactly half a heartbeat.  
 
    Sebastian righted himself, drew the knife from the catch on his wrist and lunged forward, like striking lightning. Zolin reared back, drawing another breath to call ice, but Sebastian flipped the knife in his hand and laid the tip onto the table. With a deft flick of his wrist, he sent it spinning; a silver sliver that danced in the crescent moon-shaped light cast on the stone table.  
 
    Then he disappeared into the dark. 
 
    In the space of a moment, he’d crept up behind Jude, silent as the shadows that concealed him. He snaked one arm around her neck and thrust upward so that her chin was tucked into the crook of his elbow. He squeezed and twisted, contorting her neck to the point of snapping it. Her sword hung from nerveless fingers. Before she dropped it, Sebastian wrapped his hand over hers and laid the tip of her blade against Zolin’s back.  
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Sebastian warned the other Bazira, the young man whose face was concealed in shadow. The man backed off. Zolin remained still, but at ease, as if waiting. The knife on the table spun.   
 
    “You smell of cinnamon,” Sebastian told the woman in his grasp. “Cinnamon is a common spice on Isle Juskara. The sand barons make a bloody fortune off it. I know this, because it was on Isle Juskara that I learned to move among shadows.” He gave her head a jerk. “But not this maneuver. This maneuver will put you to sleep in a minute and kill you in three. I learned this on the Isles of the Painted Kings. They enjoy hand-to-hand combat there. The painted kings feel that killing a man ought to be done bravely, with bare hands and not with the advantage of blades and certainly not with the cowardice of pistols. I can appreciate that. But I use everything. I use it all.” 
 
    Zolin chuckled, watching the dagger spin.  
 
    Sebastian released Jude and she fell to one knee, gasping for breath. He disappeared into the shadows and reemerged to take his seat. The dagger was wobbling now. Sebastian caught the point between two fingers and put it back in its place, up his sleeve.  
 
    “Any other questions as to my qualifications? Or can we get to the bloody point of this meeting?” He leaned back, knocked the ice from his boot and lit another cigarillo, his first having fallen to the ground in the flurry.  
 
    Zolin laughed heartily. “Quite so, quite so.”  
 
    Jude got to her feet and, despite the redness marring her neck, favored the assassin with an approving smile before retreating into the shadows.  
 
    The High Vicar poured a second glass of red wine and slid it across the table.  
 
    “Bloody Bastian, in the flesh. I have to tell you, I had my doubts. Not just because of your youth, but the speed in which you agreed to this meeting. There are many words one could use to describe Sebastian Vaas. Desperate is not usually one of them.” 
 
    Sebastian thought of his Black Storm. How the sails needed mending, his crew needed paying. How four years of odd jobs—menial, humble labor— weren’t filling his strongbox fast enough. Honest work, turns out, didn’t pay as well as murder-for-hire.  
 
    Sebastian held up his hands. “I happened to be in the vicinity.”  
 
    “And good fortune for both of us that you were.” The High Vicar took another long draught from his wine glass. “The job I have for you is lucrative but far more dangerous than those you’ve been accustomed to, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “My informant on Isle Lillomet tells me that the Alliance has sent an Aluren Paladin to kill two of my adherents. One of my Bazira is no longer welcome in our fold. Accora has long outgrown her usefulness to me. By your hand or the Aluren’s, she may die. But Bacchus is another matter. It would displease me to lose him.”  
 
    “Who’s my mark?” 
 
    “The Aluren bitch sent to kill them, of course. She can succeed in her first endeavor; she must die before she accomplishes the second. It will not be easy for you,” Zolin said. “She is a tremendously powerful Paladin.” 
 
    Even though his face was mostly swathed in shadow, Sebastian fought to keep it expressionless.  
 
    An Aluren and a woman. Bloody bones and spit, what did you expect from the Bazira?  
 
    He took a drag on his cigarillo and mulled this information over.  
 
    “To be clear, you want me to wait to kill the Paladin until after she kills Accora?” 
 
    The High Vicar smiled through his words. “I’m not one to presume to tell you how to do your job.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a different job altogether,” Sebastian said. “It means I have to trail the Aluren until her first target is dead. That’s going to cost more than a straight hunt-and-kill. A lot more.” 
 
    “We are prepared to compensate you accordingly.” 
 
    Good. This could be good, Sebastian thought. This, my last job. My last…  
 
    “What happens if my target fails to kill Accora?” he asked. “What then?” 
 
    Zolin snorted. “Accora is weak and cannot hope to defeat Selena Koren.” 
 
    “Selena Koren.” Sebastian tasted the name. He did not find it unpleasant.  
 
    “Yes,” Zolin replied. “Although, like you, she is known by another name: the Tainted One.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Have you not heard of the Tainted One? Why, I had thought her story was legendary, especially in the Eastern Edge. Or have you been too busy fucking and drinking the fruits of your labor away on the Pleasure Isles?” 
 
    “Something like that.” One lesson no one had taught Sebastian, but one he learned himself, was that it was always better to let the other person think they knew more than he did. “What happened?” 
 
    Zolin wet his palate with more red wine; his third glass. The assassin’s remained untouched.  
 
    “It was the end of the Zak’reth war,” the High Vicar said. “Isle Calinda. The Zak’reth savages were set to land ten thousand warriors on that little island. Seventy-five warships, all told. It was to become a midway point from which the Zak’reth would launch the full might of their armada into the northern seas of the Eastern Edge. The Isle of Lords, the Ho Sun Empire…they’d all fall. But Skye—surely you’ve heard of Skye?” Zolin tittered.  
 
    Sebastian’s lips curled. One last job… 
 
    “Skye, in command of the Alliance Armada, got wind of the Zak’reth plans and ordered Selena Koren to stop them,” the Bazira continued. “Koren is possessed of a unique ability. I told you she was powerful, but I did not say that she is likely the most powerful Aluren next to Skye herself.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “She can call the sea to do her bidding,” the High Vicar said. “At Skye’s command, she used her magic to draw an immense tidal wave to the coast of Isle Calinda, and sent it crashing over the Zak’reth. That Aluren bitch killed every last Zak’reth warrior, and destroyed ever last ship.” He made a cutting motion with his hand. “Every—last—one.”  
 
    Sebastian stubbed out his cigarillo that suddenly tasted foul. “I’ve heard that tale before. I didn’t realize the Aluren— Selena—still lived. I had thought she died in the aftermath of the spell. Or became ill…?” 
 
    “She is very much alive,” Zolin said. “For now. Until you.” 
 
    My mark is the Aluren who destroyed the Zak’reth? 
 
    There was a silence and then the High Vicar asked, “Does that bother you?” His words were slurring now. “I know you reserved your bloodiest talents of assassination for the Zak’reth. They were the teeth you cut your bloody reputation on, as it were, yes?”  
 
    Sebastian didn’t reply as memories assaulted him again: the Zak’reth attacking his island, laying waste to his village, murdering his father. The Zak’reth warriors in his home, one bent over his sister, rutting like the fierce animal carved into his red armor. He could still hear Mina scream sometimes when he closed his eyes at night.  
 
    And now I must kill the woman who destroyed those bloody shit-eating bustards?  
 
    He lit a new cigarillo and then turned back to the High Vicar, fumbling for something to say without appearing to. 
 
    “That was ten years ago,” he said. “Why do you call her the Tainted One?” 
 
    “Not I. That name originated among the Aluren, her own people. Because when little Selena Koren—not more than a girl she was at the time—cast that spell, she killed the Zak’reth, aye, but she also massacred the four hundred people who called Isle Calinda home. The Shining face of the god was not pleased. The Two-Faced God, in its wrath at that innocent loss of life on Calinda, struck Selena Koren down and left its mark on her sweet little breast.” Zolin tapped a bony finger on the crescent of light spilled on the table.  
 
    Sebastian raised a brow. “The crescent moon? A Bazira symbol.” 
 
    “Indeed.”  
 
    Sebastian blew a smoke ring and watched it waver and then dissipate in the gloom. “A Bazira mark on an Aluren Paladin.” 
 
    “Paladin, yes,” Zolin said. “Selena Koren is a woman who has dedicated her life to heal, weave light, and spill blood for the Shining face. And her reward for doing all three during the Zak’reth war was a terrible smiting.” The pleasure in Zolin’s voice was tangible.  
 
    Sebastian snorted. “Nothing’s ever good enough for the gods, eh?” 
 
    Zolin leaned back in his chair, his voice now distinctly absent of pleasure. “You show contempt of a great power with such words.” 
 
    The assassin shrugged. “I respect the sea and nothing else. Any sailor who doesn’t is a fool.”  Sebastian waved a hand. “You still haven’t told me why the Aluren aspect of the god would punish the girl with a Bazira mark.” 
 
    Zolin snorted. “The answer is rather obvious. Pain.” 
 
    The assassin cocked his head.  
 
    “The two halves of the god are not ignorant of one another. The Shining face wanted to punish the girl, so it turned to the Shadow face for the means. And the Shadow face did not fail.” 
 
    Sebastian shifted in his seat. “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “Cold. Simple. Devious. Torturous cold. The crescent wound Paladin Selena Koren bears prevents her from ever knowing warmth. Not in ten years since the war’s end has she felt anything but cold, in various degrees.” He sighed lustily. “An ingenious, delicious torture. Almost a pity you will kill her before I can see the wound for myself.” 
 
    Ten years of cold…  
 
    The chamber in which they now sat was growing cooler in the shadows of the setting sun. Sebastian tried to imagine a decade of it. Of basking in the hot summer sun, or soaking in a steaming bath and feeling none of it.  
 
    Might not be so bad, this last job. I’ll put the girl out of her misery.  
 
    Sebastian leaned back in his chair and blew a smoke ring.  
 
    “You seem unimpressed,” Zolin said. “Or is this the mask of the hard-hearted killer I see before me?” 
 
    “War is war,” the assassin said. “Innocent people die. Gods exact revenge.” He shrugged. “It’s the price that’s paid.”  
 
    “You would be the expert on the deaths of innocent people, now wouldn’t you?” The High Vicar smiled slyly, his voice taking on a false lilt of innocence. “For instance, two poor young men—beggars even—merely in want of a coat or a pair of boots…” 
 
    “They tried to drop a rock on my head.” Sebastian smirked. “I’d hardly call that innocent. Yours, I presume?” 
 
    “Of course. Another test. After four years of silence from the dastardly Sebastian Vaas, I wanted to be sure you still had the lust for it.”  
 
    “They’re dead now, aren’t they?” 
 
    “So they are. Finally.”  
 
    Sebastian didn’t like the knowing tone in his voice. “To the matter at hand,” he said abruptly. “If this Aluren is so powerful, what makes you think I can kill her?” 
 
    “Bastian the Bastard doubts his own talent? This is hardly inspiring.” 
 
    “A fool’s first and biggest weakness is thinking he doesn’t have one,” Sebastian said. “And if it were so bloody easy you would’ve hired one of my cheaper competitors, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” Zolin leaned forward with sudden zeal so that the moonlight touched his features in feathery strokes: Sebastian saw glittering eyes, a hawkish nose, a sagging chin. “You speak true. I want her death to be one of those—what did you call them?—acts of pure fucking depravity that bought you your reputation. That is why I hired you and not some nameless riff-raff. How you do it is not my concern, only that you will, and do so with your signature flair for the violent, the gruesome, and the deplorable.”  
 
    He stabbed a gnarled finger on the table, as Sebastian had with his dagger. “I hired you, Bloody Bastian, because I want Selena Koren to suffer.” 
 
    Sebastian fought to keep his features as placid as a becalmed sea, but Zolin’s eagerness for this murder brought bile to the back of Sebastian’s throat. He pushed it down; down, down into the depths of six years’ worth of spilled blood.  
 
    One last job. This one, and then I’m done.  
 
    “You have doubts,” Zolin began.  
 
    “No…” 
 
    “You do,” the High Vicar said and his sleepy, slurring words took on a sharp, biting edge, “Usually, I can read a man as if his inner heart and soul were spilled upon parchment for my perusal. But you…you’re a wily one. Walled off. A closed man, one might say of you.” 
 
    Sebastian shifted in his seat, suddenly acutely aware of the other two Bazira behind Zolin. Powerful shadow adherents, it was said, sometimes could delve into a man’s mind; read his secrets. Psyonicists, they called them. Zolin was one, surely. Sebastian wondered if any one of the two Bazira in the room were as well, attempting to read him now; crawling around in his mind like thieves searching for something shiny and valuable amid the dark clutter. 
 
    No, I’d feel it. My thoughts are mine.  
 
    “But I’m not all together empty-handed,” Zolin said, jarring Sebastian. “Would you care to hear what I have deduced?” 
 
    “I can’t wait.” 
 
    “You want my gold. No, you need my gold,” Zolin said and the slight slur in to his words was gone. “Your boots are shabby and so is your coat. It could be a ruse, a disguise to keep me guessing about your situation, but I don’t think so. I think you haven’t worked in some time—those four years, perhaps—and not because you’ve been drunk on a beach. I think you’re not working by choice. Losing your taste for it, is my thinking. You killed those two young fools I set on you, but only after you let them go first. So here you are,” Zolin said. “One big job. Maybe your final job. Maybe you’re after retiring; hanging up Bloody Bastian’s bloody boots for bloody good.” 
 
    The High Vicar chortled then, to watch Sebastian’s face grow pale. A slow smile spread over Jude’s face behind him.  
 
    “So to that end, I’m going to have to change the terms of our agreement.” Zolin emptied his wine glass and set it down hard enough to crack its base.  
 
    “Is that a fact?” Sebastian said, not bothering to hide his anger and hoping that anger concealed the fear that iced his heart. “You promised me four hundred gold doubloons. Two hundred now and two hundred when the job is done. That is standard.” 
 
    “It is standard. Our situation is not. I’m going to pay you just enough to purchase whatever supplies you might need for your voyage and not a penny more. You will sail to cut off Selena Koren’s passage. You will follow her or join her, befriend her or fuck her, and after she has killed Accora, you will kill her. And that’s it.” 
 
    Sebastian barked a harsh laugh. “Yes, you’re right. That’s it. This meeting is over and thanks for wasting my bloody time…” 
 
    “Sit down,” the High Vicar said when the assassin rose to his feet, and his adherents drew their swords. “I wasn’t finished. Sit.” 
 
    Sebastian clenched his teeth. “The last man who talked to me as if I were a dog, died with a sword up his arse for a tail, and with his tongue hanging out of his fucking throat.”  
 
    “Chilling,” the High Vicar said, “and I’m relieved to hear a little violence out of you. Please sit, my young friend. I haven’t yet told you our new arrangement. I believe you will find it acceptable.” 
 
    Sebastian sat. Slowly.  
 
    “I am in quite a quandary,” Zolin said. “I don’t believe there is anyone on Lunos but you who can kill that Aluren bitch, except for Bacchus himself, and that is not a battle I wish to risk. However, I cannot trust you. There is weakness in you. A churning tempest in your little black heart. A hesitation—” 
 
    “I have no hesitation—” 
 
    “Liar,” Zolin snapped. “Your olive coloring speaks of the Forgotten Isles where the Zak’reth committed the worst of their war crimes. Your most violent atrocities were perpetrated on them. Selena Koren killed many thousands more. Therefore, you might think twice before killing the woman who wiped out their armada, ended their hopes of conquest, and sent the few survivors back to their islands like whipped dogs. You might,” Zolin said, “admire the bitch for such a deed.” 
 
    “I told you,” Sebastian said, “my word is my oath.” 
 
    “And I say your oath is whale shit. But your talent is worth the risk. That is why when you bring the heads of Selena Koren and Accora to me in a bag and tumble them out at my feet, I shall give you eight hundred gold doubloons. I will pay you for Accora’s death no matter if she met it at your hands or not.” 
 
    Eight hundred. Sebastian fought to keep his expression blank. I could buy my own atoll… 
 
    Zolin lunged forward, jarring Sebastian from his thoughts.  
 
    “But if you betray me, I will send every last Bazira to scour the oceans until you’re found, and when I do, believe me, you will consider death the richest remuneration.” Zolin smiled. “You will find, Bloody Bastian, I can be pretty fucking depraved too.” 
 
    Sebastian’s palms were greased with sweat and his breath was short. The chamber was wide and drafty, and yet he felt just as trapped as if they’d put him in that cell. He could feel the old man’s triumph.  
 
    “Do you accept?” 
 
    He’s right. He’s right about all of it. Do I accept? Do I agree to kill the woman who did what I have done in my dreams a thousand nights? The woman who laid waste to the Zak’reth?  
 
    “Sebastian Vaas. The Black Star. Bloody, bloody Bastian, killed the captain…” Zolin’s singing was like a small animal strangling to death. Then he ceased his tune and leaned forward.  
 
    “Do… you… accept?” 
 
    One last job. 
 
    There was a heavy silence. Sebastian could feel the gaze of the other Bazira guards on him, the young man and woman.  
 
    They’re laughing at me. I should kill them all... 
 
    “I accept.” 
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    Mutiny 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ship rocked gently. A wooden creak accompanied every dip of the prow and slants of light infiltrated the planks in narrows shafts. Selena knelt on the floor so that one ray fell across her face and another her hands. But the tingle of heat was faint along her skin.  
 
    Thank you, my god. Thank you for Hearing me, at long last, and setting me on this course. 
 
    She thought to ask the god for peace in her heart as well, but pushed the thought away and sought to fill her soul with gratitude. But since departing Isle Lillomet six days before, every morning aboard the Grey Gull was the same: waking with a surge of hope that the god Heard her at last, but with vestiges of the Alliance meeting clinging to that hope like a murky shadow.  
 
    “What say you, Paladin?” Celestine asked.  
 
    I am no assassin, Selena thought and closed her eyes. She laid her hand to her chest, and heard herself say, “If these two Bazira have harmed innocent people…” 
 
    The High Reverent nodded solemnly but relief had suffused her dark eyes. “Then it is done.” 
 
    It is done. She laid her hand to the cold hole in her chest. “Thank you, my god,” Selena said loudly. “An end, at last.” 
 
    A commotion sounded from above. Scuffling boot steps and the heavier thud that could only be Ilior, pounded the deck above her tiny cabin. Selena drew on her overtunic and took up her sword.  
 
    She emerged onto the main deck to find Ilior surrounded by the crew, straight-bladed cutlasses trained on him from every angle. The Vai’Ensai had his arms out, asking for peace, but Selena knew he was ready to draw his immense blade from the scabbard on his back. She gripped her own sword and strode forward.  
 
    “What is happening here?” 
 
    The captain, a man of middle years named Angelo Olin who had seemed much cleaner cut two weeks ago when the Grey Gull set off from Isle Lillomet, turned. He glanced at her sword and ready stance.  
 
    “Now, my lady, let us not be hasty,” he began. 
 
    “Hasty? Why does the crew threaten Ilior?” 
 
    “No threats. Just changing our arrangement. It’s nothing personal,” Captain Olin said. “Or mayhap it is. Personal, as every one of us don’t want to lose his personal life on Isle Saliz, fighting a pair of Bazira magicians.” 
 
    Selena clenched her teeth. Celestine, you fool. “I thought this was already explained to you,” she said, watching, with failing hope, as two other crewmen lowered a skiff down the brig’s port side. “I will fight the Bazira. You need only bring me to them.” 
 
    The captain shook his head and several crewmen spat curses.  
 
    “Isle Saliz and its waters are bad enough,” Captain Olin said. “Even if we don’t step ashore with you, we risk our skins with all manner of beasts that lurk beneath the surface. Thinking on this, I been having second thoughts. I’ve decided to change the nature of the contract I had with your holy lady.” 
 
    Ilior met Selena’s eye questioningly from inside the ring of armed crewmen. She shook her head.  
 
    “You would betray the High Reverent of your god? The god who governs the seas upon which you sail?” 
 
    The captain had the good graces to look humble.  
 
    “I don’t mean to anger the Two-Faced any more than is wise, and I’m no murderer of the god’s own. Or her large friend,” he said with a nod at Ilior. “So we’ll be letting you go with your skins intact and with a lighter burden to carry.” 
 
    Selena frowned. “What burden?” 
 
    “Your pretty Reverent gave me a goodly sum of gold doubloons to take you to Isle Saliz and another tidy stash upon your return. The first payment is stowed safely in my cabin, but the second…” The captain rubbed his stubbly chin. “Seeing as I won’t be welcome back on Lillomet for a time, I’m going to need that second payment now.” He eyed the sapphire on the pommel of Selena’s sword. “And your blade would look ever so pleasant on my belt.” 
 
    “Scoundrel,” Ilior intoned. “You would take what you haven’t earned.” He looked to Selena. “Call your magic, Paladin, and put an end to this charade.” 
 
    Every man on the crew glanced at her anxiously and a shade of uncertainty fell over the captain’s face.  
 
    “I am no murderer either,” Selena said. Not yet. She held up one hand and spoke the prayer, “Luxari.” A globe of white light bloomed in her palm. The crew, to a man, took a step back from she and Ilior.  “What island is that, yon?” She nodded her head to the sea before them. A small island was emerging from the morning mists. “Isle Uago, yes?” 
 
    The captain nodded. “Aye. Like I says, we’re merciful and offer you this skiff to take you there. We won’t doom you to the open sea.”  
 
    “How thoughtful.” 
 
    Ilior was shaking his head now, disgusted.  
 
    “Very well,” Selena said. “We will take our leave of your ship. This—“she laid her hand on the pommel of her blade—“is a Paladin’s sword, given upon attaining that rank and fit for none to wield but me. You cannot have it. Nor will you take the remainder of our coin.” The light in her cupped palm flared as if to emphasize her words. “You have forsaken your bond and have stolen from the Moon Temple of the Aluren. You have threatened a Paladin of the Two-Faced God and her friend, war veterans both. It is only by my mercy that I do not burn your ship to embers for your betrayal.” 
 
    The crew’s muttering and cursing grew louder against the wisdom of this mutiny and several lowered their blades against Ilior.  
 
    The captain’s face turned ruddy. “Burnt to embers here or overrun by monsters on Isle Saliz, there is little difference.” He drew himself up. “Keep your coin and your sword; you’ll need both on Isle Uago where the pirate scum won’t be so nice as me.” 
 
    Selena let the light in her palm die. “Perhaps not, but at the least the pirates do not pretend to be honorable as they twist a knife in your back.” 
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    “Isle Uago,” Selena said, watching the small, crescent-shaped island draw close. “The last time we were here was after the war, though I hardly remember.” She shivered and hunched deeper into her cloak.  
 
    “Aye,” Ilior said, rowing. “No help for it. Then or now.” 
 
    Selena nodded and watched as a merchant packet—a three-masted barque—made its way west. It sat low on the water, ponderous with cargo and cannon, flying the gold and green of Isle of Lords.  
 
    “Can’t sail the Marauder’s Sea without passing Uago,” Ilior said, following her eye. “Unless you’re a fool enough to try the Heart Waters. The good man who sailed us after the war was no fool. But Captain Hugh had to dock on Uago and paid one pirate bastard a fee for restocking there. The collectives were growing strong then. Stronger now, most like.” 
 
    Selena watched the pirate isle draw near. The sun sank, casting Isle Uago in hues of gold and copper, and bathing it in a soft, warm light. Like a golden scabbard holding a bloody, rusted dagger.  
 
    “Between my sword and magic and your strength perhaps we can avoid the worst of the dangers. But finding a ship willing to take us back to Lillomet, to start over again, might not be so simple.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why the Alliance didn’t send you an armada escort. If the two Bazira are so dangerous to the Western Watch…” 
 
    “If what Admiral Crane said is true,” Selena said, “there are no armada ships to be spared. Skye’s plans dictate that Alliance bolster its fleet for what is to come. Whatever that may be.” 
 
    “It surprises me that the Justarchs and admirals and Reverents all heed the word of that woman so utterly.” 
 
    “Skye has the god’s ear better than any. She brought us victory over the Zak’reth and ended the war. For that, they honor her commands from afar.” Selena looked at him. “As do I.”  
 
    Ilior grunted.  
 
    “I know you feel she’s as much responsible for my wound as the god,” Selena said, “but that’s not the way of it. She knew what needed to be done to end the war. She could not have known what would happen to me.” 
 
    “And this time she does?”  
 
    “You sound like Reverent Gerus,” Selena said. “Skye is the High Reverent, even if another wears the title in her absence. To speak against her is impious.”  
 
    Ilior’s expression softened. “I hate to see you suffer for so long.” 
 
    “If Skye is right, then my suffering is drawing to a close. I don’t even dare to dream it.” She sighed. “But this is a terrible delay. The journey back to Lillomet will take another fortnight and the Bazira trail is already as cold as ice.” 
 
    “Merchants are often forced by necessity to dock at Uago,” Ilior said. “It might not be hard to find one to take us back to Lillomet. Or, if they are bound for the Eastern Edge, we could take passage to Isle Saliz after all.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but most merchant packets that sail this route are fully loaded with more crew than they can handle to man guns or blades against pirates. Finding a cabin will be impossible, a hammock probable, but only when its crewman is at watch. You are skilled enough to pitch in, but I am no sailor. I’ll get in the way.” She grimaced. “Or become a distraction to the men.” 
 
    Ilior’s expression darkened. “Your gold should buy a cabin and I won’t move from its door. We won’t need return to Lillomet.” 
 
    Selena smiled at her friend. Away from Lillomet, even if abandoned to a little skiff by a mutiny, he seemed invigorated. He’d rather take his chances with pirates than priests, she thought fondly.  
 
    “Aye,” she said. “The Two-Faced God may favor us yet.”  
 
    Ilior did not reply but rowed, his oars cutting smoothly through the Marauder’s Sea. 
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    The tavern was called the Silver Spigot, but Selena thought the Yellow Fog would have been more appropriate. Yellow light from whale oil lamps and candles to suffuse the small confines in a dim yellow haze. She sat at a table stained by yellow beer, pirates leering at her with yellow teeth from every corner. Brassy pots were set in the middle of the room so that the patrons didn’t have to stagger far to release their streams of yellow urine. A drunken man banged on the yellow keys of a rickety piano in one corner. He sang shanties with men hanging on his neck who raised yellow bottles of grog. At the table beside hers, four pirates tossed yellowed ivory dice and either swore or cheered or threatened bloodshed at the results. The Silver Spigot was saturated: sour breath, old sweat, and piss, and the man who sat in front of Selena stank of all three.  
 
    The captain of the Sea Scar rubbed his chin with crusty yellowed nails. Rasp-rasp-rasp. She sat fought the urge to slap his grubby hand away from his grubby face and waited for him to agree or to deny her so she could move on. We are running out of time. 
 
    Captain Mallen met her eye and Selena didn’t like the lascivious glint. The rum he’d drunk—on her coin—had made him less subtle. His tongue wormed out of his mouth and over his lips.  
 
    “I don’t know, lassie,” he said. “I like the color o’ yer gold, but Isle Saliz? It ain’t nothing but jungle over there. Jungle full o’ wild beasts.” He jabbed his finger toward a window. “Bloody Deeps, just out on this boardwalk you can find hawkers selling teeth what come from Saliz. Huge’uns as big as me arm, an’ good n’ sharp at the tip. Cain’t even pronounce the name o’ the beast they was yanked from.” His own teeth—what few he had left to him—were stained with the muddy ichor of chewing tobacco. He grinned. “An’ don’t get me started on the bugs.”  
 
    Selena’s hands clenched. “Captain Mallen, let me remind you that you would not need to step foot onto Isle Saliz. I need you to anchor off and provide me a skiff to make landfall. I’ll worry about the beasts and the bugs and whatever else I find there.”  
 
    Mallen shook his head and drained the last of his rum as if it were water. His eyes were red and bleary when they raked over her again. “You do paint a pretty picture with yer wee sweet face, don’t you?” He licked his lips again. “The Scar is me pride and joy. If there be great beasts on Isle Saliz, who’s to say what lurks in the deep ‘round it? I won’t risk me brig. Not even for a pot o’ gold from a busty lass like yerself.” 
 
    Selena felt a flush color her neck and ears. She rose to her feet. “Thank you for your time.”  
 
    “Hold on, hold on.” Mallen grabbed her wrist. “Me time is worth more than a glass or two o’ this grog.” 
 
    “Let go,” Selena said in a low voice. The tavern grew quiet as other patrons turned to watch the scene.  
 
    Captain Mallen did not let go. He stood and pulled her close to him. The stink of his breath wafted over her and thick spittle sprayed her cheek.  
 
    “Why not give old Mallen a kiss, eh? Put those rosy little lips o’ yourn on me cheek and I’ll make sure to put in a good word with the next captain you try to barter with.” He squeezed her wrist harder. “If you put them lips down me belowdecks, I might just change me mind altogether.” 
 
    Other patrons barked harsh laughter or cheered lewdly. Selena looked for Ilior and then remembered she’d asked, implored, and then commanded the Vai’Ensai to remain outside the tavern, out of sight to keep from intimidating any prospective sailors.  
 
    Thank the god he obeyed. He’d kill the lot of them and then we’d have real trouble.  
 
    With a speed that made the drunkards around them blink at what they were seeing, Selena’s hand spun out of Mallen’s grip and took hold of his wrist. She spun again, twisting Mallen’s arm so that it stuck out behind him like a rudder handle. He let out a yelp and then another as she steered him face-first onto the table. She did all this without even lifting her other hand but rested it on her sword. The tavern was absolutely silent now. 
 
    “I said, thank you for your time.” Selena gave his arm a final twist, eliciting another yelp and a curse. She left the tavern to mocking cheers and applause.  
 
    Ilior was coming in as she went out, his sword drawn. “What happened? Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Although I’m beginning to despair whether—” 
 
    The tavern door banged open and Mallen staggered out, his face a grimace of drunken rage. His cutlass shone dully in the light of the oil lamps that lined Port Sylk’s boardwalk.  
 
    “Can I help you, friend?” Ilior’s voice rumbled like an avalanche. 
 
    Mallen’s red-rimmed gaze craned upwards to regard the Vai’Ensai. He tried to maintain a semblance of dignity as he sheathed his blade, as though he’d decided it wasn’t worth sullying it with Selena’s blood. He spat in the dirt at their feet and staggered away, cursing under his breath.  
 
    “He was my best prospect,” Selena sighed.  
 
    “Harruk’sha,” Ilior swore in his own tongue and the two began to walk the wooden planks that made up the boardwalk.  
 
    On the southern side were the docks where dozens of ships, their sails furled, bobbed like a forest of barren trees set afloat in the dark. More ships sat at anchor farther out; larger brigs or carracks that belonged to the pirate bosses of the various collectives. Lights winked in the cabins of some. The bosses, Selena had learned, ruled Uago, but from a safe distance in the event a quick getaway was necessary. On the other side of the boardwalk, the taverns, inns, shops and brothels lined the street, sagging against one another, their facades white-washed by sun and salt and weathered by wind.  
 
    The air was humid and heavy with the smells of sweat, rum, fish, salt, and offal. Night had fallen over Port Sylk, and the denizens and visitors of the port city had come out to play. The oil lamps cast lurid shadows, raucous and drunken laughter filled the air, as did the sounds of breaking glass and curses. Fisticuffs broke out between sailors every few paces and more than once Ilior had to shove aside a duo of brawlers as they spilled onto the street from a tavern or brothel. Prostitutes called from windows curtained with red silk—or more likely linen dyed red—their breasts pushing out of low-cut dresses. Others fanned themselves desultorily, regarding the scene below with flat expressions under garish makeup that ran down their cheeks in the relentless heat. Spice shops made Selena’s nose itch as they passed, and fortune-tellers tried to lure her into their dark shops where hanging crystals glittered in the windows. They ceased their entreaties when Ilior’s shadow fell over them and the sober men on the streets gave Selena and her companion a wide berth. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do next,” Selena told Ilior, stopping outside another tavern. A weather-beaten sign above a tavern door proclaimed it The Last Call. The boardwalk ended. Its wooden planks giving way to a narrow dirt road that led to the poorest district in the town, a place named the Jetties. No oil lamps lit and the night was black and breathing.  
 
    Ilior wrinkled his snout “The last call, indeed.” 
 
    “I don’t have much choice.” 
 
    “Wait.” Ilior laid a clawed hand on Selena’s arm. “We are being watched.” 
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “Where the street ends. I saw movement, fleet and small.” 
 
    Selena turned and looked to the blackness. A shadow flitted with a whisper of movement. Before she could call out, the stranger peeked out into the murky light spilling out of the Last Call’s windows.  
 
    A young girl, perhaps no older than twelve, peered at them with large brown eyes from under a matted nest of hair that bore braids, beads, and small seashells as ornament. She was skinny and small, her clothes shabby, her feet bare. She gave Ilior a sidelong glance and then fixed her gaze on Selena.  
 
    “Selena Koren?”  
 
    Selena stepped back. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Bloody bones and spit, everyone here knows you. It’s not big, Uago, and Aluren magicians aren’t too common. ‘Specially not ladies.” 
 
    Selena nodded, tight lipped. “Yes, that’s apparent.” 
 
    “What’s your business?” Ilior asked.  
 
    “Not mine,” the girl said. “Jarabax. He wants to see you. Says he’s got something for you and he hired me to take you to him.” 
 
    “Who?” Selena asked.  
 
    “Jarabax Ruhl,” the girl said in hushed tones.  
 
    “The name means nothing to me,” Selena said. “A pirate?”  
 
    “A pirate boss,” the girl said. “You don’t mess with him, right? So are you coming or not?” 
 
    “No.” Ilior crossed his arms over his fur vest.  
 
    Selena laid a hand on her friend’s arm. “What does he want?”  
 
    The girl rolled her eyes. “I told you. He’s got something for you. Something that will help you, I think.” 
 
    “He told you that?” Ilior demanded. 
 
    “No. But I’m a good listener.” 
 
    Selena thought for a moment. “If he has something helpful, he can bring it to me. Tell him I’ll meet him at the Wayfarer Inn to—” 
 
    The girl shook her head. “He told me you might say that. You have to meet him at one of his places if you want what he’s got. He pays me in scraps o’ food more often than pennies. I can take you there or I can go hungry. You pick.” She crossed her thin arms over her chest and cocked an eyebrow at Selena.  
 
    Ilior reached for his coin pouch. “We can give you coin enough for a meal—”  
 
    “I’m no beggar, lizardface; I earn my money.” She looked to Selena. “Now see here, the whole island knows you’re trying to get a ship out to Isle Saliz. And pretty soon, they’ll see that no one’s coming to get you. That you’re stuck. Pretty lady like you? The longer you stay here, the worse it’s going to get.” She jerked a thumb at Ilior. “Even with him around.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Selena said. “We’ve been here nearly a week; wounded fish flapping in the tides while the sharks circle closer.” She turned to the girl. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Hanna.” 
 
    “All right, Hanna. Let’s go.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Ilior muttered as they slipped into the shadows after the girl.  
 
    “Neither do I,” Selena replied. She rested her hand on her sword hilt and the dragonman did the same. “But our options run short.” 
 
    “Maybe Jarabax’s gift is a ship,” Ilior said.  
 
    “And a crew to man it,” Selena added. “I have a feeling we’re not going to be so lucky.” 
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    Jarabax the Jinxed 
 
      
 
      
 
    Selena peered into the dimness around them. Her hand clutched the hilt of her sword and the sacred word for calling light was ready on her lips. In the daylight, hundreds of ramshackle homes built of old driftwood, the wreckage of ships, and other various flotsam were visible climbing up the hillside, one built against the next. The homes looked like they were holding one another up and the whole lot of them would slide down the hill in a light wind. In the dark, those same buildings didn’t seem fragile, but menacing. Selena felt as though they were walking through an insect hive and at any moment, their presence would be detected and the swarm would come boiling out of the black windows. She could feel Ilior’s tenseness beside her. Ahead, Hanna moved in silence and with ease along the twists and turns. Once, Selena thought she saw the glow of light in Hanna’s hand, a candle perhaps, but then gone again. Mostly, they moved in the dark.  
 
    At the start of their trek, that darkness was alive with sounds. Muffled shouts and curses from behind closed doors, the wail of a baby, a harsh barking laughter. Twice, vagrants stumbled out of the dark to accost them. The first man. Ilior frightened away by drawing himself up and stretching his lone wing. The second man, brandishing a rusted knife, wanted blood before coin. Selena blinded him with a light globe and the man fell away, cursing and stumbling across empty bottles that clattered in the alley.  
 
    Hanna had given Selena and Ilior a disapproving glare. “Try to be quieter.”  
 
    Soon enough, the streets grew silent, and now Selena felt an emptiness in the hovels around them.  
 
    “People live here?” Ilior wondered. 
 
    “Not many,” Hanna answered over her shoulder. “Squatters, mostly. Lots of these places are empty.” 
 
    It was on the tip of Selena’s tongue to ask if Hanna lived here—the girl seemed to know the island like the back of her hand—but she guessed the Hanna would never tell her.  
 
    “We are getting in pretty deep,” Ilior said.  
 
    “Agreed.” Selena quickened her pace to catch up to Hanna. “That’s far enough,” she whispered. “I don’t wish to be stranded on unfamiliar territory.”  
 
    Hanna scowled. “You want Jarabax’s gift or not?” 
 
    Selena held up her hands. “How do I know? I have no idea where we are going or what I agreed to.”  
 
    The full moon had emerged from behind a cloud, bathing the three in light. Hanna gave her a peculiar look. 
 
    “You aren’t sweating.” 
 
    Selena flinched. “I don’t know what you mean. And this is hardly the time or place—” 
 
    “It’s summertime. Hot as blazes,” Hanna persisted. “Everyone on Uago sweats. But you’re not.” 
 
    Ilior pushed between them. “Where are we going? Tell us or we walk away and your boss will be angry with you, yes?”  
 
    Hanna tore her scrutinizing gaze away from Selena and set it on Ilior. She planted her hands on her hips. “He’s only my boss if I want him to be. I work for myself. But if you don’t come with me, Jarabax might be mad. And we’re almost there. Hear that?” 
 
    Selena did. The soft susurration of ocean crashing on shore. The air smelled fresher; more salty and crisp and less rancid and thick. She nodded for Hanna to lead on.  
 
    They crested a final small hill, leaving the sagging hovels behind them. Here, the land was rocky and broken, the shoreline shattered. Large tide pools burbled between jagged hunks of rock that stuck up like teeth from the frothy water. Small caverns and alcoves swallowed the tide as it came in and Selena could hear the water echoing mournfully around them.  
 
    Offshore, the sea was a graveyard of dead ships. At least a hundred or so, by Selena’s estimate: brigs, and schooners and old cogs, each one broken and black in the moonlight, their masts bent at odd angles, their hulls splintered and crushed and blasted by cannon fire. These were the corpses of merchant vessels that had been destroyed by Uago’s pirates, or pirate ships themselves—the casualties of one of the hundred battles between the pirate collectives that comprised Uago’s long and bloody history. Most were half-sunk but a few were still afloat.  
 
    Selena frowned. “Jarabax makes his base here?”  
 
    “No,” Hanna said. “He’d never take you to his actual lair. I don’t even know where it is. We always meet somewhere different when I do a job for him.” 
 
    “Which one?” Selena asked, her gaze going to the closest vessels that were above the surface. “There.” She answered her own question as she saw a dim yellow light flickering in the cabin of a nearby ship: a brigantine whose hull was scorched black in places but mostly whole.  
 
    “How do we get there?” Ilior asked. 
 
    “Follow me,” Hanna said. “It’s tricky but if you’re careful, you might not get too wet.” 
 
    They followed the girl onto the broken shore, stepping on the rocks that she stepped on, careful not to slip on the dark algae. Water crashed in, splashing their legs. The dampness on Selena’s leggings sent a chill creeping up her spine. 
 
    When the rocks gave way to water and wreckage, Hanna led them over the prow of a submerged vessel. Its bowsprit scraped against the hull of the ship that was their destination. The wood was wet and had a slimy feel to it, and Selena thought it must snap under their weight—Ilior’s especially—but it did not. They clambered from it onto the deck of Jarabax’s temporary residence.  
 
    Once aboard the brig, four dark figures appeared from behind barrels or coils of moldy rope, their hands resting on the hilts of their cutlasses. Above them, hanging from rigging or on watch in the crow’s nest, were other pirates. Selena thought there were more hidden on this ship that wasn’t nearly in as bad a shape as the rest in the graveyard. She suspected the ship might even be seaworthy and her guess was confirmed when she noticed furled sails tied to every yard.  
 
    “Let them pass,” drawled a voice from inside the captain’s quarters. “They are my guests. Well, the Paladin is a guest and the urchin is owed a penny or two. Dragonman, you can wait outside.” 
 
    Ilior shook his head. Selena hesitated.  
 
    “Oh, for the god’s sake, you’d be dead already if I wished it,” drawled the voice. 
 
    “And your ship would be burnt to ash if I wished it,” Selena said. 
 
    A chuckle. “Indeed.” 
 
    Selena nodded to Ilior and he stood with his remaining wing against the cabin, as though he were the guard and the pirates around them the interlopers. Selena followed Hanna inside.  
 
    The captains’ quarters were sumptuously decorated in red velvets and colorful silks draped down from the lantern that hung from the deckhead. A table was laden with a fine dinner, partially eaten. The centerpiece was a roasted wild boar, half gone and with exposed ribs clawing the air. Beside it, arrayed on a pewter platter, were grapes, pomegranates, and sliced mangos. Three small bowls of nuts, berries, and seeds encircled a plate of brown bread and a dish of half-melted butter. There was a roast pheasant as well, as yet untouched. The lantern’s meager light was giving way to the dawn that bloomed in the east. Jarabax sat at the head of the table, lazily spooning cranberry sauce into his mouth.  
 
    The pirate boss wore velvets and silk as fine and colorful as his quarters. Rings glinted on every finger and from both ears, and his teak-colored skin was pierced at lip and nose with more gold. His head was covered with a bandana of green silk, but Selena could see long ropes of dark hair hanging about his shoulders and down his back. He dabbed his thin mustaches with a napkin. 
 
    “Please.” Jarabax indicated that Selena should sit. “Have some dinner. Or should I say, breakfast, given the hour? I am Jarabax Ruhl.” He inclined his head. “Some call me Jarabax the Jinxed, but I can’t fathom why, given how bloody lucky I am.” He laughed, showing a wide smile of teeth, many gold. “I’ve been expecting you. After such a long and fruitless hunt, I would imagine you’re quite hungry.” 
 
    Selena ignored the words and the knowing smile that went with them. “Some bread, perhaps, thank you.” 
 
    Hanna perched on a chair and began shoveling food into her mouth.  
 
    “Not you,” Jarabax told her with mild contempt. He pelted her with a grape. “You’re here, girl, to get your coin and be gone. The grown-ups have important matters to discuss.” 
 
    Hanna flinched, a hurt look in her eyes that she quickly concealed with a scowl. She chewed what food she had managed to cram into her mouth with deliberate slowness and swallowed it with an audible gulp. She then approached Jarabax as one would a snake that might strike and held out her hand. The pirate boss dropped two coins into it. Pennies. Hardly enough to buy a heel of bread.  
 
    “Now, shoo.” Jarabax waved her away. 
 
    Hanna stomped across the boards but Selena stopped her. She filled a cloth napkin with bread, fruit, and had her wait while she cut a generous slice of pheasant. Hanna glanced at the bounty, hesitating. Then she tore it from Selena’s hands, and shot Jarabax a parting sneer.  
 
    “That napkin was silk,” the pirate lamented.  
 
    Selena glared. “You have enough on this table to feed that girl for a month.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. I don’t run a charitable organization. If it gets out that I’m getting soft, well…” He speared a piece of mango with a dagger, ate it. “I’ve got enough competition as it is.” 
 
    Selena tore off a small hunk of bread. “You’ll forgive my lack of sympathy.” 
 
    The pirate snickered. “Yes, I’d be shocked if you sympathized with the plight of a lowly pirate such as me.” Then his laughter died and he turned his blade to her with narrow eyes. “Then again, I’ve heard things about you. Maybe you’re not as pure as you look. Tainted, even.” 
 
    Selena set down her bread. “What do you want?”  
 
    “Now, now,” Jarabax said. “Let us not be rude. After all, I brought you here because I want to help.” 
 
    “You have a ship for me and a crew to man it?” Selena sipped from a mug of water. She knew the answer before the pirate laughed at her again. Anger colored her cheeks as she waited for Jarabax’s mirth to subside.  
 
    “I haven’t a ship to spare,” he said. “And I’ve heard you’ve had no luck with some of the other captains. I’m not surprised. Uago is entirely peopled with scoundrels and lowlifes.” 
 
    “And what does that make you?” 
 
    “Their king,” Jarabax said brightly and then pouted. “Or one of them. As I said, I have competition.” 
 
    He poured two glasses of wine as the sun broke through the eastern window. Selena shook her head at the proffered glass. The pirate shrugged. “More for me.” He sipped delicately and then dabbed his mustaches again. “But they are fools to deny you. They don’t know who you are. But I do.”  
 
    Selena fought the urge to cover her wound, as if it were visible. “Do you?” 
 
    Jarabax held his wine glass up to the new morning light, appreciating the crimson hues. “You are the reason the war ended. You are the Aluren who can rouse the very oceans. If the ignorant scum around here knew what you were capable of, well…this island is filthy and debased but, to us poor lowlifes, it’s all we’ve got. It has not escaped me that you might use your ability to wipe this ugly slate clean, so to speak. Hence my generous hospitality.” He gestured at the feast between them. 
 
    Selena pushed her small plate of food away, her appetite swallowed by the memory of a crashing wave and the screams of the dying. She took a steadying breath. “Get to the point of this meeting, if you have one.” 
 
    Jarabax’s lazy smile widened. “My point is, I know what happened on Isle Calinda. And what happened after, despite your Temple’s best attempts to keep that little bit of history a secret.” He sat back in his chair. “I wager they consider it a black mark on their shiny reputation, eh?” 
 
    Selena’s chair scraped as she rose. “Thank you for the bread.” 
 
    “Leaving already?” Jarabax made a tsk tsk sound. “You are unworldly to become so offended by the likes of me: a liar and a scoundrel. I know about your wound,” Jarabax added quickly when she continued to the door, “because Skye told me.” 
 
    Selena turned. “Skye…?” 
 
    Jarabax took up the second wine glass, his lazy smile returned. “Forgive me for toying with you, but I can’t resist. You, who appear so pristine and good, and yet who could burn my ship to ashes with a word.” He smiled slyly. “Or drown it to the Deeps.” He set the glass down with a clink. “The truth is, I admire you, Selena Koren. Power such as yours is worthy of admiration, so when Skye appeared to me two years ago and charged me with a task on your behalf, I agreed with relish.”  
 
    Selena stepped slowly back toward the table. “Skye was here?” 
 
    “Aye, she was. Moreover, she knew you would be passing through here and that you would need help. How she knew…well, that’s just Skye for you.” He stabbed another slice of bright orange fruit, sucked it off his dagger’s blade. 
 
    Selena sank back into her chair. “What did she say?” 
 
    Jarabax shrugged. “This and that. That and this. We spoke of many things. I enjoyed her company immensely and was ever so sad to see her go.” He heaved a sigh. “Anyway, the purpose of her visit was to leave you a gift and instructions that when you passed through Uago, I should seek you out and give it to you.” 
 
    “Skye left me a gift? Hanna said it was from you.” 
 
    “Do I look like a man who shares secrets with street urchins? Hanna knows nothing but what I tell her.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Jarabax glanced out the window. The morning had broken fully; the sky in the window outside was pure blue without a cloud to mar it. “Another dawn, another day. He grows restless waiting for you.” 
 
    “He?” 
 
    Jarabax looked her up and down, at her pure blue Aluren overtunic and the delicate silver stitching. His laugh was loud and hearty. “Oh, sweet Paladin, you’re going to love this.” 
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    A Gift 
 
      
 
      
 
    Choppy water tossed the small skiff. Two pirates rowed and a third grizzled sea dog kept beside the pirate boss. The older pirate said nothing but regarded Ilior through flinty eyes and sat with a cutlass resting across his knees. They made their way through the ship graveyard to the shattered coast that made up Isle Uago’s northern shore. Salty ocean water had eaten away at the stony walls, leaving a grotto of warrens and caverns in the stone. Rough, porous rocks the color of old blood jutted up from the crashing tides like sentries to bar passage to the caverns. The water churned, and more than once Jarabax’s men had to push off these rocks with their oars. Ilior helped when the water was particularly rough, shoving the little boat away from outcroppings that threatened to tear holes in the hull. Through it all, Jarabax sat in the prow, relaxed and calm, watching Selena from beneath lowered lids. A dozing cat evinced more energy, and when the skiff scraped against some submerged obstacle, he only smiled.  
 
    The sun rose in a sky of cloudless blue, but all fell into shadow when the little boat entered the mouth of a large overhang of rock. They ran aground in a dark cavern. Selena stepped out of the boat; rocky silt crunched beneath her boots.  
 
    “He’s in there,” Jarabax said, with a lazy nod at the cavern as the rest of the crew climbed out of the boat. It was pitch black; a hole in the stone. Selena touched her own wound absently, as the clank of metal against rock echoed out of cavern.  
 
    “He’s chained?” Selena turned to Jarabax. “Need I remind you that slavery has been outlawed in all realms and isles for two hundred years? Punishable by death?” 
 
    “Svoz is not a slave. Not…quite.” 
 
    “Not quite?” 
 
    “I can say nothing more to assure you.” Jarabax offered a wide smile. “Once you meet him, you’ll understand.” 
 
    “What kind of name is Svoz?” Ilior asked. “From Isle Juskara…?” 
 
    “Eh…not quite.” Jarabax bent at the waist and peered into the cavern. He cupped his bejeweled hands over his mouth. “Svoz? Come on out, my good fellow. Your new master has arrived.” 
 
    “Master?” Selena said, but then Svoz began to emerge from the hole in the cliff.  
 
    She felt him first; a low heat preceding him that she sensed—as she did the summer sun or a hearth fire—as a tingle against her own pervasive cold. Chains clanked and scraped. Selena sucked in a breath while Ilior hissed a curse in his own tongue and moved to stand before her.  
 
    Svoz came out blinking black-upon-black eyes; eyes as black as his pointed teeth and the row of horns over his hairless head; as black as the claws on his hands and feet. His red skin glistened as if he had just bathed his massive muscled body in blood. He wore a loincloth of the matted fur of some unknown creature and nothing else. A chain tethered to his ankle trailed back into the cave. He cleared the low ceiling of the cavern, yawned and stretched two wings that were red-veined and creaking. His black eyes found Selena and he smiled with a mouth full of onyx teeth.  
 
    “Ah. The godly little bitch. I’ve been expecting you.” He bowed his massive, horned head and laughed; a sound so low it seemed to originate from the ground.  
 
    “What is it?” Selena breathed.  
 
    “Sirra’k kah,” Ilior hissed, and drew his broadsword. “Demon…” 
 
    Selena turned to Jarabax, incredulous. “Skye left me this?” 
 
    “She did.” Jarabax was giddy. “Are you not pleased? Sirraks—shapeshifters in the common parlance—make powerful weapons. A true rarity. With Svoz at your side, none will dare double-cross you.” 
 
    “Shapeshifter?” Selena said.  
 
    “The pirate whoreson speaks true,” Svoz said. “I’m bound to serve you with the sole purpose of visiting unknowable pain on any putrid flesh sack who threatens you.” He cocked his huge head. “May I offer a small sample of the outrageous violence I shall wreak on your behalf? How about you, brother?” he asked Ilior. “I’d like a shade from that abominable sun. Might I hack off your remaining wing? It should do nicely and it’s obvious you no longer need it.” 
 
    Ilior swore in his own tongue that sounded like rocks scraping together. “Send it away. It’s dangerous. A cursed being.” He hefted his sword. “It should be put down…” 
 
    Svoz hissed and spread his wings so that he seemed to tower over Ilior, though they were of a height.  
 
    Selena stepped between them. “Stop, both of you. Why?” she asked Jarabax. “Why would Skye give me such a creature and consider it a gift?” 
 
    “I presume she felt you might need Svoz’s services in the trials to come.” Jarabax smiled his lazy, knowing smile. “Whatever those may be.” 
 
    Selena shook her head. “None of this makes sense. Skye consorting with pirates. And him…” She gestured at Svoz.  
 
    “War makes interesting bedfellows,” Jarabax mused. “It can make business partners out of Paladins and pirates alike. And the currency best exchanged in trying times such as war isn’t gold—though we pirates like that too.” His smile revealed more gold teeth than white. “Secrets. Information. Did you presume Skye achieved her victories during the war without relying on less than luminous allies?” 
 
    “Every pirate collective stayed out of the war…” Selena said, and guessed that was untrue before Jarabax laughed uproariously.  
 
    “Aye, we did not fight, that’s true enough,” he said when he caught his breath. “But ships from all over the Western Watch made port with us on their way to or from the fighting. We learned much that wasn’t meant for our ears, and Skye made great use of our treasure trove of secrets, I assure you.” 
 
    The pirate sighed, looking at Svoz with undisguised envy. Selena could imagine the reprehensible acts the sirrak would perpetrate at Jarabax’s command.  
 
    “And it shames me to admit,” he continued, “that despite her plundering my connections and I for whatever advantages she could find, when Skye left our humble isle ten years ago, I owed her a favor. A favor. Our second most valued coin.” Jarabax sighed again. “I hate that.” 
 
    “He speaks too much,” Svoz said to Selena. “Shall I rip his throat out?” 
 
    Jarabax recoiled and said quickly, “Skye called for that favor two years ago. She gave me Svoz to watch over—and feed— until such time as you came to claim him. Somehow she knew you would.” His smile was back. “And here you are.” 
 
    Selena shook her head. “How did Skye come to possess a sirrak?” 
 
    Jarabax shrugged. “Ask him.” 
 
    Svoz shook his head. “Alas, I am forbidden to speak of previous indentures…no matter how interesting they were.” 
 
    Selena felt Ilior’s hand on her arm. “May I speak with you a moment?” He drew her out of earshot; the crashing waves echoing in the cavern drowned his words.  
 
    “This is a bad idea. That…thing…is dangerous. An abomination. Sirrak’ah. Blood dragons, they are called among my people. They hatched from blacked eggs that fall from the Void.” He gripped her arm tighter. “They care for nothing but murder. Violent murder. They thirst for it. A creature like that is not fit to walk beside you.” 
 
    Selena bit her lip. “I understand. I feel…unclean for taking him—” 
 
    Ilior’s eyes widened. “You are considering it? Do not! I tell you, it is an obscene creature.” 
 
    “Yes, but powerful,” Selena said. “I’ve heard the stories. Sirraks are ferocious in battle and their ability to change appearances might prove valuable. Ilior, I will need all the help I can get to fight these Bazira.” 
 
    “I will help you,” Ilior said. “I will stand with you, always.” 
 
    Selena smiled. “I know you will, my friend. But I don’t know how strong these Bazira I face are going to be. Killing them…It will close my wound. That is everything. I can’t turn aside an advantage and I certainly can’t leave a sirrak to serve the pirates.” 
 
    Ilior appeared to be biting back words. “If you think it wise.” 
 
    “I don’t. Just as I don’t wish to take two lives in cold blood. But…I have to do my best.”  
 
    The Vai’Ensai nodded and they rejoined the others.  
 
    “Do you know what keeps them bound to a human?” Selena asked as they walked.  
 
    “Sirrak’ah,” Ilior muttered. “We call them blood dragons for a reason.”  
 
    Jarabax’s insouciant demeanor was fast eroding. Svoz stomped around the cavern as far as his chain would allow. The sirrak fanned his wings and made idle, yet intricately detailed and gruesome threats to the pirates. The violence in his words was a sharp contrast to the refined, imperious tone of his voice. The pirates had their cutlasses drawn and leveled. 
 
    “Do hurry,” the pirate told Selena. “Take control of your pet, or I will.” 
 
    Svoz ceased his pacing and approached Selena. Behind her, Ilior growled deep in his throat.  
 
    Selena’s mouth felt dry. “What do we do?” 
 
    Svoz bared black teeth that gleamed in shafts of sunlight that spilled through cracks in the cavern overhang. “I’ve been trapped here so long. I’m thirsty….so very thirsty.” 
 
    Ilior made a strangled sound while Jarabax’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I’ve never seen this,” the pirate breathed. He withdrew an ornate dagger from the sash at his waist and handed it to Selena. “Sirraks use blood magic. Magic from another plane.” He looked at her, his eyes wide. “Give him your blood and he is yours.” 
 
    Selena took the dagger as Svoz knelt before her. His mouth was hanging open and yellowed saliva dripped from between his black teeth. Selena swallowed hard and laid the dagger against her palm.  
 
    “No,” Ilior whispered behind her. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    Selena hesitated. Her wound breathed its cold draft in her chest, making her shiver. Skye Heard the god and sent me on the quest that will close my wound. And now Skye has gifted me with this…creature for a reason. Faith.  
 
    She drew the dagger across her skin.  
 
    The pain was swift and bright but Svoz’s reaction consumed her attention. His imperious demeanor disappeared, and he writhed and moaned in delight, contorting his form to bend under her outstretched hand. A forked tongue, long and obscene, protruded from his mouth to catch Selena’s dripping blood. He lapped at it eagerly, wantonly, and she squeezed her eyes shut, disgusted. When that tongue wormed its way over her palm, she snatched her hand away.  
 
    “Enough!” she cried, breathing hard. “Is it? Is that enough?” 
 
    “To satiate me?” Svoz licked his lips. “Never. Human blood….” He sighed gustily. “There is nothing sweeter. But to bind us? Aye.” He got to his feet and bowed low, composure returned. “Master.” 
 
    Selena’s stomach roiled. She poured water from her ampulla, found the moon in the sky, and murmured the sacred word to close the gash on her palm.  
 
    “You can unchain him now,” she told Jarabax.  
 
    “No need, Master,” Svoz said. “Now that I am yours…” He vanished in a plume of acrid, greasy smoke. The empty chain fell to the soil. Another plume of smoke erupted behind her, and Svoz stepped out of it.  
 
    Jarabax sighed. “Such a valuable tool…” 
 
    Svoz grinned wickedly. “You have no idea.” 
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    The small party returned to the skiff, the hulking sirrak bringing up the rear. Ilior stayed close to Selena, trudging through the shore in stony silence.  
 
    “Skye’s command was that he remain in this cove and out of sight,” Jarabax explained as they walked. “I don’t need to tell you that had other pirate collectives learned of his presence, I’d have had a fight on my hands to possess him. But Skye is no fool. She ordered him to remain hidden and he was bound to obey. The chains were my request. For the benefit of my men who were entrusted with feeding him. The chains made them feel better about the whole situation, and I think you can understand why. And that reminds me: Svoz’s feedings…” The pirate chuckled as they arrived at his skiff. “A thing to behold, I assure you, but no longer my duty. I will take you back to solid ground and then we will part ways until such time as I call upon you for the favor owed.” 
 
    “What favor?” Selena demanded. “As far as I’m concerned, our association is over.” 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned, I’ve housed and fed your pet sirrak for two years,” Jarabax said. “You are in my debt.” 
 
    “Shall I tear his arms off, Master?” Svoz asked placidly. “He can’t ask you for a handout out if he doesn’t have any.” 
 
    Jarabax coughed. “Business can wait. Let’s depart this grotto. There is no rush, of course.” 
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    Jarabax’s skiff was too small for Svoz to join them and Selena watched, her eyes wide, as the sirrak altered his form. His red skin lightened to a skin tone, and his wings seemed to fold in on themselves and then disappear. A linen shirt, breeches, and boots were born of the skin on his chest and legs, and the black of his horns became hair. In moments, the hulking sirrak was gone and in its place was a sailor, as human as any, but for his eyes. Svoz’s eyes were a strange, silvery hue that gave him the appearance that he had no iris. Only black pupil.  
 
    Jarabax sighed again. “Oh, such a gift as this…” 
 
    He let Selena and her companions out at the uneven shore at the edge of the ship graveyard. Once his men had pulled a safe distance away, he called, “A favor, remember. A small one, to be sure, but a favor nonetheless. I expect to collect when the time comes.”  
 
    Selena turned her back to him. “Come,” she said to Ilior and Svoz. “Back to the Wayfarer. It’s been a long night. I want to rest.” 
 
    “You seem a little chilled, Master.” Svoz put in as they picked their way over the rocky beach. He wore an overly wide smile on his human face that didn’t touch his strange silver eyes at all. “Perhaps you should warm yourself at a fire?” 
 
    “You shut up,” Ilior told the sirrak and the sirrak ignored him.  
 
    “But I suspect it would take a mighty large hearth to comfort you…” 
 
    Selena put her hand on Ilior’s arm and felt his muscles coiled to spring. “You know quite a lot about me, Svoz. Perhaps Skye told you…?” 
 
    Svoz held up a pale hand. “What transpires between my masters and I during our association is sacrosanct. I am forbidden to speak of my relations with my former Master just as I am bound to keep silent about whatever adventures you and I embark upon.” 
 
    “Then how…?” 
 
    “To one of my fiery disposition, the cold draft emanating from your chest cavity is obvious. As is its…otherworldly origination.” He pouted in mock sympathy and fluttered his eyelids. “Care to talk about it?” 
 
    “No,” Selena stated. “We’ll sort out our arrangement after I have had some sleep. Now be silent.” 
 
    “Haven’t you someone you wish me to dispose of?” the sirrak asked. “At least let us begin our relations with a demonstration of my loyalty?” 
 
    “You will hurt no one unless I tell you to,” Selena said. “And I can assure you, those instances will be very rare.” 
 
    “Very well. I can tell already this is going to be a tedious indenture.” Svoz heaved a sigh. “Former Master was much more fun.” 
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    The Admiral’s Son 
 
      
 
      
 
    Admiral Archer Crane hated the smell of the city. Thousands of people navigating narrow streets and alleyways, stuffing themselves into immovable brick and stone boxes. Their odors intermingled and were held trapped by high towers and hills that kept the wind from cleansing it all away. Who could live like this, and why? There were hundreds of oceans on Lunos. “Seas upon seas,” as Skye had once told him while nestled snuggly in the crook of his arm.  
 
    Now she was out sailing those seas without him while he remained landlocked, biding his time, and surrounded by people so that he was never more than a stone’s throw from anyone. The stench of the city was always in his nostrils, instead of the salt and wind of the open sea.  
 
    Archer tugged at the high collar on his uniform as they made the journey up the hill from the quays to the Moon Temple. It was summer’s end but the heat was intense enough to seem as though the season were just beginning. He felt sorry for the four guards assigned to accompany him; they wore scaled plate armor over their linen uniforms and sweat beaded on their foreheads.  
 
    Selena Koren doesn’t know heat like this. If what Celestine says is true, she is never warm. Not in ten years. 
 
    “I can’t imagine it,” he muttered, “but Skye shouldn’t have sent her. It’s wrong.” 
 
    “Said something, sir?”  
 
    Archer looked around to Deke Targan, the head of his personal guard.  
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “I wondered if you needed anything.” 
 
    Archer shook his head.  
 
    Talking to myself already? And just forty-three years old. Too young to go daft.  
 
    Thinking of Skye was the surest way to lose himself in his thoughts and he berated himself, vowing for the millionth time to let her go.  
 
    She’s already done the same to you.  
 
    Deke Targan cleared his throat. With his red hair and large, round eyes, Archer couldn’t help but compare the young man to a goldfish. 
 
    “What? Sorry, lad,” Archer said, forcing a laugh. “This heat is driving me mad. I need no escort from here, nor from here back to the Citadel…” 
 
    “We’ll be waiting here when you are finished, Admiral Crane,” Deke said, drawing himself up.  
 
    Archer rolled his eyes after he had taken his leave and entered the blessedly cool confines of the Temple.  
 
    He’s the best man I’ve got but not a lick of humor in him. 
 
    Archer found Celestine in her spacious offices on the third floor. The High Reverent stared out the grand, wing-shaped windows that overlooked the city and the bay beyond, her hands clasped tightly behind her back. After the adherent, Lanik, announced him and departed, Archer removed his red admiral’s coat that was heavy with excessive gold embroidery and tossed it unceremoniously onto the floor. The oversized gold sunburst pendant that marked his rank clanked when it hit bottom like an anchor. He slouched into the seat opposite Celestine’s immaculate desk and took up a chart that the High Reverent had apparently been consulting prior to his arrival.  
 
    “What’s today’s news?” Archer asked.  
 
    Celestine didn’t turn from the window. “I think you were right.” 
 
    “Of course I was. What was I right about?” 
 
    The High Reverent didn’t reply and there was a silence broken by the rustling of the chart in Archer’s hands.  
 
    “They are training peliteryxes today,” Celestine said eventually, her voice soft. “The sky is so clear, you can see them flying off the roof of the Guild all the way from Isle Parish. Come see.” 
 
    Archer regarded his friend for a moment. Celestine’s Aluren overtunic was impeccable as always, her knee-high black boots were polished to a bright sheen, her rich brown hair tied up smartly. The sun was high in the sky and Archer guessed that Celestine had arisen with the dawn, working on Temple affairs and Skye’s directives for more hours than Archer had been awake, and that she would continue long after the lamps had been lit.  
 
    Beyond her, through the window, Archer could see small dark shapes gliding across the sky, unfettered.  
 
    He looked back to Celestine. “You need to get off this island as much as I do. Care to take a sail with me? I’ve been meaning to go to Isle Dantis for inspections. That’s my excuse anyway. Damn good one, I think. No one will suspect a thing.” 
 
    “Impossible. Skye’s left us too much work to do.” Celestine sighed, ignoring or missing the lightness in his tone. She still did not turn. “How long would it take to sail from here to Isle Saliz? A month? Two?” 
 
    Archer tossed the chart down and sat up. “Not so long as that with clear weather. Why? You want to help Selena? Because I can have a quarto put together in three days.”  
 
    “No, it’s…impossible,” she said again. The High Reverent turned from the window and sat down at her desk. She smiled wanly at her friend. “The time to act in that vein was before I sent Selena Koren on the quest that will most likely kill her.” 
 
    “I’ll go myself,” Archer said. “I’ll leave now. This moment. Anything to get away from this damnable city.” 
 
    “The Western Watch can’t spare you,” Celestine said and sighed. “But it’s as I said; you were right. We should not have sent her. Or that we should not have sent her alone. Gods, Archer, I didn’t even give her an Alliance ship. I hired some stranger to take her.” 
 
    “You did what you thought was best. What was necessary.” 
 
    “Did I?” Celestine rested her elbows on the desk and rubbed her temples.  
 
    “You did what Skye decreed.” 
 
    “Aye. Skye also decreed we bolster the armada. We can’t spare an Alliance ship for Paladin Koren’s quest. No one would fault me for that. Would they?” 
 
    She looked so young for a moment, so desperate for someone else to tell her what was right and wrong. Sometimes, Archer well knew, the burden of making the final decision seemed as heavy as an anchor around one’s neck.  
 
    “It’s a Temple matter, Cel. You would know better than I.”  
 
    Celestine sighed and nodded absently. Her gaze fell on the chart. Archer could see she was looking at Isle Saliz. The jungle island shaped like a jagged hunk of broken bones, or a nest of sharp teeth.  
 
    “My thoughts are so clouded lately. I can’t seem to make any decisions without second and then triple-guessing them. But I confess, Archer, I was so ready to rid the Temple of Selena’s presence. Her wound is a stain, not only on her but on the Aluren as well. So long as the ‘Tainted One’ is among our ranks, we struggle to fill them.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Archer knew of the Temple’s dwindling numbers. Everyone did. But he’d never heard the blame laid for it at Koren’s feet alone.  
 
    Celestine raised her dark eyes to meet his. “Yes. And no. The Zak’reth killed us, Archer,” she said. “We lost so many Paladins to their fiery blades. But Selena’s wound is frightening. It’s a constant reminder of the Two-Faced God’s power. Of its wrath. I suspect not many wish to join us for fear of suffering a similar fate. Sending Selena away…it was like ridding the Temple of a shadow that dimmed every room with its presence.” She closed her eyes. “I shame myself even saying the words. I should have protected her. Defended her. But Archer…” She opened her eyes and they were shining. “I feel so relieved now that she’s gone.” 
 
    Archer felt an uncomfortable twist in his gut. “Do you think Skye is right? Will killing the Bazira heal Selena’s wound?” 
 
    “Of course it will,” the High Reverent snapped, blinking rapidly. “Skye has the god’s ear better than any.” She took a steadying breath and smoothed her already smooth overtunic. “No, sending her was the best thing. For Selena and for the Temple. I pray that she will succeed and return to us whole and hearty. I pray for this every day.” 
 
    Archer held up his hands. “Is that enough to quell your conscience?” 
 
    Celestine narrowed her eyes at him. “You, Admiral, of all people should know that doing what’s easy, and doing what’s best for the greater good, are not always the same thing.” 
 
    “Of course I know that,” Archer said. “We don’t have the luxury of letting personal matters interfere with our decisions.” He found he was twisting his wedding ring around and around, and abruptly closed his hands into fists. “But I wouldn’t have sent the woman to her death.” 
 
    Celestine’s face paled. “You think that’s what I’ve done?” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “No,” Celestine said. She drew herself up and became the High Reverent before Archer’s eyes. “It is dangerous, yes. But she is powerful and resourceful and driven to succeed. I have faith that she will.” 
 
    “There you go.” Archer sat back in his chair, a satisfied smile on his face. “Feel better?” 
 
    Celestine arched a brow at him. “Have I just had a lesson in diplomacy from the great Admiral Crane?” 
 
    “Tanner Gaines, a truly great admiral, once told me that the only way to lead is to pick one thing out of the swirling chaos, put it to rest, and then pick up the next.” 
 
    “Sound advice,” Celestine said, and sat down across from him. She still sat ramrod straight but Archer was pleased to see some of the tenseness leave her face and shoulders. “And now the next item in the ‘swirling chaos’ is the Bazira. They grow stronger every day.” 
 
    “I thought the Two-Faced God revered balance above all things,” Archer said. “The Bazira cannot grow too strong, can they?” 
 
    “They can,” Celestine replied. “The gods revere balance, not that of equivalent scales, but the constancy of a pendulum swinging back and forth. That is what High Reverent Coronus, in his great wisdom, taught us. The Aluren enjoyed an era of might and power before the Zak’reth war. Now the pendulum is swinging the other way, to the Bazira. Now,” she said with a shudder, “it is their time.” 
 
    “Then let’s go to war,” Archer said and pounded his fist on the table. “Force that damn pendulum back. And I’m only half-kidding.” 
 
    This coaxed a small smile out of Celestine but it faded quickly.  
 
    “I know you are weary of this island, Archer, but be careful what you wish for. My dream, and that of the entire Aluren faith, is everlasting peace. My one consolation is that Skye has contacted us at last with plans to achieve it. I trust the Guild is doing its part?” 
 
    Archer nodded. “Aye. They’ve been doing their part for ten years, since the Zak’reth blew us to bits. But the Order of Shipwrights complains they haven’t enough drafters. And now Skye wants to double production.” He pursed his lips. “It would have been good of her to at least tell us why. And I don’t see why Skye’s making these demands in the first place. Armadas are built for war, not ‘everlasting peace.’” 
 
    “I trust that Skye knows what she is doing,” Celestine said. “I believe she can Hear the god like no other. We must remember that as we strive to fulfill her directives. And I will try to remember that when I think of what Paladin Koren faces.” 
 
    Archer nodded absently. His ring spun around and around until he caught himself but it was too late. Celestine’s eyes were soft on his.  
 
    He groaned. “Don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    “I know it is hard for you, my friend,” Celestine said. “But what she is doing is for the good of all Lunos. She corresponded after four years of silence. That is a hopeful sign.” 
 
    “Aye. She’s not dead anyway. There’s that,” Archer said bitterly. But it was what her message was lacking that stung him to the core. He shook his head, not sure if he were more disgusted with Skye for her silence or for himself for holding on. 
 
    “If we’ve exhausted all topics of discussion, save my unmanly flailing for my absent wife, I’ll take my leave.” 
 
    “There is no shame in missing your wife,” Celestine said. “Were I in your shoes…” She cleared her throat. “She will return and you will know happiness again.” 
 
    Archer didn’t say anything. He knew Celestine envied his marriage. Or the idea of it, as that’s all he felt he had left. Sometimes the High Reverent let her officious mask slip to reveal the lonely young woman beneath. And more often than not, he was the only one there to see it.  
 
    “Tell me something good,” Archer said, offering a jovial smile. The kind she complained she so rarely saw anymore. “Tell me something good about Connor.” 
 
    He watched his friend turn her head and straighten a paper that was already straight. 
 
    Archer slumped. “Ah, gods, now what?” 
 
    “Don’t be like that,” Celestine said. “Your son is exceedingly intelligent. The sharpest student we’ve ever had…” 
 
    “That’s what you say every time. He’s the sharpest student who can’t heal a bruise. Who can’t muster a flicker of light.”  
 
    “He is trying…” 
 
    “Why can’t the god Hear him?” 
 
    “And that is what you ask me every time, and the answer is always the same.” Celestine folded her hands on the desk. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “But you should,” he snapped. She flinched and Archer cursed himself. “I’m sorry. I don’t care, really, except that he wants it so badly. But I guess the god doesn’t want him.” 
 
    Celestine sighed. “Connor is exceptional. His swordcraft is ingenious. I don’t know why the god is deaf to his prayers.” 
 
    Archer snorted. “I do.” 
 
    Celestine reached over and clasped the Admiral’s hand. “I’ve told you, his illness shouldn’t preclude him from becoming a Paladin. The god doesn’t demand perfection.” 
 
    “No, it demands more than that. Connor and Selena Koren are living proof.” 
 
    He could see his words offended and that a rebuke was on Celestine’s lips.  
 
    “I’m sorry. Again.” Archer tugged his collar. “This heat…” 
 
    Celestine put on a smile. “Connor tells me his training with the Alliance corps is going very well.” 
 
    “Aye. Master Wharton reports his weapons training is exceptional, and he has tremendous proficiency in archery, tactics, and all the rest.” He waved his hand.  
 
    “There is your good news! He will make a fine sailor. An officer, doubtless. Taking after his father—” 
 
    “Aye, except for the small fact he doesn’t want to be an officer in the Alliance, he wants to be a Paladin. He wants to sail around Lunos, healing the sick and defending the weak, or so he tells me. Told me. He doesn’t speak of it much anymore because he’s too embarrassed by his failures.” 
 
    “He’s not a failure,” Celestine insisted, “but he has not yet been called into service by the Two-Faced God and so it’s probable he won’t be. That is the truth of it. And don’t think I’m pleased about it. We need as many able-bodied people in our ranks as are willing. The fact that Connor has the passion for it but not the ability galls me terribly. We need him. I need him. For your sake, he is more than welcome to stay among us, but I don’t believe it will do any good. His destiny lies elsewhere.” 
 
    “Try telling him that,” Archer muttered.  
 
    “Stubborn, is he?” Celestine raised a brow. “Wherever does he get it from, I wonder?” 
 
    Archer Crane laughed despite himself and then rubbed his eyes again. “Oh, Cel, all I want is a reason to sail. Nothing too elaborate. Perhaps an uprising. An uprising would be nice. A small one but far enough away to keep me from Lillomet for a season or two. Or three.”  
 
    Celestine smiled and rose from her seat. “Come. Watch the peliteryxes with me. Doing so brings me peace. Perhaps it will for you.” 
 
    The Admiral rose and stood beside the High Reverent at the window because he knew it would please her. Isle Parish’s northernmost tip nearly brushed Isle Lillomet; only a narrow channel separated them. The Guild’s tall, square-shaped towers sat at the edge of Parish and were visible from the Moon Temple on Lillomet. From the Guild’s squat rooftop, peliteryxes were in training.  
 
    Archer thought Celestine’s eyesight must be extraordinary, as the birds were mere flecks of dark against the blue of the sky to him. Watching them did not bring him peace. They served to remind him how fettered he was to the ground, to his duty, when in truth he wanted nothing more than to sail after Skye, even if it meant leaving the Western Watch forever.  
 
    I am the best protector of the realm, and also its betrayer, if given half the chance.  
 
    The peliteryxes all dove at once, beaks down, wings folded, like sea hawks diving for prey. Archer guessed their handler had called them back when the cloudless blue sky darkened with uncanny speed. Celestine gripped his arm with a gasp as a curtain of clouds drew across it, fat and roiling, obscuring the Guild and Isle Parish, obscuring everything in a thick blanket of gray and black. Moments later, thunder boomed and lightning flashed. Rain lashed against Celestine’s window, and they both stepped back at the storm that had formed and railed within mere seconds.  
 
    “Did you see…?” 
 
    “How…?” 
 
    An urgent rapping came at the door.  
 
    “Enter,” Celestine said, her voice shaky.  
 
    The adherent was out of breath. “High Reverent. Admiral.” 
 
    “What is it, Lanik?”  
 
    “It’s Connor, your Reverence. He’s having an episode. A bad one.” 
 
    Fear gripped the admiral’s heart. The storm was forgotten. He rushed to the door, Celestine following behind him. 
 
    “Where?” Archer asked, praying it wasn’t at the Citadel. His greatest fear was that Connor would have one of his fits while training at swordplay or archery and hurt himself. He was relieved when the acolyte told him his son was in the Temple, just leaving a meditation cell. Other adherents were with him.  
 
    “Did they put the stick in his mouth?” he demanded of Lanik as the three of them raced down to the meditation floor. The corridors were dimmed by dark clouds and streaked with rain. “He carries it in his coat pocket. Do they know to cushion his head so he doesn’t bang it on the floor?” 
 
    “Yes… and no, sir.” 
 
    “Speak plain, godsdammit!” 
 
    “Archer,” Celestine said.  
 
    “They can’t touch him, sir,” Lanik said, his voice slightly cool.  
 
    Archer’s heart rolled. His mind’s eye held an image of his seventeen-year old son convulsing with such violence that the healers could not even go near him. Gods, no… 
 
    “We’ll help him,” Celestine said as they rounded a curving passage that led down to the meditation cells. “Keep faith, Archer.” 
 
    Lanik led them to the first of a row of meditation cells. Outside the door a small group of adherents had gathered. Rage boiled up in Archer as he thought they were spectators gathered to gawk and stare while his son suffered another of his fits, the sort Connor had been plagued with ever since he was a child. But as they neared, he saw they tried to help, murmuring prayers to the Two-Faced God, and attempting to enter the room. Something was driving them back.  
 
    The air felt charged. All the hair stood up on Archer’s arms and he watched as a determined adherent attempted to enter the little cell. There was an earsplitting sound, like tearing parchment, and flash of blue-white light. The young man stumbled back out, clutching his arm. The smell of sulfur and burnt flesh filled the air. 
 
    “Stand back!” Archer ordered and pushed his way to the door of the cell. A ragged cry tore from his throat.  
 
    His son lay prone on the floor, writhing and flailing as he always did during one of his episodes. Saliva burbled over his lips and his dark eyes were rolled up in his skull, showing the whites. The violence of the seizure was no more or less than usual except that small spider webs of lightning coursed along Connor’s skin, crackled between his fingertips, and even danced in his open mouth, in his ears, in his nostrils.  
 
    “Gods be good,” Archer breathed. He took a step inside and reached a hand to his son’s booted foot but Celestine snatched his hand away before he could touch it.  
 
    “Don’t!” she cried. “You’ll be burned. Let it pass. See? It is passing.” 
 
    The convulsions eased, the writhing stopped, and the lightning burnt itself out with a few pops and a whiff of sulfur. Connor lay still.  
 
    Archer rushed to him to make sure he was breathing; sometimes he stopped for a moment or two and it was his father’s greatest fear that some time he would have a fit and stop breathing altogether. But Connor’s chest rose and fell and the admiral cradled his son’s head in his lap.  
 
    “What in the name of the god just happened?” 
 
    Celestine shook her head. The other adherents—half a dozen or so—looked as perplexed. She rose and conferred with her people and Archer heard them mutter about the sudden storm.  
 
    To the Deeps with the storm.  
 
    Connor looked peaceful, as though he were sleeping deeply. Archer stroked his hair that was dark like his, but his son’s beauty came from his mother, fifteen years gone. The admiral wiped the spittle from Connor’s mouth and checked to see if he’d cracked any teeth.  
 
    It was the same as any other seizure. I must have imagined the lightning. I must have. 
 
    Celestine reappeared at the door. “Let’s get him to the infirmary,” she said, her voice low and her eyes dark.  
 
    “What is it?” Admiral asked as he lifted his son in his arms. “What’s wrong?” he asked Celestine. 
 
    “The storm is over,” she said, and Archer heard it for himself when he stepped into the corridor. The walls were lined with windows, alternating in plain panes of glass, or beautiful stained designs in multitudinous colors. Through the plain glass, Archer saw the clouds dissipating with the speed in which they’d come. The rain had stopped. The sky was quiet.  
 
    “It stopped,” Celestine said as they walked down the long gallery, “when Connor did.” 
 
    Archer said nothing. Adherents were always looking at everything through the prism of their religion.  
 
    Sometimes, he thought, things just happen. Like storms. He looked down at his son. There was no lightning, he thought, as they came to the infirmary at the end of the gallery. It’s impossible. And if there had been, Connor would be dead by now, burnt to a crisp.  
 
    By the time he laid his son in one of the twenty beds—all empty—in the stark, clean infirmary, he had nearly convinced himself that he had not seen lightning crackle over Connor. Instead, he thought, perhaps the Two-Faced God had Heard Connor after all, and the light that burnt the adherent’s arm was his son’s own creation. When Connor opened his eyes and smiled at him, he was certain of it.  
 
    “How do you feel, captain?” Archer asked.  
 
    Connor smiled faintly. “I’ve been better.” He looked at Celestine and the handful of adherents who had joined them in the infirmary. He frowned. “Was it a bad one?” 
 
    Archer shot a look at the High Reverent and her people who were looking far too serious and pensive. “It was nothing out of the ordinary,” he said pointedly.  
 
    Celestine met his eye but he did not blink. She dismissed the others and moved to stand beside Connor on the other side of the bed. She felt his forehead, laid a hand on his chest, and felt the pulse in his wrist.  
 
    “How do you feel?” she asked as if his first answer wasn’t sufficient.  
 
    “My head aches,” the young man replied, “but that’s usual.” 
 
    Archer nodded. “He’s fine.” He beamed. “He wove light.” 
 
    Connor’s eyes widened and a smile broke his handsome face. “Did I? Did I really?” 
 
    Archer felt Celestine’s glare like knives in his back. “That is not certain,” she said. She started to say more when Lanik appeared again.  
 
    “Now what?” Archer demanded.  
 
    “My pardons, sir,” Lanik said, “but he refuses to wait outside. Paladin Jarrin tried to stop him but he insisted…” 
 
    “Who insisted? Who refuses…?” Celestine asked and Archer saw her hand land on the hilt of her sapphire-pommeled sword. He followed suit, standing in front of his son.  
 
    Paladin Jarrin entered the room. The man’s hair was more gray than brown and crow’s feet folded the corners of his eyes. The veteran Paladin garbed blue and silver—the uniform his son desperately yearned to don—appeared almost flummoxed.  
 
    “High Reverent,” he said, bowing his head. “We had thought it was Paladin Koren’s companion, the one who is by her side always, and so let him enter. But too late, we realized our mistake.” 
 
    “Let who enter?” Celestine demanded.  
 
    “A dragonman.” Jarrin turned to Archer. “He insists on seeing you, Admiral Crane. He professes he bears no malice but…” 
 
    “And that was enough to convince you to let him into the Moon Temple?” Archer tightened his grip on his sword.  
 
    “The Vai’Ensai were valuable allies during the war,” Celestine said. “They are always welcome here.” 
 
    Archer knew that was true. He also knew Celestine was appalled by the lack of security in her own domain; her ears were red and her voice tight. Archer silently vowed to send a complement of guards from the Citadel that very day. 
 
    His thoughts faded as a shadow filled the door in the infirmary. A Vai’Ensai ducked his horned head under the arch and maneuvered his wings through the door. He wore a studded leather vest, trousers, and the heaviest, broadest sword Crane had ever seen was strapped between his claw-tipped wings. Rainwater dripped off those enormous wings, off the dragonman’s lizard-like snout that was pierced with a heavy iron ring, and glistened on the row of horns that began on his forehead and marched over the crown of his head and to the base of his neck in a straight line. He stood easily seven spans tall and was packed with muscles that rippled and bulged under his green-tinged skin.  
 
    “I am here for the man whose name is like the bird,” intoned the Vai’Ensai.  
 
    His voice was heavily accented, deep, and grating. He touched the iron pendant that hung from a chain around his neck.  
 
    “Crane. I’m here for Crane.” 
 
    “That’s me,” the Admiral said, exchanging glances with Celestine. “I’m Archer Crane.” 
 
    The dragonman sniffed the air and then took a step closer to the bed. He sniffed again.  
 
    “No.” He shook his immense horned head. “Not you. Him.” He pointed at Connor. “I am here for him.” 
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    Visions and Dreams 
 
      
 
      
 
    The pier. Ahead, the orange light, hovering somewhere over the water. Or perhaps at the end of the pier. If she could just reach it… 
 
    She walked faster, then ran. The pier stretched out under her feet but the light grew no closer. The mist thickened and it was cold. So cold. She slowed then fell, her body stiffening so she thought her bones might shatter. The orange light hung as it had, no closer but still in reach. If only she could get up and keep going. To remain here was death.  
 
    Pain followed the cold, both wrapping her in a biting embrace, as the fog thickened to fill her lungs.  
 
    “Help me,” she croaked through blue lips and a stiffened jaw. “Help…” 
 
    The cold took her until she felt nothing else but it and the agony of her desperate hope, and a voice whispering in her mind from a place deep and dark and older than time… 
 
    Find me… 
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    Selena woke thinking some wrathful person had gripped her by the shoulders and was shaking her. She huddled deeper into the covers, clenching her fists around the soft linen, and squeezing her eyes shut against the tears that stung like needles. She took deep even breaths, willing the phantom cold to subside to her usual pervasive chill. 
 
    The pier dream. It was no better or worse than some of the others that plagued her, but for its simple, terrible warning. Find the light or die. Selena huddled deeper in the blankets.  
 
    When the vestiges of the dream slipped away, she hauled herself to sitting, and brushed the pale hair out of her eyes. The Wayfarer Inn. Her room’s large window revealed a gray and rainy morning. A late summer storm, unexpected after the perfect blue sky of the day previous, boiled over Isle Uago. Selena watched the rain lance against the glass in silver streaks and sighed.  
 
    She nearly sank back to the pillows, to bury herself under the blankets and spend the morning hours—or longer—in a half-sleep in which she could eschew the rain, the leering pirates, and the cold, if her dreams showed mercy.  
 
    There lies weakness. And Ilior worries.  
 
    Neither thought roused her. Some days, especially the long, black days when her wound was new, she stayed in bed.  
 
    The wound. Skye had promised this quest would close it.  
 
    She promised.  
 
    Selena hauled herself up and dressed; pulled on her leggings, undershirt, and tunic. She left her chainmail shirt in the small trunk at the foot of the bed. It would make her colder in the rain. As soon as she was dressed she descended to the common room and asked the innkeeper to brew some coffee. 
 
    “In this heat?”  
 
    When Selena slid a kroon over the bar, he nodded, snatched it up, and hollered for his kitchen boy to set a pot.  
 
    “You mind your pets, now,” the innkeeper warned Selena. “It’s bad enough, the dragonman—” he nodded at Ilior who was already seated at the hearth, waiting for her—“but now a sirrak too? I been real nice since yer coin is good, but…” He leaned on the gleaming wood and said in a low voice. “Don’t you think it’s about time you moved on?” 
 
    Selena stiffened. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    She left him at the bar and sat with Ilior at a table near the empty hearth. Outside the windows, the wind howled and the rain battered the glass. A sullen, skinny boy wearing a stained apron plunked a mug of black coffee in front of her. Selena wrapped her hands around the mug and let the steam waft over her face. She told herself it helped.  
 
    “I haven’t seen Svoz,” Ilior said, his voice a low rumble.  
 
    “I sent him to the wilds to feed.” 
 
    Ilior picked up a strip of limp, greasy bacon from his breakfast plate. “Don’t let him deplete the boars too much, or I might be deprived of such glorious fare.” 
 
    “That is kind of you to make light, when I know how much his joining us bothers you.” 
 
    Ilior shrugged his massive shoulders. His lone wing rose and fell. “The success of your quest is too important.” 
 
    “If it could only begin,” Selena said. “We are no longer welcome here,” she said with a nod at the innkeeper behind the bar who watched them with a scowl twisting his jowls. 
 
    “You want me to talk to him?” 
 
    “No. This inn is the finest in Port Sylk. I’m sure some pirate boss has a stake in it. We don’t want to invite that kind of trouble.” 
 
    “What next, then?” Ilior asked. “You’ve interviewed every halfway reputable captain on the island, and more that aren’t. I hate to suggest it, but writing to the Temple might be the right thing.” 
 
    Selena sighed. “I was thinking the same.” 
 
    “Tell the High Reverent to send the Armada.” Ilior’s scaled lips curled. “Her choice of captain wasn’t too keen the first time.” 
 
    “She’s doing her best,” Selena said. She’d had the same ire for Celestine, but felt it was her duty to defend her now. “She should have left such matters to Admiral Crane, but done is done.” Selena pushed her coffee mug aside. “But your advice is sound. The rain has let up. I’ll go to the scriveners now.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Ilior said, rising.  
 
    “No, stay,” Selena said. “I’ll go myself.” 
 
    “That does not seem safe.” 
 
    “Neither is staying here. Not for much longer. I need you here in the event the innkeeper has notions about tossing our things in the street. I can buy some time if I tell him we have a ship on the way.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Ilior grumbled. “It’s the pirate isle—” 
 
    Selena held up a hand. “Please, my friend. I want to be alone. For a bit.” 
 
    He nodded reluctantly as she rose and started for the door. She felt his scaled hand on her wrist. 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    She knew that every time she ventured alone Ilior considered it a dereliction of the duty he’d assigned himself. Since the war. Since that terrible day where she found the Zak’reth warriors hacking off his wing in the Farendus Isles. She dreamt of that day too, sometimes, but at least she didn’t wake up screaming. In those dreams, it was Ilior who screamed. 
 
    She held his hand in hers. “I will. I promise.” 
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    Despite the hidden sun, the heat was intense—or so Selena observed as she walked along the rain-soaked planks of the boardwalk. The smell of fish was trapped in the humid air, as were the scents of salt, sweat, and old rum.  
 
    Selena couldn’t feel the wrath of the heat, but she had another misery. It might be a fortnight before an Alliance vessel arrived. A fortnight in which the Bazira trail would grow colder. Moreover, it was a missive of failure she would be sending to Isle Lillomet. Defeat before her mission could even begin. 
 
    She strolled the boardwalk, stopping frequently to peer into shops or listen to the hawking of street vendors. Eventually, the scriveners came into view, off the walk and on the docks. Three men sat on overturned buckets, sheaves of parchment tucked under their arms and bottles of ink set on make-shift tables made of crates or pieces of planking before them. Behind the scriveners were cages with peliteryxes, cawing or sleeping, their copper beak satchels glinting dully in the gray daylight.  
 
    Selena sighed with resignation, and the scent of pungent but sweet-smelling incense wafted in the air. Without thinking, she turned into the shop from where it came. 
 
    It was a small shop, spare in furniture, but rich in wares. Trays of jewelry with gemstones of all colors and sizes were arrayed neatly against every wall. Strings of crystals and beads hung from the ceiling, and shelves of exotic old books and jars filled with unknown plant and animal specimens lined the walls. Fat candles burned low, spilling their tallow over more stacks of books and at the rear hung a tapestry in dark velvet.  
 
    A seer’s shop, Selena thought. Isle Uago was flush with them, but this shop seemed finer for its inventory, and also strangely empty.  
 
    The tapestry was adorned with stars sewn in silver thread and Selena recognized the constellations, having been taught them at the Temple. The celestial plane from which the djinn of Isle Juskara were summoned was elegantly rendered; a conical outline of silver spangles that tapered to one bright star. 
 
    The other shapes: an oval like an unblinking eye, a slant of lightning, and a flaming sword were familiar to her from her days of study as a youth. The other gods. Lesser gods to whom some island nations on Lunos paid fealty. Selena could not recall their names. I disdained learning them, she thought, such is my total devotion to the Shining face. 
 
    Selena remembered a chart she had seen at the Guild on Isle Parish. So ancient, it had to be set between two panes of glass lest it fall apart at the slightest touch. It was of Lunos before the Breaking, and three thousand years old. Instead of many islands, there had been one country, wide and whole. Selena couldn’t imagine so much unbroken land, but the archivist had said it was true. The dragons had smashed the world in their war. They shattered it and cast the shards afloat over the vast oceans. The Breaking. The dragons died and the gods came to power, none more powerful than the Two-Faced God who ruled supreme. A moon god to rule over a world of water.  
 
    The Two-Faced God’s full silver moon was prominent in the tapestry hanging in this shop before her.  
 
    Where it belongs. 
 
    But the tapestry’s beauty was ruined, Selena thought, by the inclusion of the Void. There was a blank space on the right side of the tapestry. The Void was a strange, unknowable hole in the sky from which the sirrak came, and from which coppery rocks sometimes fell to Lunos. These rocks were valued for their rarity and brought their lucky finders fortunes in gold doubloons.  
 
    “Abysmite,” Selena murmured.  
 
    With a stab of fear, Selena scanned the rest of the wares in the shop for unusual copper jewelry, as the rocks were sometimes made into necklaces or bracelets of great beauty…and terrible danger to magic-wielder’s such as herself. Those lessons she recalled with great clarity. Rocks fallen from the Void would deafen her to the god and strip her of her powers simply by touch. She saw none, though she didn’t know if she’d recognize such a rare piece should she find one. She proceeded perusing the shop with caution.  
 
    A table made from the cross-section of a tree trunk and finely polished, displayed a tray of jewelry. Pendants and amulets of various design, some exquisite, some grotesque, some so plain that she wondered at their worth, were arrayed on a cloth of black velvet. One trinket caught Selena’s eye; she ran her fingers over a heavy red-gold coin. The edges were rough and uneven but the engraving on the face was expertly done. Selena shivered for the etching was that of a Zak’reth warrior, his face covered in the fearsome visage of a helm forged to look like a ferocious animal, as the warriors were fond of wearing. Her thoughts were swamped with terrifying memories of battles against the Zak’reth and their menacing helms and their weapons that burned as well as cut. She returned the coin to its tray and started to leave.  
 
    “Welcome, child.” 
 
    Selena flinched and spun around in time to see a slender hand bedecked with rings, pull the curtain at the rear of the shop aside. A woman of middle years stepped forward, her dress of multicolored silk hung in elegant folds around her slim form. She smiled at Selena, her dark, almond eyes warm and sharp. A woman from the Ho Sun Isles in the Eastern Edge. The seer bowed in greeting, her straight black hair brushing her chin. 
 
    “You are a fresh flower who does not wilt in the heat,” she observed, her accent thick. “You would like a reading?” The seer gestured to the back room from which she had come.  
 
    “Oh no, thank you.” 
 
    “Spinning stones speak much for those willing to listen.” The seer smiled. “I can help you, sweet one.” 
 
    Selena gave a small laugh. “Unless you have a ship to sell me, I very much doubt it.” 
 
    “Not help for out there.” She flapped her hands toward the street. “Help for here.” She motioned over Selena’s head, spreading her arms wide. “Dark clouds over you,” she said. “Dark clouds that never rain, never release. Only threaten.” 
 
    Selena stiffened. These seers are all charlatans. She is no different.  
 
    But the woman was smiling at her again in such a welcoming way, it brought to mind Selena’s mother before she fell sick. How she’d smile when, as a small child, Selena would run into the kitchen of their fine house on Isle Lillomet, her hands filled with seashells and her mind filled with questions.  
 
    “A reading,” Selena said slowly. “I don’t think so. The Two-Faced God is mine. I don’t need the services of the lesser.” 
 
    “Lesser?” The woman sniffed. “The stars, they are not as bright as the moon, but they shine still, yes?” The woman cocked her head. “Is it wrong to you, priestess?” 
 
    “No,” Selena said. “I don’t know. I have spent most of my life on the Western Watch and am ignorant of the gods save my own.” She looked at the seer. “Do many people keep to gods other than the Two-Faced God?” 
 
    “Many people do,” the woman said. “The big moon god is emperor, that is true. Of course it is. So much water to sail. Tides, currents…” She waved her hand. 
 
    Selena stiffened. “There is more to it than that.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. Your moon god is light and dark, healing and hurting. Light and ice. Many temples on many islands, yes?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Ah huh. Big god, big power. But not the only magic on Lunos.” 
 
    “But the other gods’ magic is weaker?” Selena asked. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, no. Not so weak. That coin you admired just now? Very old. Very powerful.” 
 
    The woman moved to stand by Selena and her graceful fingers plucked the red-gold disc from its place among many other gems and coins.  
 
    “How did you know?”  
 
    The woman smiled. She laid the coin in Selena’s hand. “This from Oshkat. He is the god of war and blood and the arts of battle. The Zak’reth’s god.” 
 
    The coin felt heavier than its size warranted. “The Zak’reth are my enemy.” Selena set the coin down and wiped her hand on her tunic. “And your god? Not this Oshkat?” 
 
    “No. The Ho Sun people do not worship the war god. Shaizan speaks to An-Lan.” The woman’s smile was so warm, so gentle, Selena couldn’t help soften her heart to her.  
 
    “Hello, An-Lan. I am Selena.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I foresaw in my dreams. A warrior lady of the big god, come to see me. Strong and powerful, but small and lonely, too.” 
 
    “Small and lonely.” Selena sighed. “Yes. I suppose that’s true.” 
 
    An-Lan led Selena to the rear of her shop by the hand. “Come. I do a reading for you, bring you some peace.” 
 
    “No, no, I shouldn’t,” Selena said. “I shouldn’t give succor to another god.”  
 
    “Give succor?” An-Lan furrowed her delicate brows. “I do not know these words, but I know that you are loyal to your big god and so you worry. Do not. Taking a reading is not the same as worship or pledging to serve. Come.”  
 
    An-Lan guided her into a small back room with walls of hanging beads and silken curtains. A small table and two small chairs were its furnishings. On the table sat half a dozen lit candles and a small, milky white ceramic bowl with grooved sides. It was covered with strange symbols in pale blue, green, pink, and gold. A lantern hung from above, casting a warm, yellow glow over all.  
 
    “Are you not worried about thievery to leave your shop unattended?” Selena asked.  
 
    An-Lan sniffed. “I’m no pretender. Anyone who steals from An-Lan will see his cock shrivel, turn black, and fall off!” 
 
    Selena covered her laugh with one hand. “Is that true?” 
 
    “It’s true!” An-Lan said, and then smiled slyly. “Well, maybe not all true. But the people know stealing from a seer angers the gods. They do not try. Superstitious bunch, all sailors. But to be safe, I have many jewels and stones that are nothing but glass and rock. They are mixed among what is real, and the real are very rare, very scarce. Not many.” She shut the draperies behind them. “You picked a real one. It does not surprise me.”  
 
    She guided Selena into one of the small chairs and took the other. From a hidden pocket in her billowy dress she withdrew a small velvet pouch that bore a wide staring eye in silver stitching. An-Lan emptied the pouch onto the table and ten beautiful, perfectly cut oval opals spilled out. Some were milky and flecked with pink, green, and blue. Others were the deep blue-green of the sea, with gold swimming in their depths.  
 
    “You want three questions or one?” An-Lan asked. “Three, I think. You have the money for three and you need many answers, yes?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Selena said, suddenly feeling very foolish.  
 
    “You just wait,” An-Lan said. She scooped up the pile of opals and shook them like a dicer before a throw. “The moon god is not the only god who Hears you, sweet one. Close your eyes and ask.” 
 
    “Ask what?”  
 
    “Three questions. Ask in your heart and mind, but do not speak them to me. Shaizan shall answer, not I.” 
 
    Selena held her hand to her heart, to the cold draft that emanated always from her breast, wondering if it was blasphemous to do this, wondering if the Two-Faced God would be angered by this betrayal, wondering if it was a betrayal at all if her own god would not hear her pleas; and wondering, lastly, if An-Lan was merely a magnificent show woman with a keen instinct for reading people and nothing more.  
 
    The cold from her wound chilled her hand. Selena closed her eyes and asked her three questions.  
 
    Will I find passage to Isle Saliz? 
 
    Will I find love? 
 
    How will I close the wound? 
 
    The second question surprised her as she hadn’t intended to ask something so irrelevant to her mission. But it had popped into her mind, unbidden, from some deep recess below the wound. A foolish question. A waste. There will be no love for me, not while I bear the wound. But done was done.  
 
    When she opened her eyes An-Lan’s smile was gentle, kindly. “Very good, child. And now the god answers.” 
 
    Still shaking her hand—the opals clacked within—she put her other on the white ceramic bowl and gave it a spin. It wasn’t a hard spin, certainly not hard enough for more than one or two rotations. Yet the bowl spun around and around, faster and faster, until its sigils were a blur.  
 
    “Your first question,” An-Lan said, and tossed one opal of the ten into the spinning bowl.  
 
    Selena flinched, half-expecting the gemstone to come flying back out. Instead, it seemed to vanish into the bowl that spun like a vortex. A small plume of pale smoke rose and she watched, awed as an image appeared within the cloudy depths.  
 
    A ship under sail rode turbulent waters. The sails strained at their rigging as a storm bore down, tossing the vessel on caps bearded white while lightning flashed above. Selena peered harder, imaging she could see the ship’s crew.  
 
    “The answer to your first question is the Voyage,” An-Lan said.  
 
    “A voyage?” 
 
    “The Voyage. What you see in the smoke are the words of Shaizan. Centuries of study to learn their meaning. This one. The Voyage. A voyage for you. Very soon, you depart. You will travel far…farther than you expect.” She studied the storm-tossed ship with a frown. “Your destination is dark and thick with danger. You are like a light in that darkness, driving it back as the Shining face of your god does when the moon is full. But beware for the dark will try to swallow you, consume you, to make you something like itself. That is all I see.” 
 
    The smoke vanished. The bowl slowed to a stop. The opal was gone. 
 
    Selena shifted. It means little. A trick of smoke and words to scare me, to lend weight to her ‘vision’ which is nothing more than rumors of my need to get off this island.  
 
    An-Lan rattled the nine remaining opals in one hand and set the bowl to spinning again with the other.  “Your second question.” She tossed an opal into the bowl where it disappeared into another plume of smoke.  
 
    The image that appeared was a man’s face, one half smiling and charming, the other half skeletal with a black oval eye socket and exposed teeth that grinned obscenely. The man wore a top hat such as the kind the troubadours wear at their traveling shows, and behind him were items tossed as if from a juggler’s hand: knives, pistols, and gold doubloons.  
 
    An-Lan’s mouth drew down. 
 
    “The Trickster,” she said. “A bad omen. I know not of what you asked, but I tell you child, that if a man such as this comes into your life, you would be wise to…”  
 
    Selena watched as the seer, as if acting not of her own volition tossed another opal. The Trickster visage disappeared and was replaced by two hands—man’s hands—held out in entreaty. 
 
    “Is that the answer to my third question?” Selena asked. “You said I had three…?” 
 
    “No, child. Another stone was required for your second question.”  
 
    Will I find love? Selena felt her cheeks redden. This is foolish… 
 
    An-Lan looked up. “The Supplicant. A confusing draw, I admit. I take it to mean another man, but no.” She frowned, looking at the smoke as though she could see through it. “When I look into the smoke, I see two people and yet…Shaizan is telling me that the Supplicant and the Trickster are linked somehow. In what way, I cannot see. That is for you to know when the time comes.” 
 
    Selena nodded, though she could not say she understood what An-Lan or her smoke and stones meant. They mean nothing, she thought but found herself holding her breath when the seer released the opal that was meant to answer the question about her wound. The bowl spun, the opal vanished, and a new smoky funnel rose up.  
 
    This time a rose, full-petaled and blooming, with a droplet of blood dripping from its single thorn appeared in the smoke.  
 
    “The Sacrifice. A tragic omen. I see a figure lying on the sand, wounded, bleeding. This person will die for you to set you free. That is all I see.” 
 
    “Ilior,” Selena whispered, icy dread clutching her heart.  
 
    “Perhaps it will be this Ilior. Perhaps not. It is not for you or I to say as we sit here now, comfortable and safe in my shop. When the time comes, you will know.” 
 
    An-Lan made to put the satchel of opals away, now diminished by four, and then stopped, confused. She cocked her head as though listening to something only she could hear. “Another stone,” she breathed. She looked up at Selena. “You are powerful, child, that a god, not your own, wishes to speak so much to you.” 
 
    An-Lan tossed the opal into the spinning bowl and sucked in a breath as a new image resolved itself. Even without knowing its meaning, the image in the smoke frightened Selena in some deep part of her; the core of herself where the god’s wound truly began.  
 
    Blackness. A deep well of impenetrable dark. A hole in the air in which all light died. Even as she stared, helpless to look away, Selena saw from her periphery the candles in the shop dim, their flames growing small until they were hardly more than a pale blue drop clinging to their wicks. The very light in the room seemed drawn to the circle of black, as if it were sucking it in. Selena’s heart thudded with familiar terror.  
 
    “My wound,” she breathed. 
 
    The seer raised her eyes to meet Selena’s. “This image is called Abyss. In all the readings I have ever done, I’ve never…” She stopped the bowl from spinning by pinching its lip with two fingers. The smoke dissipated. She swallowed and forced a smile. “Well. The god has answered. That is all I see.”  
 
    “But what does it mean?” Selena asked. “That question, of all of them, was the most—” 
 
    An-Lan held up a hand. “Say nothing to me of your questions. The god has spoken and the answer is silence. More than silence. The Abyss. It is where the gods go to die. Shaizan cannot help you and so then neither can I.” 
 
    Selena noticed that over the course of her reading, the woman’s accent had all but vanished and she spoke the Tradespeak with perfect ease.  
 
    “My god cannot see if the Two-Faced God does not wish him to see,” An-Lan said in a gentler tone. She took Selena’s hand. “Your god…it has shrouded you. This is true, yes?” 
 
    Selena nodded. “It is.” I should have known. But still, the disappointment bit deep, which surprised her.  
 
    An-Lan patted her hand and released it.  
 
    “Shaizan has spoken more today, for you, than he has all week. I pray you will find answers in his words, when the time comes.” 
 
    Selena nodded and the two left the small alcove. She was drawn again to the table where the Zak’reth coin rested. 
 
    “Why does it fascinate me so? Because of the war, I suppose.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” An-Lan said. “Or perhaps Oshkat is speaking to you as well.” She took up the coin and pressed it into Selena’s hand. “If that is so, it is not my place to silence him.” She gripped Selena’s hand. “You keep that coin, child. You keep it and maybe Oshkat will be able to help you in a way that my Shaizan or your big moon cannot.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t. It’s not right. The Two-Faced God…I have pledged my service to it. I wear the Aluren blue and silver.” 
 
    An-Lan guided Selena to the door. The shop was still empty. Outside, the clouds were fat and dark, and the air smelt of more rain.  
 
    “What you consider the ‘lesser gods’ are gods nonetheless. Their power still exists in this world, child. And it is yours for the taking should you wish to use it.” An-Lan indicated the coin curled in Selena’s fingers. “They are there. Waiting.” 
 
    “What does it do? How do I use it?” 
 
    An-Lan inhaled deeply and when she exhaled, she opened her eyes. “My god tells me that things will become bad for you. A time when you will think all is hopeless and that your death or defeat is certain. I do not know how Oshkat will help you but I can tell you this: do not spend this coin. Not ever. “  
 
    Selena shook her head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Go now, Selena Koren. A voyage awaits you. You are a beacon in the dark, child. The smoke spoke true and I see it with my own eyes. Be careful. In the night that is falling, we will need light such as yours.” 
 
    Selena turned to go. “Oh! But I haven’t paid you for the reading. Or the coin.” 
 
    “The coin of Oshkat is yours. It always belonged to you. It was waiting for you. I cannot charge for what was never mine to begin with.” She grinned. “For the reading, one doubloon, if you please. One gold doubloon. A lady has to keep shop in these rough times.” 
 
    Selena turned over the doubloon to An-Lan, though had someone told her she’d pay so much to an Uago seer that morning, she would have laughed at the notion.  
 
    “Thank you,” Selena said.  
 
    An-Lan touched her cheek. “Be safe, child.” The door closed behind her.  
 
    Selena stepped onto the boardwalk and glanced down at the coin in her hand. The rough edges bit into her skin. Whatever An-Lan had said, it didn’t feel right to carry it. Not now. Perhaps someday or perhaps never. She almost let it slip through her fingers, to let it land in the sand beside the boardwalk. Instead she tucked the coin into an inner pocket in her tunic and began to walk.   
 
    The more distance she put between herself and An-Lan’s shop, the more unreal it all seemed and she began to feel foolish again. The Two-Faced God has been generous to me, even if I bear its wound.  
 
    Selena sighed. The only voyage she would be taking, it seemed, was one back to Isle Lillomet. She strode toward the scriveners.  
 
    She didn’t hear the footsteps closing in behind her until it was too late. Rough hands grabbed her from behind, dragging her into an alley that smelt of piss and refuse.  
 
    Selena’s hand went to the sword at her hip, but her attackers slammed her into the rough wooden wall that formed one half of the alley. The back of her head struck hard.  
 
    “Luxa—” 
 
    A filthy hand clamped over her mouth, silencing her before she could weave light. A face pressed in, and Selena saw it was the captain she had humiliated several night’s past. Mallen. One other pirate helped pin her to the wall, while a third stood behind Mallen, a lusty grin on his face and a dented cutlass in his hand.  
 
    “Hello, lassie,” Mallen hissed. “Remember old Mallen? We got some unfinished business, you an’ me.” 
 
    Selena forced herself to remain calm, but she was held fast and Mallen’s hand on her mouth made spell-casting impossible.  
 
    He nodded. “Aye, that’s right. You’re trapped, little mouse, and this time no dragonman to stand between me an’ what I’m hungerin’ for.” 
 
    He let go of her mouth long enough to slap her so that her teeth cut her lips, and then his hand clamped down again.  
 
    “You stay put, now, and this’ll go easier.” 
 
    Selena felt a real pang of fear cut through the pain. She prayed for a passerby to help but just then a bolt of lightning sliced open the sky and the downpour drenched them all instantly. It did nothing to dampen Mallen’s intentions; his rough hand squeezed her breast through her Aluren tunic. 
 
    And then Selena saw him. 
 
    The tall man in the black long coat. He was standing at the mouth of the alley, partially obscured by a stack of crates. As then, he was smoking a cigarillo but the driving rain doused it. Selena watched him toss the butt aside and then he crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. The rain seemed to bother him not at all. He settled in to watch, and anger burned Selena’s fear away.  
 
    Mallen saw her watching something behind him and it was enough for him to loosen his guard. Selena felt the weight of him pressed against her ease a bit. She hadn’t the room to drive her knee into his groin, but she twisted and kicked her heel into Mallen’s kneecap. His roar of pain drowned out the grinding sound of bones breaking, and the pounding rain drowned out both. He stumbled backward and fell hard on his rump with a splat, clutching his shattered knee. 
 
    The other pirate holding Selena was smart enough and quick enough to deliver a quick jab into her throat. The pain was swift and jagged. She gasped for air even as she twisted her arm free of the pirate’s grasp, ducking a second blow that would have caught her full in the face.  
 
    Her sword was in her hand even before she had found her breath, and she leveled it at the two pirates who now both held cutlasses. She spared a glance at the man in the black coat, in case he was another enemy to be faced. But he only observed, a small, crooked smile on his lips, as if the whole situation amused him.  
 
    “Cut her bloody head off!” Mallen screamed from the ground, flailing in dirt and filth that was fast becoming mud.  
 
    The pirates moved apart in the narrow alley, one to each side of her, trapping her between them. She took several wheezing breaths but her voice was still no more than a croak. Blood dripped from her mouth and she was soaked to the skin. She brushed away the hair that was plastered to her face with her shoulder and her attackers used the slight lapse to attack. They came at her, one from each side, blades slashing in deadly arcs.  
 
    Selena’s sword had longer reach than their shorter blades. They had to come in close, and despite her wounds and the rain and her cold, Selena’s sword flashed with blinding speed. In seconds, both men were bleeding and cursing and backing off to reassess their strategy.  
 
    Mallen limped to his feet. “Bitch.” He drew his own blade. The steel glinted as lightning flashed above. “This ain’t goin’ to be easy for you now.” 
 
    Selena readied her sword. The alley was too narrow to swing wide unless she chose to jump in the middle of the three men; a poor strategy. And then Mallen’s hand blurred. Selena dodged what she thought was a flung knife and was blinded by shit-stinking mud instead.  
 
    Instinct and years of training with the Aluren saved her.  
 
    Still blind, she brought her sword up on her left and felt the steel clash with one pirate’s weapon. She kicked out with her right leg, catching the second pirate in the gut. But his cutlass sliced her upper arm and she felt a peculiar tingle—along with biting pain—that was her own hot blood pouring out of the gash. Mallen hobbled towards her and the first pirate was attacking again. 
 
    Selena wiped the mud from her eyes and nearly paid for it with her life. The first pirate’s blade whistled at her head and she ducked under, but it was close enough she felt its wind, even in the relentless rain. She jabbed her sword out and felt it punch through the man’s midsection. Her wounded arm screamed in pain from the effort but she pushed it aside as she had been trained to do. Still crouched low, she swept her foot in a low arc, catching Mallen at the shins as he neared. He screamed and went down again in a spray of mud.  
 
    Selena retrieved her sword from the first pirate’s midsection and swung upward, coming out of her crouch. Her blade sang as it slid against the second pirate’s cutlass and both weapons thudded against the wall. She held her sword with both hands, pinning his blade. The pirate’s left arm was free and he grabbed Selena by the jaw and slammed the side of her face against the wall. Her cheek scraped against old, splintered wood and she grunted in pain. She pulled off the wall, swung her sword back and then forward, and cleaved through the pirate’s arm below the elbow as he tried to block. The man shrieked into the storm as his arm fell to the mud at their feet with a sickening thump. The front of Selena’s tunic darkened in a wash of the man’s spurting blood. He dropped his sword to clutch at this stump, staggering backwards and howling 
 
    Selena found she could speak again, but now she didn’t need a spell or her sirrak summoned. One man lay dead, curled around a gut wound that had bled him out. Another slumped against the alley, holding his severed arm, his face gray with shock. Mallen cowered at Selena’s feet as she leveled the tip of her sword at his throat.  
 
    “Tell me why I should spare you,” she said hoarsely, her breath coming in harsh gasps. “Tell me how I won’t find you stalking me again if I let you go.” 
 
    “You won’t, I promise,” Mallen whimpered. “I promise you won’t.” 
 
    “You will,” said a voice, and then the man in the black long coat swooped down like a raven. With practiced ease, he drew his knife across Mallen’s throat, opening a grotesque gash. Blood poured. Mallen gurgled and gasped and then slumped forward, face down in the mud.  
 
    Selena swung her sword to face the stranger, her hands shaking. She had forgotten about him. He paid her no mind, but wiped his blade clean on the back of the dead man’s coat and tucked it back into his belt. He then pulled the collar of his long coat up to better cover his neck.  
 
    “How about this rain?” he asked with a grin.  
 
    Selena blinked, momentarily stunned silent. “What…Who are you?”  
 
    “Name’s Julian,” the man said, offering a black-gloved hand to shake. Selena kept her sword between them. He shrugged, his rakish smile not diminishing in the least. “Captain Julian Tergus, if you want to stay formal about it.”  
 
    “You just…killed a man… in cold blood,” Selena stammered.  
 
    The man smirked. “Cold blood? This one would’ve jumped you tonight, gimpy leg and all. Maybe bring six men instead of two. Look here.” He bent over Mallen’s corpse, inspecting the inside of the man’s wrist, and then, not finding what he was looking for, he used his knife again to cut away the sleeve of Mallen’s coat.  
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “There it is. See here?” Julian Tergus showed her a symbol burned into Mallen’s upper arm; a shiny scar in the shape of a lick of flame. “He’s part of a pirate collective. You let him live after hurting him this bad—to say nothing of the humiliation—and he’ll bring the full force of his collective down on you. Don’t know which collective; this symbol doesn’t look familiar to me but…” He glanced about the alley. “It’s best if we move along, smartly now.”  
 
    “Should we?” Selena asked, crossing her arms. The cold seeped into her skin like the rain seeped into her clothes. “You just stood there. Watching.” 
 
    All traces of humor left the man’s face, diminishing the handsomeness that was cut into his angular features. His hair was dark and somewhat short—the rain plastered it down over his gray-green eyes in the front but his neck was bare. A small gold hoop pierced one ear.  
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Julian Tergus was quiet for a moment, and then jerked a thumb to the pirate who bled from the stump of his arm. The pirate’s skin was ghastly white and he moaned.  
 
    “You going to do something about him or do you want me to? Not a good idea to leave witnesses.” His hand went again to the knife on his belt where there was also a flintlock holstered and two scimitars hung around his waist.  
 
    Selena backed away from Julian to the injured pirate. The rain was letting up. She sheathed her sword and knelt beside the man.  
 
    “I had better not regret this.” 
 
    She took hold of his arm above the place where she had sliced it off and gripped it hard. With her other hand, she poured seawater from her ampulla over the bloody stump, causing the man to cry out, then sought the sky to where the moon floated, hidden though it was behind storm clouds.  
 
    She closed her eyes and murmured. “Illuria.” 
 
    An orange hue glowed under her hand, and spread over the pirate’s stump. Selena opened her eyes to watch the skin knit together, leaving a raw, puckered scar.  
 
    The pirate rolled his head and peered blearily at Selena. “We were going… to hurt you. Why did you…?” 
 
    “You’ve lost a lot of blood,” Selena snapped. “I can’t promise you’ll live.” 
 
    “Why…?”  
 
    “Because it’s my duty to help,” she replied with a pointed glance at Julian Tergus, who was watching her through the smoke of a fresh cigarillo, shaking his head.  
 
    She stood and almost fell, catching herself on the wall. The healing had drained her strength in a way the battle with the pirates hadn’t. She staggered toward the street.  
 
    “You can’t let him go,” Julian said, indicating the remaining pirate. “He will bring down his entire collective—” He sighed. “Too late.” 
 
    Selena turned. The pirate who’d been staring at the stump of his arm was gone. Another wave of dizziness crashed over her. Julian Tergus made to steady her but she waved him off with disgust.  
 
    “Leave me alone.” 
 
    When the dizziness passed, she tromped through the mud passed him, stepping over the body of the pirate she’d stabbed, and out onto the street. Sloshing steps told her he followed.  
 
    “You know, you could use a little godly intervention yourself,” Julian said, catching up to her in two long strides. He gestured at her face where her cheek was scraped raw, and at her arm that still bled. He held up his cigarillo. “And you sound like you smoke about fifty of these a day.” 
 
    She whirled on him and almost fell again. This time, Julian’s hand shot out and steadied her. His voice hardened. “You should have let him die.” 
 
    Selena tore out of his grasp. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I don’t think you heard my introduction. I’m Captain Julian Tergus.” 
 
    She stopped as his words struck home. “A captain. You have a ship?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I need a ship,” she blurted. Her head reeled and her limbs felt heavy, as if she were walking underwater. This isn’t safe. Got to get back. 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” Julian said. “This entire putrid little island has heard. But you’re in luck. I’m for hire. I’ll take you to Isle Saliz. You and your lizards and your shapeshifters and anyone else crazy enough to sail with you.” 
 
    Selena’s hopes soared and then darkened again. “Those men attacked me. And you just watched.” 
 
    “Haven’t we discussed this already?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you help me?” 
 
    Julian Tergus’ expression grew serious. “Because Saliz is no pleasure isle. Because the voyage is long and through rough seas. Because the waters around the island are filled with danger: nasty creatures that have been known to take down ships larger than my Black Storm. And if we make it there with our skins intact for whatever business you have, Saliz itself is a thick tangle of jungle filled with the gods’ know what horrors within.” 
 
    “Yes? It is all those things. And?” 
 
    Julian peered hard at her. “I wanted to make sure the woman who is going to be taking my crew and my ship into such a dangerous place has the mettle for it. I won’t be doing your dirty work for you.” 
 
    The two regarded each other on the street that was still mostly empty. He was tall and handsome and broad-shouldered and skilled with a weapon. But Julian’s gray-green eyes—the color of sea glass or the shallows after a storm—met hers and there was a coldness in them she didn’t like.  
 
    “I’m sure the coin I’m prepared to pay would help ease your concerns.” 
 
    His cold expression shattered as his face broke out in the rakish grin that bothered her more than it set her at ease.  
 
    “That too.”  
 
    Selena hugged herself, pondering what to do next.  
 
    “Come,” Julian said. “You’re shivering, though it’s hotter than a potter’s kiln out here.” 
 
    Selena glanced at him sharply but he pressed on. 
 
    “There’s a tavern not three steps yon. It isn’t much to look at but it has a hearth in the common room. I’m sure the barkeep can be persuaded to light it for you, for a penny or three. You can warm yourself over a drink and we can discuss the particulars of our arrangement.” 
 
    Selena nodded. “Very well. After you,” she told him, her hand resting on her sword.  
 
    He grinned. “If you insist.” 
 
    She did not smile back. “I do.”  
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    Captain Tergus 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Whitecaps was a name that made Selena think of clean white linens and porcelain coffee cups. Instead, the tavern was dim and dingy, with wooden slats for walls that were stained with the soot and smoke of a thousand cigarillos, and from lamps that left oily smudges climbing their cups. The common room was packed with grizzled old sea dogs. It did have a hearth, as Captain Tergus had promised, with a pot of hot cider set over it to boil. The tables before it were empty, its heat keeping the sailors away. Selena sat as close to the fire as she could and when the cider was ready, she took a mug. The mug was chipped and not altogether clean, but the tingle of warmth on her fingers helped a little.  
 
    Julian Tergus watched her from across the small table. He drank red wine, grimacing at the first taste and then leaving it alone. “Something to eat?” he said. “I can’t vouch for the cleanliness of the plate they’ll bring it on, but their pickled herring won’t kill you.”  
 
    “No, thank you.” Selena inched closer to the fire. Her clothing was soaked through and try as she might, she could not still her shivering.  
 
    I should have gone back to the inn as now I’ll have to explain this. 
 
    “You have rooms near here?” she asked the captain.  
 
    “Do I live on Uago, you mean?” Julian said. “I’m no pirate. My home is my ship.” 
 
    “What is it you do, Captain?” Selena sipped her cider. It smelled better than it tasted.  
 
    “I transport cargo. Passengers. Whatever needs to get from here to there.” 
 
    Selena was about to ask another question when a strong shiver wracked her. She felt the weight of Julian’s gaze on her, watching her hands tremble enough to spill her cider.  
 
    “Are you ill?” he asked slowly. “Can’t say I’d be too eager to take you onboard, close quarters, if you’re ill.” 
 
    “I’m not sick,” Selena said. “Tell me about your ship.” 
 
    “Tell me why you’re shivering as though we were in the Ice Isles in the middle of winter, instead of on Uago at summer’s end.” 
 
    “No.” Selena set down her cider mug. “Despite what you said about testing my ‘mettle’ this is your interview, not mine. I owe you nothing until I decide to hire you and your ship, which I have not yet done. Should we come to some sort of agreement, I will tell you what you need to know about my…situation.” 
 
    Julian sat back in his chair. “Fair enough. We can pretend that you have a half-dozen other captains waiting to be interviewed after me, each with a ship as fast as mine and each with the same willingness to sail you through dangerous waters to a dangerous island. To say nothing of taking aboard your dragonman.” 
 
    Selena cast her gaze to the flames. “I’m tired of this island and its men,” she murmured. She caught him watching her with a milder expression. “Don’t pity me, Captain Tergus. Just tell me what I wish to know.” 
 
    “Very well. She’s a brigantine. One hundred and ten spans long.” 
 
    “Small,” Selena commented. “Two masts?” 
 
    “Of course. But topsail gaff-rigged and speedy as you could want.” 
 
    “Guns?” 
 
    “Four, and I don’t want more. I won’t have her blown to bits in a gunfight she’s not going to win. She’ll outrun any ship that thinks to make trouble.” 
 
    “Good. I don’t care for cannons. Or flintlocks, or any other gun for that matter.” 
 
    “Way of the world now,” Julian said with a shrug. 
 
    “Cabin space? I’ll want my own cabin, if that’s possible.” 
 
    “She has a small stateroom for passengers. Two bunks, a trunk for your things and no room for anything else. Not big enough for your dragonman, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “The proper name is Vai’Ensai,” Selena said darkly, “and a hammock in the forecastle will suffice for him.” Despite her harsh tone, she felt hope rise for the first time since Captain Olin had cast her and Ilior adrift. She thought of the seer’s reading and her first card, The Voyage, but brushed it aside.  
 
    Of course there will be a voyage. This is Lunos. There is always a voyage.  
 
    She turned back to Julian. “She sounds fine. And you say she’s fast?” 
 
    “Aye.” Julian tried his wine again, made the same grimace and sat it back down. “I’ve topped her out at twelve knots. I can have you to Isle Saliz in four weeks, weather providing.” 
 
    Selena kept her expression neutral. Four weeks. She could be facing her first target in little more than a moon’s turn.  
 
    Careful. You don’t know if he’s trustworthy. He opened Mallen’s throat easily enough.  
 
    “Four weeks to Isle Saliz? That seems optimistic.” 
 
    “Is that not ideal?” Captain Tergus asked. “I had heard you were in a hurry.” 
 
    “Talk is like rain here,” Selena said, “constant and bothersome.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Aye, but the talk neglects to mention why you’re voyaging to such an unpleasantly vicious island. Or is that not something I’m permitted to know until you hire me?” 
 
    The Paladin eyed the captain steadily. “I’ve been sent by the Alliance to kill two Bazira adherents.” 
 
    Julian leaned back. “That seems…unlike you. From what I’ve witnessed out in that alley, murder in cold blood isn’t your thing. In fact, I seem to remember a lecture from you on that very point.” 
 
    “I’ve been commanded,” Selena said stiffly. “I have no choice. And…” 
 
    Julian raised a dark, arched brow.  
 
    “I am bound to obey.” 
 
    “And that’s it. That’s enough to abandon the morality that spares the life of a pirate who threatened you with rape?” 
 
    Selena shivered but kept her voice stern. “It’s more complicated than that but not relevant to our business association.” 
 
     “If you say so. But you really should heal yourself,” he said. “Your shoulder is as damp with blood as it is with rain. And your cheek…” He made a face. “People ‘round here will think I roughed you up. Not that they’d care.” 
 
    “Ilior would care,” Selena said.  
 
    The captain was right; her sleeve was darkened to the elbow. Her cold had prevented her from feeling the pain. She poured from her ampulla, reached for the moon, and spoke the word.  Beneath her tunic, her flesh knit itself. The blood stopped flowing but she reeled with mild dizziness.  
 
    “You shouldn’t have wasted your energy on that pirate scum,” Julian said. He hailed the barmaid. “Take this back and bring me something that doesn’t taste like piss.”  
 
    The barmaid took the wine glass with a smirk. “That might take a while.” Sweat beaded her lip and glistened over her ample bosom. She gave Selena a strange look and moved off. 
 
    “Everyone is deserving of a second chance,” Selena murmured.  
 
    “Are they?” 
 
    “That is one of the founding principles of the Aluren faith. If I didn’t believe that—or practice that—I’d make a very poor Paladin.” 
 
    There was a silence and then Julian asked, “And does using healing prayers make you shiver with cold when it’s boiling out?”  
 
    Selena hesitated.  
 
    Julian sighed. “Very well. Let’s get your conditions met so that I may ask these questions freely. Am I hired or not?” 
 
    Selena studied him for a moment, or tried to. Healing her shoulder had compounded her weariness until she struggled to keep her eyes open. “Yes. You’re hired.” 
 
    “Good,” the captain said. “So?” 
 
    Selena made to take her cider again, but her hands trembled and so she held them near the fire instead. I may as well tell him. There’s little point in prevaricating. “I am the Tainted One. You’ve heard of Isle Calinda? At the end of the war?” 
 
    Julian nodded.  
 
    “I cast the spell that destroyed the Zak’reth armada and the four hundred people who called Calinda home.” She glanced at the captain. “You don’t seem surprised.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    Selena tried to feel if he were toying with her; she found she was fairly good at reading people. But he was walled off. Not a hint of what he was thinking was revealed on his face.  
 
    “After the spell was cast, I was weak as I am now, only a thousand-fold more. I nearly died. But the Two-Faced God was angry with me for the innocent lives lost and smote me. Though I am an Aluren Paladin, a warrior for the Shining face of the god, it marked me with the symbol of the Shadow face: a crescent moon. To show its displeasure with me.” 
 
    Julian was watching her intently with his gray-green eyes. Their light color and his olive skin told her he was Farendii, and she wondered if he fought in the war. And on which side? He was strikingly handsome, she thought, but in the same way a finely wrought dagger can be beautiful.  
 
    The barmaid returned and plunked a glass of rum on the table. “Enjoy.”  
 
    “And this wound makes you cold?” Julian asked.  
 
    “Always. I haven’t known warmth in ten years.” 
 
    “You feel no heat?” 
 
    “I sense when it’s there,” Selena said, her voice low, “but it does nothing to warm me.”  
 
    “The only reason I ask,” Julian said after a short silence, “is that the safest and quickest route to Saliz is a north-eastern bearing at the edge of the Heart Waters. To avoid most of the pirate traffic, it’s best to sail as close to Ice Isles as possible. And unless we stock my ship so that she’s over-laden and slow, we’ll have to dock at Isle Nanokar for supplies anyway.” 
 
    “I want to avoid the Ice Isles,” Selena said. “With my wound, any additional cold is a…well, it’s a torture. And Ilior—the Vai’Ensai who accompanies me. His blood is cooler than ours. While it will be uncomfortable for me, for him the cold could be dangerous.” 
 
    Julian rubbed his chin. “That complicates things.” 
 
    “I suppose, but it can’t be helped.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” he said, sounding irritated. “Why would the god punish you for ending the war? Many hundreds of lives were saved by what you did. It makes no sense.” 
 
    “It makes perfect sense. I killed four hundred innocent people—” 
 
    “Who would have died anyway at the hands of the Zak’reth, and with far less mercy than a quick drowning.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” Selena started to say and then the tavern door banged open and Ilior was there. Rainwater dripped off his wing and horns. He surveyed the room that had gone silent, and then strode to where Selena and Julian sat.  
 
    “You were gone too long,” he said, and then saw the wound on her cheek. “What…?” He rounded on Julian, fist clenched.  
 
    Selena rose quickly—too quickly—and gripped Ilior’s arm to steady herself. “Ilior, this is Captain Julian Tergus. I have hired him to sail us to Isle Saliz.” 
 
    The words did nothing to pacify Ilior who glared at the captain with wrath in his eyes.  
 
    “He’s not responsible for my wounds,” Selena said impatiently. Exhaustion infused every bone in her body. “He…helped me. Come.” She gave Ilior’s arm a pull. “Let’s depart.” To Julian she said, “Tomorrow, after I’ve rested, I would like to see your ship. Did you tell me her name?” 
 
    “The Black Storm.” He tore his gaze from Ilior and regarded her. “And you never told me yours, Selena Koren.” 
 
    “Didn’t I? Then how did you know my name?” 
 
    “You ended the war. Everyone knows your name.” Julian Tergus shrugged. “Your god is a fool.” 
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    Sebastian Vaas watched her out of the window. The rain was coming down again, and Ilior shielded her from it with his single wing. Where the other wing had been was a nest of bone and scarred flesh. Selena shivered with cold and staggered with weariness, and Ilior held her with one arm. Sebastian thought it would have been so easy to follow her into the night, drag her into an alley and do what he’d done to the bastard who’d laid hands on her. But the dragonman complicated things. And if rumors were true, Selena could summon a sirrak with a word.  
 
    Even so, it wouldn’t be too difficult. His mark was weak and desperate to trust. Her eyes—the same blue color of the water around his atoll—had been so full of hope when he’d told her he had a ship. But if he ended her soon, he’d have to sail to Saliz alone for Accora.  
 
    I might need the Aluren to lure the Bazira out. I’m not trekking through the jungle searching for the old bag on my own.  
 
    He nodded at this rationale and leaned back. The rum tasted vaguely like paraffin oil but he tossed it back and signaled for another. He raised the new glass. “Here’s to my last job,” he murmured.  
 
    The second drink burned a path down his throat and he slammed the empty glass down with a thought to return to his ship. His eye caught hold of a stunning young woman sitting in the corner. Alone. She wore a revealing velvet gown of deep crimson. Her lips and cheeks were stained with the same color and her raven hair fell in loose ringlets that might have fared better in a cooler climate. They drooped in the heat, as did the plume in her wide-brimmed hat that rich, city ladies on larger islands favored.  
 
    Sebastian thought this woman might be of that ilk, but if so, she was a long way from any cosmopolitan city. Like her curls and her plume, she seemed worn down by Uago, by the heat and the filth. Her dress was not so fine as it first appeared, but frayed at the hem, and the lace ruffles of her sleeves were torn and stained. She shifted under his scrutiny but gave him a measured look, then inclined her chin to the empty chair beside her. 
 
    Sebastian considered the offer. While the rest of his crew frequented the brothels at shore leave—and were likely doing so at that moment—he abstained, preferring to bed women who came out of willingness, not necessity. But his gut told him this woman was different. It was possible she was a harlot, but he doubted it. Her dark eyes regarded him with a strange mixture of cold aloofness and desperation. There was a story there; the question was did he want to hear it?  
 
    He supposed he did as he rose and strode the three steps to her corner. She tried to hide her relief behind nonchalance but he caught it anyway. He took the chair opposite her small table and drew a silver case from an inner pocket of his black long coat and offered it to her. She took a cigarillo from it with a trembling hand. He lit their cigarillos from a candle burning on the mantle above the hearth. Soon, a soft haze of smoke hung between them.  
 
    Silence. Sebastian exhaled twin plumes from his nose. “Well?”  
 
    “She was pretty, your friend with the dragonman,” the woman said. She inhaled delicately from her cigarillo and it blew out in nervous little bursts. “But sick, yes? She looked sick.” 
 
    “What’s it to you?” 
 
    “Seems like bad luck to take on sick passengers.” 
 
    “Worse luck to listen in on business that doesn’t concern you.” Sebastian regarded her through his smoke. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want you to break whatever agreement you made with the sick woman and make a new one with me. I want passage off this island. Tonight.” 
 
    Sebastian said nothing for a moment and then whistled for the barmaid again. “Rum. A bottle.” He looked at the woman, eyebrow cocked. She nodded. “Two glasses.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked when the barmaid had gone.  
 
    “Eleanor. Eleanor Rathbone. Of Lillomet City.” 
 
    “Rathbone,” Sebastian said. “Sounds like a fine family name. Tell me, Lady Rathbone, is there a lordly father sitting on a pile of doubloons and bemoaning his missing daughter somewhere this night?” 
 
    Eleanor sniffed. “You’ve been listening to too many silly ballads. But you were correct about one thing.” 
 
    “The money.” 
 
    “Aye. Take me back to Isle Lillomet and you will have more gold than that sick woman promised you.” 
 
    “She’s not sick,” Sebastian snapped, and waited as the barmaid set down a bottle of rum and two glasses that were mostly clean. “And how do you know what she promised me?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Eleanor said. “But whatever her price, I will double it.” 
 
    Sebastian sipped his rum and grimaced. Selena Koren hadn’t talked price. A mistake. I was too eager and she might realize that if she stops shivering long enough. He cursed his lapse, and tossed back the rum so as not to actually taste it. 
 
    “That’s a generous offer, Eleanor,” he said. “How did you end up stranded on Isle Uago?” 
 
    “It’s a long story and one I don’t care to repeat if it’s not necessary to our negotiations. Suffice to say I was betrayed by a man who…” She swallowed hard and looked at Julian, her dark eyes haunted. “A lady eschews discussing personal matters. Especially if those matters are of an…intrusive nature.” 
 
    Sebastian felt a rush of blood behind his eyes. The same rush that clouded his vision red when that filthy pirate had groped Selena Koren in the alley. His thoughts were torn back farther, as they always were, to the war. To Mina, and the Zak’reth soldier bent over her, rutting like a wild animal… 
 
    He caught Eleanor’s eyes and though she didn’t move, she may as well have nodded.  
 
    “What say you, Captain?” she whispered, smoothing the folds of her shabby dress. “Will you help me?” 
 
    Sebastian finished off the rum and poured another. He hadn’t intended to drink so much this night but the sharp edges of his memories needed dulling.  
 
    “You have the gold now?” 
 
    “Upon landing on Lillomet. My family will reward you handsomely. You have my word.” 
 
    “That’s not enough, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “It’s all I have.” Eleanor’s hand crept over the table and she ran her fingers lightly over his. Her glove had once been white but was now as shabby as her dress. And bloodstained. “If you require…something more,” she swallowed, “I have a room at the Marchand.” 
 
    Sebastian withdrew his hand. “I’m not for hire, Lady Rathbone,” he said. “I’m already engaged. And even if I weren’t, I don’t sail to the northern islands of the Watch. Ever.” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked. 
 
    Because only a fool with a thousand doubloon bounty on his head sails past the Stoneyard Prison. 
 
    “I just don’t,” Sebastian said. 
 
    The beauty of Eleanor’s face became shadowed with fear. “I see.” 
 
    Don’t do it. Don’t complicate things, Sebastian thought and then heard himself say, “I can take you to the Eastern Edge. Or the Ice Isles, if we dock there for supplies.” 
 
    “East is precisely the exact opposite of west.” 
 
    “Aye, but it’s off this shit-stinking island of cutthroats and rapists.” 
 
    “It’s not home, Captain, and home is where I want to sail next.”  
 
    Sebastian felt irritation rise to his throat like bile. “It’s the best I can do. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    Eleanor glared at him for the space of three heartbeats and then sat back in her chair. Her lower lip quavered and he could see she was fighting valiantly not to lose her composure right there at the table.  
 
    Gods be damned, I don’t need this aggravation.  
 
    But Eleanor Rathbone took a final drag off her cigarillo and tossed it to the floor. Her emotions mastered now, she said, “A generous offer, Captain, but I’m afraid I must decline. I’ve been apart from my family for too long. I don’t think I have the stomach for another long voyage. But if you would be so kind as to walk me to my room at the Marchand, I would be most grateful.” 
 
    Sebastian watched her gather her shawl around her shoulders, grateful that she covered her breasts that strained against her crimson dress. She rose from her chair with grace, and held out her hand. Sebastian finished his rum, tossed a few kroons on the table and gave her his arm. She clung to him as they made their way from the dingy tavern.  
 
    The rain had dwindled from a downpour to a drizzle, and though it couldn’t be more than twilight, the sky was as murky as full dark. The boardwalk was alive with pirates, wenches, vendors, and drunks, all weaving to the Uagan melodies of shattered glass, the occasional scream, and the muffled sounds of fists finding flesh. Sebastian realized just how much he had drunk, as the cacophony of Uago put him off balance.  
 
    “If I were you, I’d get off this island by any means necessary,” Sebastian told Eleanor. 
 
    She glanced at him sideways. “Your concern, Captain, is heart-wrenching.” 
 
    He snorted. “Suit yourself.” 
 
    Eleanor led him down the boardwalk, past the docks. “Is your ship yon?” she asked.  
 
    He craned to look where she pointed and heard the shuffling of booted feet behind him. Without thinking, he shoved Eleanor to the ground. She fell into a puddle with a shriek of pain and surprise, skirts flying.  
 
    Sebastian ducked instinctively, and a club whistled above his head. Dark shapes surround him. As he reached for his scimitars the club struck him between the shoulder blades. He fell to one knee, a scratch of burlap brushed his cheek and chin, and then darkness descended. The sack was pulled tight around his throat so he could scarcely breathe. All the while, the club battered his arm, his kidneys, and then a foot to the back shoved him face down. He sprawled on the boardwalk, the breath whooshing out of him.  
 
    Press gang, he thought, and a wave of irritation flooded him, washing away some of his inebriation.  
 
    A knee pressed his back and his arms were yanked behind him. He let a loop of rope go around each wrist then twisted his arms with the technique he’d learned on Isle Juskara. He felt the slack he wanted but his captors did not, and was hauled to his feet.  
 
    “That was bloody easy,” said one.  
 
    Sebastian would have laughed except they’d clubbed him and choked him and bagged him, and so he silently promised them all death instead. He wheezed and stood hunched over, seemingly defeated, accessing the situation. One captor behind, two in front.  
 
    One of the men in front got close, feeling for weapons. Sebastian head-butted him with a swift, violent blow to the nose, then thrust his head backward, striking the man behind him. He felt the man’s grip on his bonds fall away. Sebastian stomped on his foot with the heel of his boot, then drove his elbow into his gut.  
 
    “Shoot him!” one cried, followed by Eleanor’s frightened, “No!” 
 
    The ropes were still looped about Sebastian’s wrists, but loose now. The man behind him was bent at the waist, moaning. Still blind in the sack, Sebastian found the man’s neck and wrapped one arm around it. He twisted the man forward, snapping his neck, and then hoisted him up, like a shield. The rapport of a flintlock cut the air and Sebastian felt the slug strike the dead man. He shoved the corpse forward and drew his scimitars. Rope hung in long loops from his wrists, no longer a hindrance. Instincts guided his motions, and he felt his blades slice and bite flesh, and heard the gurgle of blood flowing from an opened throat.  
 
    One man left, he thought just as agony exploded across his brow and blue stars danced across the dark canopy of the sack. Blood flowed. He went down on one knee, thrusting his sword blindly across his body, and found nothing but air. He raised his right arm and took the next blow on the meat of his shoulder. The pirate’s blade bit deep and then tore free. Sebastian grunted and twisted upward like an uncoiling snake, his left scimitar slicing sideways. It met steel and Sebastian flipped his right scimitar in his hand so that the blade was facing up, and sliced upward. The man’s scream came a second before the dull wet smack of his amputated hand hitting the ground.  
 
    Sebastian could see his opponent clearly now, even from within the sack. He dropped his blades and looped the rope that hung between his wrists around the man’s neck. He pulled and twisted, holding tight as the man writhed and jerked. Rage gave Sebastian strength, driving the agony in his arm and head away. Finally, the man’s struggles quieted and Sebastian let him fall to the ground.  
 
    The assassin tore at the rope that held the sack over his head, gasping for fresh air. His gaze swept the dock for other attackers but there were none. Some gawkers had stopped to watch but kept their distance and then scampered away when they caught Sebastian’s eye.  
 
    Three dead bodies littered the ground at his feet. Sebastian spat a wad of blood on the one nearest him, the one he’d strangled. Pain wracked his body but was a small flame to the white hot furnace of his rage. He retrieved his scimitars and sheathed them, forcing his pulse to slow, his breath to become even. He glanced about, sure he had forgotten something, and then realized Eleanor Rathbone was gone.  
 
    “Good.” He spat again and strode to the docks, to his ship, to refuge.  
 
    The street rats of Uago waited until the assassin was gone, then swarmed over the dead bodies like locusts. In moments, they dead were stripped naked and left to rot on the street as the clouds broke and rain came down again.  
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    Meeting the Storm 
 
      
 
      
 
    A message from Captain Tergus came to Selena at the Wayfarer Inn that morning, written in immaculate, precise script, that one of the captain’s crew would meet her at the east quay. The note said she would know the sailor by “the distinct expression of dismay on his hoary old face when he realizes I wasn’t lying about sharing a skiff with a dragonman and a sirrak.”  
 
    The storm had passed on and the docks were bustling. Flocks of screeching gulls wheeled above, while dozens more perched on posts, muttering and preening and staining the wood white with their droppings. The air was heavy with fish scents, as vendors hawked skewers of crabmeat and boiled bowls of lobscouse stew over portable cauldrons. 
 
    The vendors fell silent as Selena passed with Ilior flanking her and Svoz bringing up the rear. The sirrak had taken the guise of a sailor that, at a distance, seemed common enough until one saw his colorless eyes, pale skin, and black fingernails, to say nothing of his weapon. He had told her that if he were forced to wear the “weak meat suit of a human” he must be permitted to at least carry a weapon of real menace. And so the sirrak wore a humongous cudgel far too huge for his human size slung over his shoulder.  
 
    The crewman Captain Tergus sent was a grizzled old sea dog with a white beard and a well-worn coat and cap. As Julian promised, the man’s eyes widened under bushy brows to see the Vai’Ensai. At Svoz, the crewman made the sign of the full moon over his heart and grunted. He grunted again as he nodded his head at the skiff that was to convey them to the ship, and grunted yet again that Ilior needed to take up an oar. It soon became apparent that grunting was the only sound the old man was capable of making. But for Svoz’s periodic grousing about the sun that had broken through the clouds, the skiff set off in silence.  
 
    As they rowed across the bay, Selena saw that many other captains were of the same mind as Captain Tergus: more ships bobbed anchor in the bay than were docked at Port Sylk, each manned by wary crew who gave Selena and her companions dirty stares from their decks, and kept their flintlocks in plain view. Most of the ships they passed were merchant vessels, judging by their standards, though many ship’s captains were more cautious and flew no standard of any kind. Others were proudly pirate vessels, flying flags depicting skulls, cutlasses, dripping blood, and any other manner of intimidating motifs that designated one ship or another as a member of a collective. In the northeast, Selena saw a quartet of ships bearing the insignia of a burning flame, like the one Julian revealed on Mallen’s arm. 
 
    At last, the skiff fell into the shadow of Julian’s brig. A rope ladder came down and Selena climbed up. Captain Tergus was there, waiting to help her up. She took his hand—his left, she noticed, as he was favoring his right arm slightly— and he offered a faint smile that was ruined by the bloody gash creeping into his hairline.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Selena asked. “Gods, what happened?” 
 
    “Press gang tried to recruit me.” He smiled darkly. “They failed.” 
 
    “What? When?” 
 
    “Last night, after you departed.” He waved aside her concern. “There were only three, each a bigger fool than the last.” He jerked his chin at Svoz in his sailor form. “The sirrak?” 
 
    Selena blinked. “Uh, yes. This is Svoz. Svoz, this is Captain Julian Tergus.” 
 
    “A pleasure,” Svoz said. His pale eyes studied the captain. His laugh sounded as though it came from the Deeps. “A genuine pleasure.” 
 
    “And I don’t believe you were formally introduced to Ilior oth’Makir,” Selena said before Svoz could make things more awkward. “Ilior, Captain Tergus.” 
 
    But that introduction was almost worse. Neither Ilior nor Julian offered a hand; the Vai’Ensai nodded coolly at the captain, and a silence fell amongst them that was especially acute since the crewmen on deck and up on the yards made no sound either. 
 
    “Shall we?” Julian said finally.  
 
    “Your arm looks pained,” Selena said. “I can heal you…” 
 
    “I’ve had worse. Do you want to see the ship or not?” 
 
    He didn’t wait for a reply but started around the main deck.  
 
    It was immediately apparent to Selena that the Black Storm was Julian’s pride and joy. The hull was unmarred, the decks immaculate, the rigging all neatly coiled. She glanced up at the sails furled tight to the yards and the small crow’s nest atop the main mast. A simple ship, she thought, but already I like her. I like her more than her captain.  
 
    Julian moved to muster his crew before he took her belowdecks, and Selena pulled Ilior aside.  
 
    “What do you think of him?” Selena nodded to where Julian Tergus sauntered to the edge of the main deck, put his fingers to his lips and let loose a piercing whistle. The morning wind whipped at his black long coat and he cut a dark, slender figure in the gray light. The gash on his face gave him a sinister mien.  
 
    Ilior’s words ground together like stones. “My opinion of him from last night remains unchanged. I don’t like him.” 
 
    “I told you, he was not responsible for my injuries,” Selena said. “He killed Mallen.” 
 
    “After he watched you fight off three pirates first. You had Mallen defeated when Tergus sliced his throat open.” Ilior shook his horned head. “I don’t like him.” 
 
    Selena sighed. “You said that already.” She watched Julian muster his crew. “He’s young for a captain. Perhaps thirty years? But he looks as though he were born on board.” She was trying to be light but Ilior was immovable as stone.  
 
    “Someone attacked him last night,” the Vai’Ensai said. “Perhaps they were men of Mallen’s crew.” He looked at her out of the corner of his eye.  
 
    “Or perhaps it was a press gang as he said. Press gangs are a common sight on many islands. Especially Uago.” She sighed. “But I will admit it’s an inauspicious start to this voyage.” 
 
    “You’ve paid him nothing,” the Vai’Ensai reminded her.  
 
    “There’s no one else, Ilior. You know that. And I can’t delay this mission another minute. Captain Tergus is the best we can hope for from Isle Uago.”  
 
    Ilior nodded once. “I understand. But if the captain is revealed to be a scoundrel or criminal, I’ll tear him apart.”  
 
    “You’re beginning to sound like Svoz.”  
 
    Ilior grunted. “In matters of your protection, the sirrak and I are in accord.” 
 
    Selena smiled fondly at her friend, and then the captain was addressing them.  
 
    “This is my crew,” Captain Tergus said, as the six men lined up. They were all dressed in the same salt-and-wind-worn garb, with bare feet and sun-burnt skin; the eldest appeared in his fifties, the youngest hardly more than a boy.  
 
    “You’ve met Grunt.” The old salt who had taken them across the bay nodded his head. “The rest are Spit, Cur, Helm, Cook, and Whistle. They don’t say much, but they’re as good a bunch of sailors as you could want.”  
 
    “They haven’t proper names?” Ilior asked.  
 
    “I suppose they do.” 
 
    “You’ve never asked?” 
 
    Selena laid her hand on her friend’s arm. “Ilior…”  
 
    Julian cocked a brow. “Are you questioning how I do things on my ship?”  
 
    Ilior crossed his arms over his massive chest and shrugged.  
 
    The captain laughed. “Tell him your names, men. Make a proper introduction.” 
 
    Grunt grunted, Cur growled like a feral dog, Spit spat, and Whistle whistled. The crewmen named Helm and Cook snickered soundlessly.  
 
    “I don’t know their real names because they can’t tell me, nor can they read or write,” Julian said. “I hire men who’re either mute, like in the case of young Whistle here—” he tousled the boy’s hair— “or have had their tongues cut out, as have the rest of these fine fellows.” 
 
    Ilior’s hands clenched into fists. “You cut out their tongues?” 
 
    Captain Tergus regarded him, incredulous. “Did I say that? I hire men who’ve met that particular misfortune. And not many captains would. I’m doing them a favor by employing them where others won’t. Isn’t that sweet of me, dragonman?” 
 
    “But why?” Selena asked.  
 
    “You’d be amazed at how much more productive a crew is when they can’t stand around jawing all day. If you’re used to shanties sung every damn minute of every voyage, the silence will seem strange at first, but you get used to it. You’ll be able to appreciate the quiet,” he said, “and just sail.” 
 
    Selena glanced at the six mute men. They looked no different from any other crew on any other ship she’d ever been on. But they can’t speak, can’t sing shanties…and they can’t tell what they’ve seen on board. 
 
    “Have a question?” Julian asked, and Selena realized she had been silent too long. 
 
    “I was wondering, Captain, how it’s possible to give and receive orders to a crew that can’t speak. And aren’t you a bit short-handed?”  
 
    “Ilior and Svoz can pitch in,” Julian said. “No one stands around idle on my ship.” 
 
    Svoz, who had been roaming the decks, slipped up to join them when he heard his name. He waggled a black-nailed finger at Julian. “If you think I’m going to spend the voyage pulling on ropes and tying knots like some common—” 
 
    “You will,” Selena said, “because I command it. You will do whatever Captain Tergus requires.” 
 
    “I won’t ask you to do anything that is beneath you,” Julian told the sirrak. 
 
    “Everything that is not extermination is beneath me.” 
 
    “Lovely.” Julian clapped his hands together. “That should do it. The watches will be long but the voyage to Saliz is not. The Storm won’t give trouble if we all pull together.” Julian turned to Selena. “Care to see your lodgings?”  
 
    Selena left Svoz on deck while she and Ilior followed Julian to the galley with its big iron stove and water barrels, and the forecastle where eight hammocks were strung up.  
 
    “When you’re not on watch,” he told Ilior. 
 
    The Vai’Ensai frowned. “How far am I from Paladin Koren’s lodgings?” 
 
    Julian gave them both a peculiar look. “This is a brig, not a Guild barge. We’re all within hailing distance. But, don’t take my word for it.”  
 
    He led them through a passage so narrow, Ilior had to fold his wing in tight and duck his head. The cabin was small, six spans long and three across, but it had cots instead of hammocks, one to a side, and a trunk to stow belongings. There was no porthole as it was amidships, but Selena thought it more than adequate.  
 
    “It’s very fine.” Selena noted that while the bunks were spare and plain, they also looked clean, like everything else on Julian’s ship.  
 
    “My cabin’s under the quarterdeck,” Julian said, “but there is no reason anyone aboard needs to be anywhere near it unless invited, yes? And you,” he said to Selena, “are invited to plot our course and discuss the financial particulars. After provisions are bought and stowed, we sail. Tomorrow.” His gray-green eyes looked between Selena and Ilior.  
 
    “He stays with me,” Selena said, answering his unspoken question. “He’s a better sailor than I, and I rely on his judgment in all things.” 
 
    The smallest of shadows crept over the captain’s face. “Very well. It’ll be a bit cramped, but if you insist.”  
 
    “I do,” Ilior intoned.  
 
    Julian led them back up to the main deck, to his cabin, which was situated beneath the quarterdeck. It was twice the size of Selena’s cabin, and three large, slanted gallery windows afforded an expansive view of the Marauder’s Sea spread out before them and the sun hovering above the horizon.  
 
    The port wall of the cabin had several trunks lashed to it and was covered itself in an old, beautiful chart of Lunos. At the starboard wall was a bunk, wider than those in her cabin, but it was the captain’s desk that commanded attention. Two merkind, carved in intricate detail, met at the front of the cherry wood piece, their hair flowing and tangling together. Long ropes of finely wrought sea kelp climbed up each leg.  
 
    On top of the desk were several charts, an inkpot, a ledger book, and some drawings. When Selena drew nearer, she saw the drawings were schematics of ships, highly detailed and drawn with great precision. That Julian possessed the skill to create something so fine surprised her.  
 
    People are multi-faceted like jewels, she told herself, not plain and flat like steel.  
 
    Julian saw her eyeing the sketches and hurriedly laid a chart of the Heart Waters and most of the Eastern Edge on top of them. He unlashed a small stool for Selena to sit on while he took the chair behind the desk.  
 
    “I will stand,” Ilior said. 
 
    “As you will.” Julian turned the chart around so that Selena might read it. “As I told you last night, I believe we should take a more northerly route, out of these pirate waters.” He folded his hands. “But that is unsatisfactory?” 
 
    Selena nodded. “How far south can we sail?” 
 
    “Safely?” Julian frowned over the chart. “The pirate collectives here sail the Marauders’ Sea in droves. Given the situation with pirates who attacked you last night, we’ll be lucky to get out of here without a tail.” 
 
    “You killed a captain,” Ilior intoned.  
 
    “And she let the sole witness go free,” Julian returned. “Mine wasn’t the lapse in caution.” He turned back to Selena. “To sail farther south, into the Heart Waters, is to invite the wrath of the merkind. I’d rather take my chances with pirates, who I can outrun, rather than a merkind’s maelstrom, which I can’t. Of course, I’d much prefer avoiding both and sailing north along the Ice Isles.” 
 
    “It’s not possible,” Ilior said. “For her sake.” 
 
    “Nor for yours,” Selena told her friend. She looked at Julian. “I don’t want to risk your ship or the lives of you and your crew but this whole endeavor will be moot if we freeze to death. Is there no other passage that we can take?” 
 
    “Not unless you wish to sail south along the boundary between the Western Watch and the Heart Waters, then tack east past your homeland,” he said with a nod at Ilior, “and lastly sail north through the entire Eastern Edge.” 
 
    “No,” Ilior said. “No,” he said again, softer. “That route will take half a year or more. The Bazira trail will be long gone by then.” 
 
    “Of course it will,” Julian said, studying the chart.  
 
    Selena bit her lip. He’s going to change his mind about this and we’ll be stuck all over again. 
 
    But Julian said, “Well, business has been slow as of late and I’m not one to turn down real gold. We’ll sail as south as we dare and take our chances. My Storm can outrun the pirates, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    Selena eased a sigh. “Thank you.” She rose to go but the captain halted her.  
 
    “Speaking of gold, there is one last matter. My fee. And for this discussion, I prefer privacy. In fact, I insist on it.” He smiled thinly at Ilior.  
 
    Ilior hesitated. Selena gave him a reassuring nod and he strode out of the cabin. She was sure he took up position outside the door, just as he had on Jarabax’s ship.  
 
    Julian shook out of his long black coat. Beneath he wore a white linen shirt, loosely tied at the collar. Patches of blood darkened his right shoulder. He reached behind him, wincing, for a bottle of wine and a glass. 
 
    “Would you care for some? I broke my other glass during a bad storm and now have only one.” He cocked a smile. “But we can share.” 
 
    “I don’t drink,” Selena said stiffly. 
 
    “Neither do I,” Julian said, taking a sip. “When we’re under sail, I mean. And I prefer to discuss business with the person I am conducting it with. I hope your dragonman takes no offense.” 
 
    “The term is Vai’Ensai,” Selena said crossly. “If we’re to sail with you, it’s important that you not insult Ilior with the slur.” 
 
    “Very well. I can understand him not appreciating the term, nor its connotations. But why do you care?” Julian asked. 
 
    Selena gave a short, confused laugh. “Because he’s my friend?” 
 
    “Your friend is waiting for you outside my cabin door, isn’t he? Aye, I’d wager the Storm on it. Your friend won’t let you out of his sight for more than a few moments, as if you were a helpless maid and not a Paladin trained in swordcraft and the gods’ know what other kind of magic. Is he your bodyguard? Does he owe you a life debt?”  
 
    Selena sat back in her chair. “I don’t see how it’s of your concern.” 
 
    “Everything that happens on my ship is of my concern.” Julian raised an eyebrow. “Are you two…?” 
 
    “I’m not going to dignify that with a response,” Selena said, a sour taste in her mouth. “He is my friend. That means he cares for my well-being and I for his. I hardly need explain that concept, do I?” 
 
    “Dragonmen—pardon, Vai’Ensai—are rarely seen outside the Cloud Isles,” Julian said. “You’re telling me friendship alone keeps him from his homeland? Come to mention it, he didn’t seem too keen on sailing anywhere near the Cloud Isles as we plotted our course.” Julian waved his hand. “It’s strange; you, him, the whole of it.” 
 
    “It’s not strange.” Selena said and stopped, wondering if others shared Captain Tergus’s insinuations, perhaps at the Moon Temple. She felt the tingle that meant hot blood rushed to her cheeks. Anger dispelled the shame, and she shook her head. “It is unfortunate our friendship is subject to such base notions.” 
 
    “Maybe if you weren’t so secretive about it…”  
 
    “I don’t speak of Ilior’s private matters to strangers.” 
 
    “In the absence of fact, people fill in their own truth,” the captain said. Another harsh laugh erupted out of him. “Oh, do they ever.” He sipped his wine.  
 
     “Very well,” Selena said irritably. “I will tell you only because the merits outweigh the dishonor that rumors would place on him.” 
 
    Julian held up his hands. “My crew is mute. It’s just me.” 
 
    “Aye, you,” Selena said, “who has the olive coloring and dark hair of the Farendii.” 
 
    He said nothing but the smug grin had slipped off his face.  
 
    “The Zak’reth were at the height of their power, brutalizing those lands ruthlessly,” Selena said, gentling her tone. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you this.” 
 
    “No,” Julian said. “You don’t.” 
 
    “And I don’t wish to cause you pain, truly. But it’s important you know that Ilior fought bravely for the Farendus Isles and that’s where I found him. On a desolate beach, surrounded by three Zak’reth warriors. I came in time to see them hack off his wing with their burning blades.”  
 
    Selena closed her eyes as the memory swamped her with its ugly brutality. When she opened them, Julian was watching her with that absolutely blank expression that masked any hint of emotion.  
 
    “I killed the Zak’reth before they could harm him further,” Selena said. “For that, Ilior has pledged his life to me, to protect me, to stay with me always. He was with me at Isle Calinda when I summoned the sea, and after, when the wound’s first agony had me. For ten years he’s remained by my side, loyal to me even in those early years when the torture of it became too much and I…behaved recklessly.” 
 
    Julian’s expression remained blank. “And he’s never been back to the Cloud Isles? I had heard that some Vai’Ensai had fought in the war, but then returned at once to their homeland. They’re not exactly welcome elsewhere.” 
 
    “The prejudice they face for the actions of their distant ancestors is a farce.” 
 
    Julian shrugged, his expression loosening. “The dragons caused the Breaking. That’s not an easy thing to forgive, even three thousand years later.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive,” Selena snapped. “Ilior is no more responsible for the Breaking than I am responsible for my grandfather’s deeds.” She smoothed down the folds of her blue overtunic until she was calmer. “Ilior may not return to the Cloud Isles. He says the loss of his wing makes him a cripple in the eyes of the tribes. He’s considered too weak to retake his place among them to protect the homeland. That’s a disgrace I don’t understand, but nonetheless, I am grateful that he is with me. More than that, I owe him my life. I may have saved him from the Zak’reth once, but he has saved me from the wound countless times.” 
 
    “A life debt then, as I said.” 
 
    “Will that suffice, Captain? He is owed respect, not…ugly insinuations, or—” 
 
    The captain held up his hands in surrender. “I understand. He guards you from bodily harm but is not your bodyguard. Fair enough. May we speak of my fee now?” 
 
    Selena fought to keep her irritation from mounting further. There’s no one else, she reminded herself. It’s either this captain, or we return to Lillomet. 
 
    “My offer is standard,” she said. “Three hundred gold doubloons; half now, half after I…after I kill Accora. And if we learn where Bacchus is and you take me to him, we shall renegotiate.” 
 
    “That’s all very well and good, if you kill Accora. If you get killed, what happens to the other half of my fee?” 
 
    “I have a promissory note from the Moon Temple,” Selena said. “Should anything befall me, you can find it among my possessions. Failing that, the Moon Temple has a copy and you may collect from them.” She rose to her feet. “Fear not, Captain, you’ll get your gold.” 
 
    “I should hope so,” Julian barked a laugh that faded immediately. “Except that I don’t sail to Lillomet. Or Parish, or Killomede, or Sevren. Not ever, so don’t ask.” 
 
    Selena resumed her seat. “I was expecting to return to Isle Lillomet upon completion of my quest.” 
 
    “Not my problem. I’ll bring you back here. Or to Isle Kabak, if you prefer desolate poverty to pirates. But that doesn’t solve the problem of my fee in the event of your untimely demise.” 
 
    Selena found her unease and frustration mounting the longer she remained in Julian Tergus’s presence. “I’ll make other arrangements. Now, if there’s nothing else…?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Julian said, “but to get the ship provisioned up, and quickly. I don’t think we should remain here another day. The pirate you spared has no doubt squealed to his gang about the unfortunate loss of Mallen.” 
 
    “Mallen was your doing,” Selena said.  
 
    “Killing him was the best thing to do. Your letting the other go free was a mistake. I’m surprised, in fact, you weren’t greeted by a gang of Mallen’s collective this morning.” Julian tossed back the rest of his wine. “We’re running on luck right now and nothing more. I recommend you remain on board and send Svoz to retrieve your belongings from your inn. We’ll sail at first light.” 
 
    Selena nodded and rose, her eyes drawn to the blood stains on Julian’s shoulder. “Are you sure you don’t want me to heal you?” 
 
    Julian smiled dryly. “Does it offend your Aluren sensibilities to leave a wound unhealed?” 
 
    Selena felt the color drain from her face, and Julian seemed to realize what he’d said as his smile slipped and his gaze dropped to her chest, to where her wound lay. 
 
    “Aye, it offends me more than anything.” Selena said stiffly.  
 
    She walked around his desk to stand next to Julian. He leaned back and tensed almost imperceptibly, and she sensed that if she intended to harm him, she’d be dead already. She poured water from the ampulla on her belt, and laid one hand on the bloody swatch of his shoulder. She found the moon with the other. “Illuria.” 
 
    An orange light glowed under her hand and from under his linen shirt, and his crude stitches broke. The skin healed. He said nothing at all but she felt his muscle under her hand ease.  
 
    She released him and made her way back across the cabin, concealing her weariness with measured steps. At the door she turned.  
 
    “I’m not paying three hundred gold for an injured and bloodied captain,” she said. “I need you healthy and hale if you’re to sail me to Saliz. Try to stay that way.” She left his cabin, slamming the door behind her.  
 
    Ilior was waiting outside. “What it is it?” he asked, alarmed as she stormed passed him. “What happened?” 
 
    Selena went to the rail and looked out over the gray-green waters, inhaling the salty air. Isle Uago rose out of the sea like a festering boil. Tomorrow it would disappear from the horizon and her quest would begin in earnest.  
 
    There is no one else to take us there. No one else.  
 
    “Selena?” 
 
    “I was just… speaking to the Captain about his fee,” Selena said, “and it…it struck me that this is really happening. That I will soon be battling those Bazira. That my wound will close at last.” She shook her head. “It overwhelmed me for a moment. I’m fine now.” That had shades of the truth and so not entirely a lie. 
 
    “You look pale. Frightened, almost.” 
 
    “I am frightened, to have to kill in cold blood,” Selena said. “But for the first time I have hope, which is almost as scary.”  
 
    “There is nothing wrong with hope.” He put his arm around her. “I’m glad it wasn’t the captain himself who upset you,” Ilior said after a moment. “If he had…well, it’s not too late to find another. I told you, I don’t like him.” 
 
    Selena pressed her lips together. Neither do I.  
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    The ship first appeared to them on the morning of their fourth day since departing Isle Uago. It was the first vessel of any kind they’d seen; the Marauders’ Sea was not only tranquil, its horizon was empty.  
 
    Captain Tergus didn’t like it.  
 
    Their southerly course should have put them flush in the trade routes. Pirates, and the merchant ships they harassed, should have been passing them every hour. The traffic should have been constant and hearty. Instead there was nothing. When the ship appeared in Captain Tergus’s spyglass, he’d looked almost relieved, but still intended to give her a wide berth. They kept an eye on her, and Selena was on the quarterdeck with Helm and Julian when the wiry crewman made a sign with his hand.  
 
    “What is he saying?” Selena had asked.  
 
    Julian had the glass to his eye. He lowered it and snapped it shut. “Dead ship.” 
 
    At twilight, the Black Storm came within half a league of the vessel: a schooner, larger than the Storm by a good forty spans. The sea was no longer calm but wind-tossed; small waves that slapped against the Storm’s hull. The Storm bounced on the choppy waves, yet the schooner sat low and untroubled. Selena watched Julian frown and narrow his eyes. He didn’t like the look of this either and this time Selena couldn’t blame him. There was no movement on deck, no hands, no lights, no lookout on the masthead, no helmsman at the wheel.  
 
    “It does look dead,” Selena said. The above-water hull looked sound, though there wasn’t much of it to see. Seven Swords, as proclaimed by the lettering near the prow, looked as though she had taken on cargo, she sat so low. Selena had the impression she looked at a Juskaran sarcophagus in its tomb, instead of a ship at sea. Without having to go aboard, she knew its crew was gone, the ship abandoned.  
 
    Ilior was more hopeful. “Perhaps the crew is below deck, playing at cards or dicing.” 
 
    “Just letting her drift?” Julian pointed to Seven Swords’s bow. “The anchor’s home.”  
 
    Ilior wouldn’t give more than a shrug, but Selena knew Julian was right. The captain turned to Helm. “We sail on.” 
 
    “Wait.” Selena grabbed his arm. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    The Seven Swords that was now a quarter of a league off and the air had become thick and heavy, promising rain, yet the sky was cloudless. The sound came again, a faint whimpering and muffled words.  
 
    “Someone on that ship is calling for help,” Selena said.  
 
    “I heard nothing of the kind,” Julian said. “Sounded like a moaning timber. Or a rusted wheel. They squeal like boars if you don’t—” 
 
    Again, faintly, and this time words were clear. “Help me, please…”  
 
    Julian pressed his lips together.  
 
    “Get me aboard,” Selena said.  
 
    “Hold up right there,” Julian hissed, and Selena realized they were all speaking in quiet tones and the hair on the back of her neck stood up, as if lightning were about to strike. “It could be an ambush,” he said. “Be smart now.”  
 
    The plaintive call for help came again, clearer now that the Storm was almost upon the Seven Swords. The sound cut through the eerie thickness like a hot knife through butter. They all winced at the uncanny loudness of it.  
 
    “Keep behind her,” Julian told Helm. “Don’t draw up along broadsides. If it is an ambush, I won’t put the Storm flush with her guns.” He looked to Ilior. “Tell the men to furl the sails.” 
 
    Whistle whistled—a low trill—and the captain turned. The boy pointed frantically at the Seven Swords. The schooner was still and the Black Storm came on too fast. Julian swore under his breath.  
 
    “Get Svoz and Ilior on the guns. We’re going to broadside her anyway.” 
 
    Selena repeated the orders to the sirrak, who complained at the lack of first-hand blood-letting but stomped down to the main deck to man one of the two starboard-side cannons. Ilior took the other.  
 
    At the rail of the quarterdeck Julian took his flintlock in hand, and hailed the ship. His voice rang out and Selena felt every single person on the Black Storm recoil at the sound by virtue of the eerie quiet of the Seven Swords.  
 
    That’s my imagination, Selena thought, but Helm looked stricken and even Julian’s stony face wore a grimace. He did not hail them a second time.  
 
    “Was that wise?” Selena asked.  
 
    “Undisciplined men, training their pistols or guns on us, would have flinched and let fly,” Julian said. 
 
    “I’m here…” came the voice from inside the ship. “Ah, gods, please. I’m here…” 
 
    “I’m going over,” Selena said.  
 
    “Don’t…” 
 
    “There’s no one aboard but the man calling for help,” Selena said. “Can’t you feel it? An emptiness? I’m going aboard.” 
 
    “Alone?” Julian asked. “Send your sirrak. No, don’t,” he amended. “I want him on that gun. I’ll go with you, gods be damned.” 
 
    The Black Storm’s bow came up alongside port side the Seven Swords. With the agility of a cat, Julian climbed the Storm’s bowsprit and stepped onto the gunwale of the Swords as if he were stepping over a puddle. He reappeared on the main deck and motioned for Selena to come over but the Storm was too fast, drifting past the Seven Swords.  
 
    “Selena?” Julian hissed. He was a black shadow at the bow of the other ship. “Smartly now.”  
 
    The Storm’s bow was past the Seven Swords’; the two ships were passing each other, side by side, just as Julian had feared they would. For one agonized moment Selena imagined that cannon blasts would roar, tearing into the Black Storm. Ilior and Svoz were crouched low and tense. But there was nothing but eerie silence broken now and then by the plaintive cry for help that now rang out like a clarion in the stillness.  
 
    Selena climbed onto the gunwale. She hesitated, looking down at three spans of cold, black water churning below, and then she jumped. Her foot touched the Sword’s rail. She used it to push off, and landed on the dead ship’s main deck, one knee down to brace her fall.  
 
    Julian stood above her and offered a hand.  
 
    “The Storm’s drifting past,” she said.  
 
    He rubbed his lips. “I noticed that. I trust Helm has enough sense to bring her about, but one can’t be too careful. This is going to hurt, be warned.” 
 
    Julian went to the rail and shouted to his men to bring the Storm about and to send Ilior over with the skiff to get them back. Once again, his voice clanged like a bell in an empty cavern. Selena recoiled.  
 
    He returned to her side. “My skin is itching.” 
 
    “Mine too,” she said. “Let’s get down below.” 
 
    “Wait,” Julian said. “Hear that?” 
 
    Selena listened. “I hear nothing.” 
 
    “Exactly. Our friend has grown silent when he should be louder, now that he knows we’re here.” Julian retrieved his flintlock and held it ready.  
 
    They started for the hatch amidships that would lead below, walking with slow, cautious steps. The ship looked sound, but appeared as if it hadn’t sailed in years. Every coil of rope, every cask looked still and untouched, and the deck was clear but for a few patches of dampness here and there. The wood moaned and the sails drooped eerily above them without catching one puff of wind. A fine layer of dust had settled over all. Selena bent and ran her fingers along the planks. They came up coated with something faintly shiny.  
 
    “What…?” She peered at her fingers. Residue in a rainbow of hues, all faded as if by the sun, glazed her skin, shining in the twilight. “Not dust. Scales,” she murmured. “These are scales.” 
 
    “Seems to be,” Julian said, his voice low. “And here.” He went to one knee and ran his fingers along faint grooves scratched into the deck. Stains that looked dark in the coppery light of the sunset accompanied the scratches, and then he found a small, bloody object. He held it up. “Is that…?” 
 
    “A fingernail,” Selena breathed. Her heart clanged in her chest. Julian made a disgusted face and hurled it away. 
 
    “The captain’s quarters first,” he whispered, indicating with his pistol the cabin at the stern. “No surprises.” 
 
    Selena nodded, though she was eager to get below. Whoever needed help might be dying or already dead. She shivered and followed Julian across the main deck. He pushed open the door with his flintlock. The cabin had small windows at aft, and the setting sun was fore; the room was full of shadows. 
 
     “Luxari,” Selena murmured. A small orb of light bloomed in the palm of her hand. Her other hand she kept on her sword. The cabin was small and a cursory glance revealed that it to be empty.  
 
    Clothing lay strewn over bunk and chair, and empty bottles of rum rolled at their ankles to the ship’s gentle swaying. Julian kicked aside a man’s breeches that lay in a heap on the floor, and went to the small captain’s desk. A shirt lay across it, cast off. Julian lifted it with the muzzle of his pistol and tossed it aside. The ship’s log was there and he opened it with two fingers, and then wiped his fingers on his coat.  
 
    “Bring the light.” 
 
    Selena stood beside him as he read the logbook.  
 
    “An entry for yesterday. Mundane. But there’s nothing for today. Nothing to indicate what happened.”  
 
    Selena glanced around. The cabin’s disarray wasn’t because of a ransacking. There was no sign of struggle, or of a fight being waged and lost. 
 
    “If the captain had packed to leave the ship, I can’t imagine what he had taken. It appears as if most of his belongings are still here. He’s just gone.” 
 
    “They all are,” Julian said.  
 
    “But for the man who cried for help,” Selena said. “Are we done here?” 
 
    Julian left the logbook where it lay, and wiped his hand again on his coat. 
 
    They picked their way across the deck to the hatch that led down. As night fell, the belowdecks became pitch black. Selena spoke the sacred word again and the orb of light in her hand grew slightly larger. They found the hold at the ship’s bow, stocked full of barrels and crates. A narrow path cut between the stacks of crates and Selena was relieved to hear a soft whimpering sound coming from somewhere inside. Still, she moved slowly, her light orb aloft and her hand gripping her sword. Deep within the bowels of the hold, she found him. 
 
    He was young, with pale blond hair like her own, and she sucked in a breath to see he wore the blue and silver overtunic of an Aluren adherent. He lay curled on his side, bound with rope at the wrists. Grime and sweat smudged his face. Blood darkened his overtunic and pooled on the planks beneath him. Selena rushed to kneel beside him.  
 
    “It’s all right,” she said softly. “I’ll help you.” 
 
    “Careful now,” Julian said from behind her, his pistol trained on the man. “Could be a trap.” 
 
    The man turned his face to hers and a wan smile broke out over his lips. “You…A Paladin? The God has heard me. After so long…” 
 
    He broke off, his lips peeling back over his teeth in a silent cry. Selena wished they’d had thought to bring a lantern. She brought the orb of light closer, mindful not to burn the man with it, and peered at the wound that spilled his blood.  
 
    “Pistol shot,” she said. “Old.” Some of the blood that pooled around the man was clotted and dark, while fresh red leaked from a small round hole in his side. “How long have you been here?’ 
 
    He tried to speak and she shushed him. “Never mind. Let me heal you.” She held her hand with the light orb up, aligning it with the moon in the sky that she felt but could not see, poured seawater from her ampulla in her other palm and laid it on his wound. “Illuria.”  
 
    An orange glow joined the white light of her orb, and then faded away. The man sighed and smiled at her with blood-stained teeth. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I can’t heal him completely until I get the ball out,” she told Julian, “but we can get him to the Black Storm.” 
 
    Julian didn’t look altogether thrilled with the notion, but knelt on the other side of the man. He exchanged his pistol for a dagger, and cut the man’s ropes. Selena saw the adherent’s wrists were rubbed raw. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Selena asked as Julian lifted the man to his feet.  
 
    “Niven. Niven Mattias,” he said and winced as Julian slung his arm over his shoulder and hoisted him up. “I’m a Healer.” 
 
    “Are you?” Julian asked. “Didn’t notice the hole in your own gut?” 
 
    Selena shot him a reproachful glance. “Weaving light can be done with only the sacred word, but healing can’t be done without finding the moon in the sky to channel the power and using seawater,” she said. “His hands were bound, if you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “He’s right.” Niven smiled wanly. “I feel I am not as strong in the god’s magic as you are, Paladin…?” 
 
    “Selena Koren,” she said. 
 
    Niven’s eyes flared. “I know you…”  
 
    “Come,” Selena said. “Let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Niven said. “I heard a terrible battle not long ago. Terrible screams…” He shuddered. “Be careful,” he said again. His eyes rolled up in his head and he went limp. 
 
    “Brilliant,” Julian muttered, hoisting the man’s dead weight.  
 
    Selena held her light orb aloft and led them out of the hold.  
 
    Just as they emerged, a signal from Whistle on the Storm, tore the night air. With a grunt of relief, Julian set Niven down and took up his spyglass.  
 
    “Another ship,” he said. “Fully rigged but ponderous.” 
 
    “Coming this way?”  
 
    “Away. Heading south by southwest. If she keeps it up, she’ll head into the Heart Waters…into merkind waters.” He jerked his chin at Niven. “I think we know where his crew went.” 
 
    “Pirates?” 
 
    “Seems probable.” 
 
    “But why would the pirates take the crew and leave all that cargo?”  
 
    Julian shrugged. “Pirates need crews. Might be the men were pressed to join.” He smiled ruefully. “Wouldn’t be the first time.” 
 
    Selena thought that sounded plausible. But it doesn’t explain the eerie feeling we all share, or the ship’s unnatural stillness, or the scales, or the fingernail…  
 
    Ilior called from below; the skiff scraped against the side of the Seven Swords.  
 
    “You first,” Julian said, and then his face went ashen. He gripped the rail until his knuckles were as pale as his face. “Ah, gods…Do you feel it? A…pulling? I feel like my guts are trying to curl up.” 
 
    Selena gripped the rail. Her stomach fluttered, bringing bile to her mouth. “I feel seasick…” 
 
    “Seasick,” Julian snorted. “Is this your first voyage? Mine neither. Get in the skiff…if you please.”  
 
    Selena glanced down and saw that Ilior stood, scanning the waters, his hand on his sword. She made to climb down when her stomach turned again. The ship seemed to dip down, bow first, but she was unsure if dizziness made her sway, or if the ship was actually moving. And then the ship bucked and erased all doubt.  
 
    She and Julian were both forced to grab the rail as the Seven Swords’s nose canted down with a sudden violence. A hissing sound filled the air, followed by chirps and whistles, like those of a dolphin. Selena looked to the dipping bow where something jostled and scratched and thumped against the hull. The odor of decayed flesh permeated the air with a pungent, fishy stench. Arms—more than a dozen, gray and green and bruised—appeared. Skinny arms. Emaciated. They reached for the gunwales and held on with webbed or clawed hands. They screeched with the effort to haul themselves over.  
 
    “Bloody bones and spit,” Julian whispered from beside her. “Merkind.” 
 
    Selena stared, frozen in shock and fear, and besieged by another roiling in her gut. To see a merkind was a rare thing at all. To see more than one was a phenomenon. Occasionally, sailors claimed sightings, especially if their vessel was in danger, as the merkind were sometimes generous to those they deemed worthy of aid. To those that sailed too deep into the Heart Waters, the merkind were not so kind, but deadly. But benevolent or wrathful, the merkind’s beauty was undeniable, yet those that clambered over the Seven Swords were corrupted and rotting, like corpses brought to life.  
 
    The first merman had a tail that was segmented like shrimp, but instead of a sea green color, the skin was blackened in places and sloughing off. The mermaid beside him appeared to be decaying; her long hair had begun to come out in patches and the rubbery skin of her dolphin-like tail was crisscrossed with pale scars. They pulled themselves up the rail with their arms and flopped over the side. Their faces were hideous, with gaping maws and wide, staring eyes that were dead and alit with madness at the same time. They clawed their way over the deck with webbed fingers that dug into the planking, until they bled. The merkind showed no pain, just a frenzied desire for their prey, and more were coming.  
 
    “Get in the boat!” Julian screamed and fired his flintlock at the oncoming hoard.  
 
    Selena peered down to where Ilior waited with the skiff and gave a cry. The waters churned. Three merkind clambered over the side, their mouths agape and slavering, reaching for the Vai’Ensai. 
 
    “Ilior!” Selena reached down for him.  
 
    He leapt up and grabbed the accommodation ladder. With his weight suddenly gone, the skiff flipped over, clubbing one merkind hard enough that Selena could hear the sound of its skull caving like the shell of a hardboiled egg. Another merkind made a leaping try for Ilior; its fingers scraped the heel of the Vai’Ensai’s boot. He scrambled over the Seven Swords’ rail and drew his sword.  
 
    “Gods,” he breathed. He caught sight of Niven. “Who…?” 
 
    From behind, it sounded as if a fisherman had dumped a full net of thumping, flapping catch onto the deck. Selena hefted her own blade and turned to face the enemy. She felt the blood drain from her face. The deck swarmed with rotting merkind.  
 
    “Svoz!” she screamed. “To me!”  
 
    The sirrak appeared with his customary plume of rancid smoke and in his hulking red form. A morning star with a spiked head the size of a cannonball in his hands. He swung it on its chain, and a smile spread over his blood-colored face. “Yessss…” 
 
    Selena watched him swing the ball in a deadly arc, but a scraping sound at her feet drew her attention. She brought her sword down on the webbed hand of the shrimp-tailed merman that reached for Niven, impaling it onto the deck. The merkind hissed and showed her a mouth full of broken and bloody teeth. She kicked him full in the face but the blow did nothing to stop him; she doubted he had even felt it. She kicked again but he reached for her with his other hand. She had the terrible certainty that if he touched her flesh, she would fall ill, perhaps turn as mad and corrupted as these once-beautiful beings were now. Then Julian’s blade came down in a silver blur, and the merkind’s head tumbled at Selena’s feet, washing her boots in blood and another, foul, pus-like ichor.  
 
    “Use your magic!” Julian pointed to the deck where the merkind writhed in a mass of rotted limbs and tails. “I’ll cover you!” 
 
    Selena looked just in time to see Ilior scoop Niven over his shoulder with one hand and brandish his sword with the other. He leapt atop a barrel lashed to the gunwhale, out of the merkind’s reach for now.  
 
    With Ilior and Niven safe, Selena held her hands out, one over the other, a span apart. 
 
    “Luxari,” she said. Light, collected from the lanterns on the Storm¸ from the setting sun, from the meager moonlight, coalesced in the space between her hands and was trapped by the water in the air. As soon as the prayer word left her lips a ball of light glowed in her palms. Without hesitation, she sent the orb into the midst of the merkind swarming the deck.  
 
    The orb exploded like glass—shards of light sprayed in all directions, and struck the merkind with sizzling bolts. Some writhed in agony, their flesh sloughing off, while others were engulfed in flames that burnt out immediately after. They curled and blackened on the planks, reeking of charred fish. The screams were horrible to hear. Selena’s heart ached for them. 
 
    These are not merkind. Not truly. What has happened to them? 
 
    Her light globe had killed many and sent those trying to clamber aboard back into the water, screeching and covering their eyes. But a small handful—some with their rotting flesh now burned—came on.  
 
    Selena slashed at one merman, slicing his arm off and spraying the air with blackened blood. Ilior bashed another mermaid in the head with the pommel of his great sword when she reached the barrel he stood on. She slumped lifeless to the deck. Julian danced with his scimitars, cutting to ribbons the few merkind left who reached for him, their screams of rage reduced to burbling gasps as they died. But Svoz was terrible to behold.  
 
    He chortled with sadistic glee and swung his morningstar over his head before swiping it down, again and again. Merkind bodies exploded in grisly sprays of bone and blood and blubber and scales. Soon the deck was slick with their blood and other, fishy-smelling liquids that looked pale and pus-like in the faint light. In moments, the carnage ended and the only sound was Svoz’s lament that he had nothing left to kill.  
 
    Selena lowered her sword. She met Julian’s eye and he shook his head, incredulous.  
 
    “The skiff is still here,” Ilior reported from the port rail. “It’s capsized but I think I can turn it.” 
 
    “No, Svoz can do it.” Selena scanned the water. “There might be more.”  
 
    “Dammit to the bloody Deeps.” Julian watched his Black Storm sail in a messy arc around the Seven Swords. Grunt could just be seen, waving his arms. 
 
    “Have they been attacked too?” Selena asked with sudden panic. 
 
    “No,” Julian muttered. “They just can’t sail worth a damn without someone relaying the orders.” 
 
    “The hazards of keeping a mute crew,” Ilior said with a wry twist to his lips. He hefted Niven more securely onto his shoulder. Julian looked as if he had a ready reply, but said nothing.  
 
    Svoz got the skiff righted and the rest of the party climbed in. Ilior laid Niven in the prow before taking an oar with Svoz. Selena sat close to the Healer, relieved to see the stretch of water between them and the Seven Swords grow wider. Quiet had descended again but Selena kept her eyes on the water, as did Julian, who had not sheathed his scimitars.  
 
    The Black Storm faced the opposite direction as the Seven Swords now. Ilior and Svoz pulled the skiff up on her port side as Niven lowered the accommodation ladder. Selena reached for it when the waters beneath the skiff began to churn. She fell back, stomach roiling.  
 
    “Bloody Deeps,” Julian cursed. His face was ashen and Selena thought hers must look the same.  
 
    “This must be my lucky day.” Svoz took his morningstar in hand again. 
 
    Selena let out a cry as two merkind sought to climb up the accommodation ladder. She called a small shard of light to each hand and sent them at the two, mindful of hitting the Storm. The daggers of light found the merkind’s backs and burnt holes through their desiccated flesh. They screamed their terrible screams and sank beneath the waves. Still more came. 
 
    Svoz braced his immense legs on either side of the skiff. His weapon swept the head of one mermaid off her graying, peeling shoulders but another, this one with the lower body of a shark, leapt from the water, mouth gaping, and struck his exposed midsection. The mermaid’s mouth burrowed into his flesh, and though her own skin hissed and burned and charred off at the touch by Svoz’s heat, she did not stop. Her skinny arms wrapped around him until she was welded to him. A stench of fishy, burnt flesh clouded the skiff and the sirrak’s struggles threatened to capsize the little boat.  
 
    Selena watched, stupefied, as another merkind, and another, and another broke the surface. They wrapped their arms around Svoz, and bit deep. He cursed a vile oath and swung his weapon in a wide, erratic arc, nearly swiping Julian’s head from his shoulders. The sirrak lost his balance and fell overboard with a great splash. The merkind swarmed like piranha and the water boiled and steamed as Svoz thrashed and screamed.  
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” Julian cried. 
 
    Selena scrambled up the ladder as Julian fought the lone merkind that tried to climb over the side. By the time Selena was aboard the Storm, Julian was alone in the skiff and the waters around it were eerily still. Svoz and the merkind were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Whistle threw down a rope to Julian. He tied it to the skiff and then climbed up the side himself.  
 
    Ilior had set Niven down on deck and the young man’s eyes fluttered. “I heard screaming. Did they come again? Did they…?” 
 
    “They’re gone,” Selena said. “You’re safe.” She looked to the waters. “Svoz…” 
 
    “He died fulfilling his duty to protect you,” Ilior said, unable to conceal the tinge of relief in his voice that the sirrak was gone.  
 
    Julian sheathed his blades. “We have to get this ship back on course and out of these waters.” He loped up to the quarterdeck, barking orders along the way to his crew that seemed relieved to be told what to do. 
 
    The sun slipped below the horizon and the night swept over the sky. The crescent moon hung like a silver smile, disembodied and sinister. Selena had Ilior bring Niven to her cabin, and offered one final prayer of thanks this day that it had no porthole from which to see the Bazira moon.  
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    The Healer’s Story 
 
      
 
      
 
    Selena knelt on the floor, setting out clean rags, a bottle of vinegar, and surgical implements on her bunk. The Aluren adherent lay on the cabin’s other small bunk, watching her with wide eyes and a green tinge to his cheeks. The Black Storm bounced on choppy waves; the lantern hanging from the deckhead swayed back and forth, casting erratic shadows. Timbers creaked with the ship’s every movement, and though he smiled readily, Selena could see Niven’s eyes darting between her and the metal pincers on her tray over and over.  
 
    “I am Niven Mattias,” the young man said. “I may have already told you my name. I can’t quite remember; the night has been so eventful. Have I? Told you my name?” 
 
    “You have.” Selena said, taking up a cloth. “Try to relax. This will hurt and I’m sorry, but I have to take the ball out before I can close the wound. Talking will help make it more bearable.” 
 
    “Will it?” he asked, pleading. 
 
    She smiled. “No, but I’ve been saying that for years.” 
 
    “So have I.” He laughed and then sucked his teeth as she dabbed his injury. “I was on Isle Joril when I was kidnapped by pirates,” he said through a held breath. He blew air out of puffed cheeks when she removed the cloth. “Kidnapped by pirates. Heh. It sounds like someone else’s life.” 
 
    Selena smiled. With his light hair and eyes, Niven could be her younger brother, had she had one. I should have liked to have had a brother. Or family of any kind besides my father. And my mother. She silenced the thought before it could lead to unpleasant memories and focused on her patient.  
 
    “I’ve never heard of Isle Joril,” she said. “Where is it? On the Edge?” 
 
    “Yes. In the Farendus Isles…the Forgotten Isles, some call it. Since the war I’ve been on the Eastern Edge to help, to heal. There are many living on those islands who are still suffering the war, even after all this time.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” Selena replied. “But what I hadn’t known was that there were Aluren so far from Western Watch this long after the war. Did the High Reverent—it would have been Coronus back then—did Coronus decree you should do this work?” 
 
    “No, I chose for myself to stay. There were a few of us left over from the war, scattered all over. Some chose to return to Watch. Others, like myself, wanted to help.” 
 
    “You must have been a child.” 
 
    Niven smiled. “I am only a few years younger than you.” 
 
    “I was eighteen when I joined the battle,” Selena said.  
 
    “And I fifteen. But I am no Paladin, only a Healer.” 
 
    “Only? Don’t diminish yourself or the god’s gifts,” Selena said gently. “There is nothing small about bringing relief to those in pain.” 
 
    “As you are doing for me,” he said, with a grateful smile. “I’m content with Healing. I’ve never been much of a warrior. Probably hurt myself worse if they gave me a sword.” He laughed weakly and the laugh degenerated into a pained cough.  
 
    Selena squeezed his hand. “Why were you out there for so long?” 
 
    Niven closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, the sky blue was clouded with memories. “It was near the war’s end when I took passage with an Alliance convoy to the Eastern Edge. You were already at war. The Temple was all but empty. We were the last to Hear the god and join the cause. We were all that was left. And they sent us too, on Alliance brigs. There were ten ships when we sailed the southern route across the Heart Waters. In less than a month, there were three. The Zak’reth were ferocious; it was all we could do to seek asylum on Isle Eleria, also in the Forgotten Isles. In two turns of the moon, those three ships fell too. Defeat was assured. And then…”  
 
    “And then Isle Calinda happened,” Selena said.  
 
    Niven struggled to lift his head up from the pillow, his eyes shining. “The war ended. Thanks to you.” He gripped her hand in his. “Paladin Koren, I’ve wanted to say…it is a great honor to meet you.” 
 
    “An honor?” Selena wrung out the cloth and tossed it on her trunk that served as a table in her small cabin. “Is it an honor to meet the Tainted One?” 
 
    Niven sank back. “Is that what they call you? Surely not…” 
 
    “You must have heard of what happened to Isle Calinda’s people,” Selena said, more harshly than she intended.  
 
    Niven nodded. “Hundreds of innocent lives were lost in the war,” he said. “Thousands. And if the Zak’reth had continued, thousands more would have joined them. The tragedy of Calinda is also its redemption.” 
 
    His youthful, open face and how his eyes were filled with warmth for her. His words sounded comforting as well, and had she not worn the wound, perhaps she might have believed them; or at least told herself she could believe them and so find some peace.  
 
    “I appreciate that, Niven, but the god did not see it that way.” 
 
    “I honor and worship the Shining face for the many blessings it has bestowed on us. But…may it forgive me…” Niven swallowed. “I don’t understand why it would grant you the power of the wave and then punish you after.” 
 
    “It’s simple: four hundred innocent lives lost,” Selena said. “And who’s to say that the deaths of thousands of Zak’reth weren’t an abomination in the god’s eyes? They were to me. They weigh heavily on me, every one. No, the god did not err, I did. What happened on Isle Calinda was more tragedy than victory. I know this even if I hadn’t the god’s dark mark to prove it. And I will never summon the seas again. Not ever.” She took up her rag again and smiled tightly. “We were speaking of why you were on the Edge for nearly a decade. Of how the people needed you.” 
 
    “Aye,” Niven said. “The war was terrible enough but what came after has been, in some ways, much worse. Villages put to the torch by brigands who rape and steal. Fishing boats stolen by the scores, leaving families with no means to eat, never mind sell their catches. Many good people simply gave up and turned to lawlessness. I suppose they felt that it was easier to take from others what had been stolen from them, rather than start over from nothing.” 
 
    Selena nodded. She could imagine burnt out husks of villages, women mourning their dead men, small children wandering empty shores alone. It’s so much worse than we thought. She remembered the Alliance meeting that sent her on this voyage, where they discussed this very thing, safe in the Temple and leagues away. 
 
    “I had heard the Bazira have a hand in fomenting unrest.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Pain and suffering bring our dark brethren succor, true. What I witnessed wasn’t driven by anything other than hopelessness brought on by the war. I tried to offer the people hope and told them to listen for the god but it was difficult. I was welcomed wherever I went for my healing, but unsuccessful in turning any to the faith. For six years, I sailed from island to island, some hardly more than atolls, healing, day and night. But it seemed no matter how many people I healed, there were twenty more behind, and then pirates or brigands would attack and undo all my work. And there weren’t enough of us Aluren to staunch the blood. So I decided to return to the Moon Temple.” He dropped his gaze. “To be plain, I gave up.” 
 
    “You served in desolate conditions for years. Alone,” Selena said. “No one can fault you for being weary.” 
 
    “I was. Very weary. And then she came.” 
 
    Selena paused in taking up her cloth again. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask who but she knew. “Skye.” 
 
    Niven’s eyes were shadowed with all that he had seen but Selena watched a fire kindle behind them.  
 
    “Yes. Skye.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “It was two years ago…I don’t even remember the name of the little island. She came and spoke to us, to all the villagers there, promising a new era of peace. Many Aluren accompanied her, converts she had made along her journey.” 
 
    Selena stopped. “Many Aluren? How many?” 
 
    “There was a hundred with her, at least. And she left a dozen of them with us, with orders to keep doing our good work, and to stay on the Eastern Edge until she returned. And so I did.” 
 
    “One hundred Aluren? Are you certain?” 
 
    “I saw them myself. A small army of adherents: healers and Paladins both.” Niven shook his head, his eyes wide. “It was…joyous. And a relief to know that are ranks weren’t as thin as we’d feared.” 
 
    A relief, Selena thought. The Alliance needs this same ‘relief.’ Celestine, the poor woman, needs this relief.  
 
    “When Skye left Lillomet four years ago,” Selena said slowly, “it was without a word to anyone. Not even her husband. It was mere weeks ago, she sent a peliteryx to Celestine, outlining her plans. She said nothing of having Aluren with her. And where are these adherents now? Why hasn’t she sent any back to the Temple? It makes no sense.” 
 
    Niven looked uncomfortable. “Is it not good news? It seems that Skye’s plan is pleasing to the Shining face.” 
 
    “It is…hopeful,” Selena said. “I just wish Skye was not so reticent about her plans.” She’d almost said secretive, but Niven’s fervor for Skye reminded her of Taliah.  
 
    And they are both right to trust her, she chided herself. My bitterness for Skye is rooted in the fact that Skye gave the order that brought me the wound. She could never have known what would happen. How could she? 
 
    “Skye has the god’s ear better than any,” Niven said. “I have faith that she will succeed in her endeavor, and when she does, war, strife, even the Bazira…they will all be unpleasant memories of another Age.” 
 
    Selena said nothing but poured vinegar into a glass. She dipped her tool—small steel pincers—into the liquid that smelled sharply sour.  
 
    “I’m going to pull the ball now. Are you ready?” 
 
    Niven braced himself, and said in a whispery voice, “As ready as I’ll ever be. I’m not used to being the patient. I know now why they always looked so scared.”  
 
    “Tell me how you ended up in the hold of that ship,” Selena said. “And of the merkind.” 
 
    “Of the merkind, I can tell you little,” Niven said. “I heard the battle. It sounded…like something out of a nightmare. The screaming…” 
 
    Selena dug the pincers into his side, searching. Niven shuddered and gasped.  
 
    “I was in the Forgotten Isles,” he said through clenched teeth, “doing as Skye commanded—maintaining a presence and healing those who needed it.”  
 
    Selena twisted the pincers. Niven clutched the bed sheet. He spoke quickly, as if trying to get the words out ahead of a scream.  
 
    “I was the lone Aluren there, working to build a small chapel to the Two-Faced God. The villagers were friendly to me. Desperately poor, but…hopeful. But then the ship…the Seven Swords…it docked under the…auspices of …replenishing their stores of fresh water and salted meat for a longer journey to the Western Watch.”  
 
    “I think I’ve found the ball.” Selena dug deeper and Niven whimpered. “I’m sorry. Go on. They were pirates?” 
 
    Sweat beaded his forehead. “They flew no standard but said they were a cargo packet from the Isle of Lords. A poor lie. The Isle of Lords would never hire the likes of these men. Ah, gods!” 
 
    Niven twisted involuntarily away from Selena’s probing steel teeth, and she felt the pincers scrape lead. Three grasps and three times the pincers slipped. Niven was breathing like a bellows by the time her tool caught and held.  
 
    “I’ve got it.” Selena carefully pulled and held the pincers to the light; a small bloody slug grasped in its tines. She set the tool down, poured seawater, and found the moon in the sky.  
 
    “Illuria.”  
 
    The perfect round hole—made less perfect and more ragged by Selena’s prying tool—knit itself. Niven’s breathing slowed and a small smile spread over his face.  
 
    “I understand what you meant,” he said. “To ease pain is no small thing.”  
 
    Selena smiled thinly, watching the lines of pain on his face melt away. Her hand crept to her own wound but she let it fall. “I want to let you rest, but I’m still curious about we came to find you.” 
 
    Niven nodded, settling against the pillow. “The pirates…the villagers were frightened of them and I did my best to broker quick trades with the hopes the ship would sail on without incident. But their captain—an odious man by the name of Gullich—decided that an Aluren adherent was a rare commodity. He wished to take me back to Isle Lillomet with thoughts of ransoming me to the Temple. I resisted but he threatened the villagers. I had no choice but to comply. I spent weeks in the hold, desperately seasick—no sailor, am I—and once a day did they let me out for air. Afternoons. I was taking my daily walk at the end of the bo’sun’s pistol when the other ship came upon us, hours before you found me.” 
 
    “Another ship.” Selena remembered the ship Whistle had spotted sailing into the Heart Waters. “More pirates? Rivals to those of the Seven Swords?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure, but it’s likely,” Niven said. “Whoever they were, they frightened the scoundrels of the Seven Swords into a near panic. Frightened me too. I saw the ship. A dark, shadowy thing that brought the cold of the Deeps with it.” 
 
    “Not pirates then. A Bazira ship.” 
 
    “Aye, that may be true. But the ship didn’t get close enough for me to see anyone on board. It only…menaced the Seven Swords. Its crew was silent. Everything grew silent, even the sea.” He shivered. “It was unnatural. And the stench…As if the water around the ship was poisoned or polluted. A sickening smell. Then the merkind attacked.” 
 
    “By whose order?” Selena asked. “From the strange ship?” 
 
    Niven’s eyes dropped. “It all happened too fast. I was thrown into the hold and the panicked bo’sun shot me. It was an accident—not that it mattered much to him—and he left me there. I thought someone would come back and finish the job but no one did. After the battle, the same silence fell over the Seven Swords, only this time I was inside it.” His pale face turned ashen. “It was horrible. I called for help and even the sound of my own voice made my skin…” 
 
    “Itch?” 
 
    “Yes. It frightened me, but dying alone in the hold—for I knew by then that the crew of the Seven Swords was gone—frightened me more.”  
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    Niven’s eyes drifting closed. “The god rewarded me. It sent you.” 
 
    Selena patted his hand. “Rest. I’ve taxed you enough with so much talk.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He sighed. “Thank the god for you, Paladin…” 
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    Selena climbed up the quarterdeck. One lantern, hung from the spanker boom, cast a soft yellow glow over the ship. Ilior was at the aft rail, watching the wake. He turned to regard her, scrutinizing. Satisfied she was unhurt, he turned back to watching for merkind pursuit.  
 
    “Well?” Captain Tergus demanded. “What’s his story? Is he truly one of your kind, or can I toss him overboard?” 
 
    “He’s no danger to us,” Selena said. “His appearance vouches for his story as much as his words. His tunic is threadbare and he’s weary in his heart and mind from all that’s he’s witnessed.” 
 
    “And what might that be?” 
 
    “He’s spent the last ten years healing the people of the Farendus Isles,” Selena said. “Ten years.” 
 
    Julian pressed his lips together. “Another mouth to feed,” he said after a moment. “Another drain on our fresh water. Unless you mean to drop him somewhere.” 
 
    “He’ll likely want to take passage back to Lillomet at our next port. You won’t suffer his presence too long, Captain.”  
 
    She started to retreat to the galley and Cook’s stove. The air was growing colder day by day. The night air now had a bite to it. She doubted anyone else had noticed it, but Selena felt the smallest deviations acutely. Julian stopped her with his voice. 
 
    “Stay ready,” he said.  
 
    She turned. “Why?” 
 
    “The danger’s not over yet. We may need your light magic.” 
 
    Selena peered at the wake behind them: black but bearded in white. “You think we’re being followed?” 
 
    “I don’t take chances.” He tapped his fingers on the wheel. “And neither should you.” 
 
    “Niven is not a danger, if that’s what you’re intimating. He’s Aluren. His story was one of humble courage and selflessness.” 
 
    “Selfless, aye.” Julian nodded. There was a short silence between them; Selena was about to leave as the conversation seemed over, then he said, “You see Cur down there? Tying up the staysails?” 
 
    Selena looked to the bow of the ship, at Cur: a shadowy shape on the bowsprit, made lean and hard by years of sailing. “I do.” 
 
    “I found him on the Farendus Isles too. During the war he’d worked—against his will—as a runner for the Zak’reth, delivering messages, foodstuffs, rum. The Zak’reth liked to use conquered folk for menial tasks. It was dangerous; mistakes meant death. Bloody Deeps, sometimes it didn’t even take a mistake. Zak’reth love to spill blood, as I’m sure you’re aware. Many a Farendii lost his life, simply because it amused some Zak’reth bastard to watch him…or her…die.” 
 
    “Their brutality is unmatched,” Selena said, her own memories, always on the cusp, ready to pounce.  
 
    “Aye,” Julian said. “Unmatched.” 
 
    Selena glanced up, wondering if he mocked her, but he went on, his voice low and toneless. 
 
    “But old Cur wasn’t just being the obedient lap dog they thought him to be. While he was running their little errands, he was also running secrets. To the Alliance. And when the Zak’reth caught him, they gave him a choice: to tell them who his contacts were,” Julian said, turning to look at her, “or eat his own tongue. I’m sure you can guess what he chose.” 
 
    Selena huddled deeper in her coat. “A brave man to choose the latter.” 
 
    “You think so? Selfless, eh?” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “Yes.” 
 
    “Aye, it would have been. Selfless. Except he did no such thing.” 
 
    “I thought you said—” 
 
    “I lied,” the captain said. “I found Cur on a nameless shit-heap of an island, so drunk he couldn’t remember his own name. He’d been dicing with pirates and they accused him of cheating. Probably was. The old bastard tried to run away from half a dozen knives, stumbled, fell, and bit off his own tongue in his drunken stupor.” 
 
    Selena stared a moment, then shook her head, disgusted, and started for the ladder.  
 
    “Do you see the moral of my tale?” Julian called after. “Anyone can talk of selfless deeds. It’s the easiest bloody thing in the world.” 
 
    Selena stopped, turned and strode back the captain. 
 
    “I think it’s a great pity when a man has seen so much darkness that he can no longer tell the difference between fool’s fire and the dawn.” 
 
    Julian regarded her in silence, then drew out a cigarillo and lit it. The nub burned bright against the gloom. Ilior had turned to watch the exchange, the captain in particular. 
 
     “The war was hard on many of us,” Selena said. “Perhaps on you too, Captain Tergus. It was hard on me, for certain, but I’m grateful that I can still recognize something good when it’s right before my eyes.” 
 
    His expression remained blank, and he made no reply. 
 
    “Good night, Julian.”  
 
    In her cabin, Niven breathed deep and evenly, his mouth open, in an ecstasy of true, unguarded rest. Likely for the first time in weeks, if not longer. She covered him with the thin blanket, then unbuckled her sword and tucked it underneath her bunk. Then she kicked off her boots, and burrowed down into her own pillow, seeking the place where the cold couldn’t touch her. The god smiled on her that night, for she was asleep in moments and she did not dream. 
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    The Other God 
 
      
 
      
 
    Connor Crane whipped his sword in a blinding series of arcs. The Vai’Ensai dodged them with minuscule turns and steps, and then hefted his immense sword to knock aside Connor’s slimmer blade. Connor felt the blow up to his elbow but held on. He countered and Kyre jerked his head back just enough to and let Connor’s sword tip whistle under his chin, then brought his own broadsword down in a chopping blow. The sword thrust was easy to avoid. Connor danced out of reach, then dodged the kicking boot that came at his midsection. 
 
    The Vai’Ensai nodded his horned head. “Good. Yesterday was not so good.” 
 
    Connor laughed. “That’s for certain! I still have the bruise on my rump to prove it.” 
 
    They squared off again; the empty yard rang with the sound of clanging steel. Connor met the Vai’Ensai blow for blow but he suspected Kyre was taking it easy on him now.  
 
    “Do you think,” Connor asked between parries, “we’ll need to leave Isle Lillomet?” 
 
    “It is not for me to say.” 
 
    Connor stepped back and held up a hand to stop their sparring. The afternoon sun was cloaked in clouds, its heat trapped in thick, wet air. He wiped his forearm across his brow. “Don’t start that again.” He grinned. “You came for me, remember?” 
 
    “Of course I remember,” Kyre said, his brow ridges furrowing. “It was only eleven sunsets ago that I found you.” 
 
    Connor shook his head and laughed. “I meant, seeing as how you sought me out, don’t you think you should know what for?” 
 
    Kyre rested his huge hands on the huge pommel of his huge broadsword. “I told you all I know. The stone and fire spoke your name and then it spoke mine. My threefold duty was clear: walk with you, protect you, die for you.”  
 
    His clawed hand went to the iron disc around his neck. He had shown the pendant to Connor the morning when Kyre had surprised them all by striding into the infirmary and declaring he wasn’t to leave Connor’s side. The iron disc bore strange markings that looked like small rents clawed into the metal. Kyre said it bore the name Connor Crane.  
 
    A strange thrill went through Connor each time he thought that he had some part in a strange Vai’Ensai ritual. He smiled now. Kyre came for me. 
 
    “Why do you give me so strange a look?” Kyre asked.  
 
    “What look?” 
 
    “Grateful. I have not yet fulfilled my duty.” 
 
    Connor shrugged and sat down on a bench. Kyre automatically moved to stand beside him. He did not sit.  
 
    “See up there?” Connor pointed to a window carved into an upper floor of the Moon Temple.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They’re up there right now, talking about you. About me. Us.” 
 
    “They ask many questions,” Kyre remarked.  
 
    “And they’ll ask more. Be warned.”  
 
    Kyre shrugged his massive shoulders; his wings shrugged with him. “Questions do not scare me.” 
 
    Connor smiled at that and then sighed. “I should consider Celestine, even in my thoughts, as the High Reverent. But she is a good friend of father’s, or like a sister to him, which makes her like an aunt to me. That’s how I think of her. And since the Two-Faced God doesn’t Hear me, I guess it’s all right to think of her as an aunt first and High Reverent after.” He waited for the old familiar ache that always came with the admission the god didn’t Hear him. He smiled. “Not this time.” 
 
    Kyre didn’t reply. He spoke little and listened more. Connor liked that.  
 
    “And my father…” Connor continued. “He worries. Because of my episodes. And he feels bad because I want to be a Paladin and that’s the one thing in all Lunos he can’t give to me. Well, that or my mother. She died having me and he thinks that’s his fault too.” He shielded his eyes from the muted glare of the sun. “Do you have a mother?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kyre said.  
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know? Don’t you miss her? Or your father?” 
 
    “Miss?” Kyre pondered this for a moment. “My father was an outstrider—one who patrols the coasts of the Cloud Isles. He was gone for many turns of the moon at a time. That was his duty. My mother laid her eggs with other females during the season of regeneration. When my nestmates and I hatched, the females raised us while keeping guard over the isles.” 
 
    Connor’s eyes widened. “You were hatched from an egg?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But you seem more human than…lizard.” 
 
    “Lizards,” Kyre said with mild distaste tinting his words, “do not form tribes, nor read fire and stone, nor fight, nor speak…” 
 
    “Aye, right then,” Connor held up his hands, laughing. “I meant no offense.” 
 
    “I take none,” Kyre said and Connor wondered what it would take to really rile his strange new friend.  
 
    A threat to me, he decided.  
 
    He looked up at the windows where he was sure his father and Celestine were also discussing his strange new friend. But he’s mine.  
 
    “I didn’t know my mother either,” Connor continued. “She wasn’t from here, but some other isle. I don’t even know which because my father doesn’t remember the name. A tiny little place, he said, with forests and lots of strange stones that were stood up in strange formations all over. My father met her while he was a Captain. He says he loved her and I guess he did since he brought her back to Isle Lillomet and married her.” 
 
    Kyre said nothing.  
 
    “On the night I was born, my father said there was a storm like he’d never seen. A storm that wasn’t common to the season. He said that the lightning crashed so often and so close that the sky was lit up like day.” Connor turned to Kyre. “That means something, don’t you think?” 
 
    “It is not for me to say.” 
 
    “It means something,” Connor decided, pleased. “It must. Anyway, my mother is gone and my father doesn’t talk about her anymore. All he talks about is Skye. Do you know Skye?” 
 
    “I have heard stories from the Zak’reth war,” Kyre said. “She is a great warrior.” 
 
    “She is more than that,” Connor said, ticking off the titles with his fingers. “Commander, war hero, Justarch of Lillomet, High Reverent... She married my father after the war. He was obsessed with her. And she was with him too, I guess. For a time. But she left him four years ago. Just sailed away. Not a word to anyone until real recently.” 
 
    Kyre remained silent.  
 
    “I don’t care where she is or what she’s doing, but she hurt my father. She left to unite Lunos they say, but he’s been devastated. I used to think she was spectacular. Now, I hate her.”  
 
    As soon as the words left his mouth, Connor glanced around, certain Reverent Taliah was listening and ready to pop out from hiding and chastise him. 
 
    “I don’t care if she never comes back. I hate that she hurt him, but when she’s around, nothing exists for my father but her. I don’t exist. The whole Alliance could fall apart and I don’t think he’d care so long as had Skye.” 
 
    Kyre snorted and spat onto the ground. Connor knew it was because he wanted to spit, not because he was moved by any emotion.  
 
    “But now my father’s distracted,” Connor went on. “He spends all his time worried about Skye and that makes him feel guilty about me. So then he tries to make up for it by meddling in my business. But it doesn’t last. Eventually, he just winds up pining for Skye again. Then I have an episode, and he’s back worrying about me again. It’s like the seasons.” He barked a short laugh. “You can always count on the same thing to happen again and again.” 
 
    Kyre flexed his wings and there was a silence. The young man regarded his friend again. “My last episode… The one where they said lightning was all over me? Father tried to quell that talk but I heard it anyway. Do you think that storm caused me to have that episode?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you think I caused the storm?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Connor’s heart pounded with exhilaration. Or fear. Or both. 
 
    “I think so too,” he said. “I made the storm. I made it.” He beamed and then scratched his head. “But what does that mean? Is it a god’s magic? Or from my mother?” 
 
    Kyre spat again. “I am what you would call in the Tradespeak a ‘foot soldier.’ It is not my place to know everything the fire and the stone tells the elders of my tribe.” 
 
    “Are we going to go to the Cloud Isles?” 
 
    “No. Humans are not permitted. No one is permitted but Vai’Ensai.” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do next?” Connor asked. Then he grinned. “I’m sure the Admiral and the High Reverent are dying to know.” 
 
    “I believe the time will come when you will know what to do.” 
 
    “I think so too. I have a feeling… Come on.” He stood up. “Let’s go the archery yard. My shooting needs work.” 
 
    Kyre didn’t agree or disagree; he didn’t try to reassure him or console him or encourage him or tell him what to do. He merely nodded and Connor’s smile split his face wide open as they walked in silence to the targets.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Celestine watched Archer watch his son from the window.  
 
    “What are they talking about?” Archer Crane demanded. “They spend all day every day together. For more than a week.” 
 
    “Whatever they speak of,” Celestine said, “I hope the Vai’Ensai is more forthcoming to Connor than he has been to us.” 
 
    Archer didn’t seem to have heard. “I talk to Connor all day long but he doesn’t listen. Not like that.” 
 
    Celestine smiled and joined her friend. “If you notice, Connor is doing all the talking and Kyre is doing all the listening.” 
 
    “That’s hardly the point.”  
 
    Celestine’s smile slipped. “He is going to leave us soon, Archer,” she told him quietly. “You must know this is true.” 
 
    “No, I don’t know that,” Archer said, finally turning away from the window. “We don’t know anything beyond that Kyre yammering about stones that can speak and how he is now Connor’s official—unofficial—body guard.” He tugged at his collar.  
 
    “There is some precedent here.” 
 
    “What precedent?” 
 
    “Selena Koren has been marked by the Two-Faced God and she’s guarded by a Vai’Ensai. She always maintained otherwise, but it’s clear to all that Ilior protects her.” 
 
    The horrified look on Archer’s face came and went as he dismissed the notion. “A coincidence. Connor has not been marked by any god. Selena has. She’s being punished. He is not. And we sent Selena away. We will not do the same to Connor. Kyre, however, is free to leave whenever he wishes,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    Celestine sighed. “Connor is going to leave Lillomet.” 
 
    “Kyre is not taking Connor anywhere,” Archer snapped. “I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “I believe it will be Connor taking Kyre, not the other way around. Whatever Kyre’s role, it is second to Connor’s. The storm—” 
 
    “Was a common occurrence.” 
 
    “And the lightning that danced over your son’s body without burning him?”  
 
    “It was a figment of my imagination.” 
 
    “And mine? And the half dozen others who witnessed it before we arrived? To say nothing of Dorian, whose arm was singed.” Celestine moved around her desk and sat on the edge to look down at the admiral slumped in his chair. “Have you ever seen that before during one of his episodes?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Archer snapped. He cleared his throat and said in a quieter tone, “No, I have no idea what that could be. You’re the godly one, Cel. You tell me where it came from. Don’t Aluren weave light out of water?” 
 
    “Aye, but lightning is not in the purview of the Two-Faced God. Neither,” she added, “is the ability to call storms.” 
 
    “I’ll grant that the lightning was…strange, but whether Connor made that storm is still debatable.” 
 
    “There are other, lesser gods, of course,” Celestine said, “but I am not deeply schooled in their magic. Taliah would know better than I.” She softened her voice. “What about his mother? I know you don’t wish to speak of her, but we need to know. Connor needs to know.” 
 
    “The Deeps take me, Cel, I don’t even remember the name of the island where I met her. I was blinded by her and could hardly see anyone or anything else.” He smirked, thinking of Skye. “A habit of mine, apparently.” 
 
    “Any detail of the island might help.”  
 
    Archer’s gaze sought the window again, though from his chair he wouldn’t be able to see more than the cloud-filled sky. Celestine could see his thoughts go back twenty years.  
 
    “It’s in the Western Watch, this island, but remote. I believe we were stationed near Isle Juskara. I remember that desert land well enough. But the island where I met Elia was very small and very green. Gray stone and green forest, that’s what I remember. And there were pillars of that stone cut from the mountains and arranged in strange formations. Elia called them druid circles. Druids.” His dark eyes lit up with recognition. “That was their name for adherents. She said that the druids went to the circles to commune with nature; animals, wind, rain…” He looked at Celestine, his face very pale. “Elia…She never said she was one of these druids, but she seemed to know what she was talking about. Oh, gods, Cel.” He held his head in his hands.  
 
    “Don’t fret, Archer. Knowing is better than not knowing, even if the answer is unpleasant.”  
 
    “Says you,” Archer said without looking up. 
 
    Celestine smiled at her friend. She returned to her desk and withdrew a pile of scrolls from a drawer. “Would you please stop feeling sorry for yourself long enough to tell the page outside the door that I wish to see Taliah? I believe she is back now from her visit home.” 
 
    “Taliah?” Archer asked, rising. “What for?” 
 
    “Because she is well-versed in the deities and customs of other islands,” Celestine said. “Largely to prove that the Two-Faced God is superior in all ways, of course, but her knowledge will prove useful no matter her reasons for acquiring it.” She found the chart she was looking for and unrolled it over her desk as Archer returned from relaying the High Reverent’s orders to the page.  
 
    “I wasn’t aware that Taliah was so studied,” he said when he returned to his seat. “I had always thought her…” 
 
    Celestine gave him an arch look.  
 
    “A charming woman.”  
 
    Celestine sniffed. “She’s also a stickler for formality. Remember to use my title and to call her Reverent Taliah, if you please.” Celestine smoothed the map. “Now come and try to remember which island chain you were on when you met the mother of your child.” 
 
    Archer stared at her, and then they both burst out laughing. Celestine was glad to see the crease of worry erased from between his eyes, at least for a moment. He came around to her side of the desk and examined the map. The Western Watch, with each of its islands finely detailed with every port, city, and bay demarked exactly.  
 
    Celestine watched her friend as he studied the islands in the southern quadrant. He was still very handsome, she decided, despite the hardship of the last few years. He would turn forty-four this winter if her memory served, but his hair was thick and dark with no hint of gray yet. His eyes were also rich brown and very warm when he wasn’t worried about Connor or Skye, and he laughed easily and readily; less so now that Skye was gone. Because of the time Celestine and he spent together, there was talk of liaisons between them that they both found amusing. It was forbidden for the Aluren to copulate with anyone outside the faith and even if it were permitted, Celestine would not have sought anything other than friendship with Admiral Crane. His devotion to Skye was a part of his very being. Palpable. Tangible to those who knew him best. Like his scent or the color of his eyes.  
 
    Celestine wondered, though, if she would have found Archer attractive if they were two ordinary citizens meeting on the street. She thought not. He was rough around the edges, often temperamental, a masterful sailor, and a genius at tactics and strategy. But he wasn’t an intellectual and there wasn’t one thing mysterious about him. And these two qualities, Celestine imagined, were the hallmarks of any man she might care for. 
 
    In the dark, lonely hours of the night, lying abed in her cell, she conjured a companion who was clever and thoughtful, sensitive and kind, but perhaps with a slight shadow slanting over him. A man with whom it would take long months, years perhaps, of delicious conversations and ruminations about life and history, and art and theology, before she could rightly say she understood him. Or he her.  
 
    But the Moon Temple was nearly empty. Only a handful of adherents and even fewer Paladins walked the halls now that Gerus and Selena were absent. Celestine’s loneliness warred with the duties that had been thrust upon her. At twenty-four, she was too young even in her own estimation to be High Reverent. But there was no one else. And duty to her Temple and her god came first. She vowed she would make the Temple busy again, fill its ranks, and then, when Skye returned victorious, Celestine would step down as High Reverent and perhaps be permitted to indulge in a creating a fuller life for herself.  
 
    But not yet, she sighed, and observed her friend. I pine for my love just as strongly as he does for his. The difference is that he knows her name, and my companion, whoever he may be, is as yet a stranger. She suspected this mutual condition was part of what made she and Archer such good friends. We are equally wretched and lonely.  
 
    “Cel? I think I have it,” he said, laying his finger to the map. 
 
    She gave herself a shake and looked to the chart. “Isle Devala.” 
 
    He nodded. “Keep in mind that twenty years ago, this island had hardly a real port and I don’t believe even that had a name. They were a strange people; very kind and beautiful, but reserved. Elia was very beautiful. She passed all her beauty to Connor when she died.” 
 
    “You are kind to a fault; Connor is you twenty-five years ago.” 
 
    “Yes, but his eyes. That impossibly dark blue color? The color of the night sky the moment before the sun sets? That’s her.” He looked up. “It’s Devala.” 
 
    “What about Devala?” came a voice at the door, thickly accented and with a growl beneath it.  
 
    “Reverent Taliah,” Celestine said, motioning the Juskaran inside. 
 
    Taliah bowed reverentially to Celestine, and the numerous beaded necklaces she wore over her blue and silver tunic clacked, as did the copper rings at the end of her many black braids. Her crimson skin showed the beginnings of crow’s feet around her gold eyes, with which she took in the office and those in it with a sharp, owl-like stare. She gave the admiral a crisp, respectful nod. “Admiral Crane. It is good to see you again.” 
 
    “And you as well, Reverent,” he replied. “I trust your visit home was satisfying?” 
 
    Taliah snorted. “Visit? It was a mission of conscription and highly unsatisfying. Too many of my people are deaf to the god, either by fate or by choice. The Juskari are overly proud of the size of their islands. As if the great swaths of sand allow them to forget the greater swaths of ocean they float upon. By and by they’ll learn that reducing their fealty to the Shining face to prayers for calm seas during trading voyages aren’t enough.” She waved a crimson-skinned hand. “It pains my heart to speak of it. How may I assist you, High Reverent?”  
 
    “We need your expertise and acumen on a private matter. What do you know of the Devala Isles? Specifically with regards to their deity. Or deities, as it were.” 
 
    “They are nature-loving people,” Taliah said. “They worship our beloved Two-Faced God but like many heathen isles, only after their own god has been honored. In this case, the god is named Wor’ri.” Here, the Juskaran woman narrowed her gold eyes at Celestine and Archer and she spoke slowly, watching how her words landed on them. “The adherents on these islands call themselves druids and the reward for prayer to Wor’ri comes to them in the form of wind, rain, and lightning. Wor’ri is a storm god. Primarily. It has other aspects but that is its principal domain.”  
 
    Celestine sat down in her chair. Archer had turned his head to the window, his expression unreadable.  
 
    Taliah’s eyes flared. “This has to do with young Connor, does it not? I heard what happened last week and now we have yet another giant dragonman stomping around our temple.” She sniffed. “I am grateful you are just now welcoming me into the matter.” 
 
    “Taliah, we know very little about what happened to Connor or why there is a Vai’Ensai with him. You were away when Connor had his episode—” 
 
    “Yes, and since my return I’ve been treated to scraps of information, fed to me as if I were some stray mutt begging under the table.” 
 
    “You’re here now,” Archer snapped. 
 
    Celestine raised a hand. “Reverent Taliah, Connor’s mother was a native of those islands.” 
 
    The Juskaran looked between them. “She was an adherent—a druid—for Wori’ri?” 
 
    Celestine glanced at Archer who was sunk into a morose, thoughtful silence. “No. At least, we don’t believe so. She never mentioned to the Admiral that she had been. But given the events of the last week, and what you’ve told us of Isle Devala’s magic, I believe it’s safe to conclude she was endowed by her god in some way and has passed that magic on to her son.” 
 
    Taliah snorted indelicately. “Fealty to the gods is not hereditary. Either one is pious or one is not.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is not so for this Wor’ri,” Celestine said, wishing Archer would rejoin the conversation about his own child. “Perhaps, with the druids, the god bestows its magic through the bloodline. And in any event, Connor is extremely loyal and reverential to the god and yet it does not Hear him. If piety alone were enough, he’d be a Paladin by now.” Celestine shook her head. “This god, Wor’ri, must have already claimed him for its own.” 
 
    Archer turned and the despair in his eyes pained Celestine’s heart. “He is going to leave us, like you said. To Isle Devala. Where his true heritage lies.” 
 
    Taliah shook her head; the delicate chains connecting her earrings to her nose rings clacked with her ire. “No. We cannot lose him too! The Aluren need him. The Shining face of the god needs a warrior such as him.” 
 
    “The god doesn’t Hear him,” Celestine said wearily. “He can’t—” 
 
    “Then turn his training over to me! Who instructs him now? Brogan?” Taliah waved her hands as if the elderly Paladin were in the room and she were dismissing him. “I will do what Brogan could not and help Connor’s voice reach the god.” 
 
    “And what of the storm?” Celestine said. “What of the Vai’Ensai who walks with him? What of the lightning? There is nothing I want more than for Connor to join our thinning ranks, but it might not be up to us.” 
 
    “And so we give him to a lesser deity? One who pales in comparison to the Shining face of our god?” 
 
    “He is not ours to give or keep,” Celestine said, aiming her words at Archer who had retreated into silence. “We must learn as much as we can to help Connor in whatever paths the gods have chosen for him. Now then. You said that Wor’ri was primarily a storm god. What other magic does it grant to its devout?” 
 
    A shadow passed across her desk; a peliteryx or large gull had flown by outside.  
 
    Taliah fumed but started to answer the High Reverent when another shadow crossed the desk. Then another. Outside, there was a cawing of a raven, and then a scream of a gull.  
 
    “What is this?” Archer murmured. 
 
    The three of them went to the window. The sky was filled with birds. Cormorants, gannets, gulls, little sparrows and large pelicans; peliteryxes, their brass armor glinting in the afternoon light. The birds swarmed down from every part of the sky, toward a single focal point. Celestine sucked in a breath and Archer’s hand gripped her arm, hard. Taliah swore in the Juskaran tongue.  
 
    Connor was in the archery yard, a small figure standing next to the larger Kyre. Connor’s arms were outstretched and the birds converged, circling him, landing on his shoulders, or waddling at his feet.  
 
    “They’ll tear him apart!” Archer said in a strangled voice.  
 
    Panic had frozen Celestine but then she watched as the birds, perhaps a hundred of them settled around Connor. Kyre didn’t move; his weapon remained sheathed. He sees no danger because Connor called them. I know he did… She was too far away but in her mind’s eye,  Connor was smiling.  
 
    “The other domain of the Wor’ri god,” Taliah whispered, “is the ability to command animals.”  
 
    Celestine nodded slowly. She flinched as the birds took off in the same instant, all spooked by the same sudden movement. Connor collapsed to the ground, writhing and convulsing, in the grips of another episode.  
 
    Above, storm clouds began to gather. 
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    Sebastian Vaas checked his wrist compass for the hundredth time. North by northeast, steady and with a full wind. The sails above strained at their rigging; a sight that the captain ordinarily would have been mighty satisfied with, especially when being dogged by such relentless pursuers. They had a following sea as well; Sebastian had no doubt that his ship would outrun the merkind—if those creatures could still be called that—and be spared the same fate as the crew of the Seven Swords. But the sea was driving north, as was the wind that bit at his face in cold drafts; he’d had to don a leather vest under his long coat for this early morning watch at the wheel.  
 
    It’s only going to get colder if we stay this course.  
 
    Selena had thought they were safe from the merkind who had likely killed the crew of the Seven Swords. Sebastian had suspected the danger wasn’t over and hours after leaving that deserted schooner behind, his suspicions were proven correct. More than two-dozen merkind churned in the waters behind the Black Storm. Six merkind had scaled the aft hull and had nearly hauled themselves over the gunwales before Selena, recalled from her sleep, had repelled them with shards of light. Sebastian ordered the crew to run with the wind, as it was the only way to keep ahead of the cursed creatures. A northern course into cold, northern waters was their only option. Sebastian had thought it wouldn’t take more than a half a day’s sail to evade the merkind.  
 
    That was three days ago. 
 
    The captain glanced behind him. Niven was watching for merkind. The adherent was a Healer only and couldn’t weave light, and so to Sebastian’s thinking was about as useful as a boil on his arse. But since coming aboard, the young man had been intent on proving his worth to the captain. His only redeeming qualities, as far as Sebastian was concerned, was that he jumped at orders like a green hand, and could vomit his sea sickness over the side without splattering the gallery windows of Sebastian’s cabin. Watching for merkind made Niven feel better. Having Whistle watch for merkind made Sebastian feel better.  
 
    The boy was perched high on the mainmast, his sharp young eyes watching for any sign of their pursuers. This very morning, one had gotten close enough to the Black Storm’s hull, Selena had sent a blinding burst of light into the water. The scream of the cursed mermaid still scratched at Julian’s eardrums to remember it. That was before dawn. It had been quiet ever since and Selena had gone below to warm herself over Cook’s oven.  
 
    The northern course is on our side, Sebastian told himself. Only the madness that infected the merkind who attacked them compelled them even this far north. The merkind can’t take the cold, but neither can Ilior and neither can Selena.  
 
    “Might make things easy,” Sebastian muttered to no one, his words torn away by the biting wind. He checked his compass again. Helm climbed up the ladder to the quarterdeck.  
 
    “Wind pushing north,” he signed. “Keep to?” 
 
    Sebastian rubbed his chin. Keep to and let the cold kill his mark? Or tack east and return to warmer climes…and merkind?  
 
    “I think we’ve outrun the bastards,” he said finally. “Let’s head—” 
 
    Whistle let loose a piercing blast. Sebastian looked up to see the boy pointing frantically to the waters just aft of the ship. A moment later, Niven let out a cry of alarm.  
 
    “Niven!” Sebastian bellowed. “Get Selena!” 
 
    The adherent raced below, staggering slightly over the deck that canted under his feet.  
 
    Sebastian turned the wheel over to Helm and hurried to the rail. He peered into the white-capped waters of his ship’s wake. Three twisted merkind, their jaws impossibly unhinged and gaping, jumped and dove and jumped again, only spans away.  
 
    The colder waters had taken their toll; the merkind’s scales were gray and sloughing off in wide patches, and their skin had a blueish tinge to it. Of course, Sebastian had no way of knowing if that was actually due to the cold water. The merkind looked just as sick as those from the warmer waters, and if the cold hurt them, it sure as shit wasn’t slowing them down.  
 
    Of the three, one youthful mermaid was the fleetest. Her tail was smooth and shaped like a dolphin, though it looked bruised in places. She jumped and dove gracefully, an eerie contrast to her decimated appearance.  
 
    Selena climbed up to the quarterdeck, Niven at her side. She was bundled in a thick seal fur coat, and walked hunched over, like an old woman. Niven supported her while she held out her trembling hands. The merkind were drawing nearer, not three spans from touching the Black Storm.  
 
    Sebastian bit his tongue until it bled as Selena sent shards of light into the wake. The obscene screams that peeled up from the water were at once horrible and gratifying to hear. Sebastian watched in relieved satisfaction as all three—including that dolphin-tailed mermaid—recoiled and ceased their pursuit. They became lost in the white-capped wake and then Sebastian couldn’t see them at all. Selena slumped backwards against Niven, partly in relief, mostly in exhaustion. Sebastian nodded at her, and she nodded back, and then Niven helped her get belowdecks, to the galley and the oven where Ilior was crouched.  
 
    “Maintain northerly route,” Sebastian told Helm. “For now.” 
 
    “She’s cold,” Helm signed.  
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Maybe too much cold.”  
 
    Sebastian sighed. It had taken until the end of the first day of sailing from Uago for his crew to become smitten with the Aluren. She healed their rope burns and blisters with a gentle touch, and a smile that softened every one of the old salts, including Cur. Whistle was especially bad, mooning after her like a puppy, but Sebastian had thought Helm alone of all of them was immune to her charms.  
 
    I thought wrong. 
 
    “We have no choice,” Sebastian said. “We sail north.” He strode to the aft rail, his back to the wheel and his crewman. 
 
    Niven reemerged to retake his place at the watch.  
 
    “She can’t stand the cold.” His light hair hung in his eyes and he brushed it away with a distinctly boyish gesture. “To say nothing of Ilior.” 
 
    “Now here’s a familiar tune,” Sebastian muttered. “Right now we need a strong wind and we have one. Bloody bad luck that it’s blowing north, but at least we have it. If we veer too far south or east, we could lose the speed we need to outrun the merkind. Do you know how many of them are out there? Neither do I,” he answered before Niven could speak. “If the wind slackens or if we hit the doldrums, we could be overrun.”  
 
    Niven bit his lip, his face a mask of worry.  
 
    “If the possibility of a threat isn’t enough to sway you,” Sebastian snapped, “then perhaps the reality of our provisions will. Did you not tell me yesterday we are running low?” 
 
    Niven nodded. “But if we turn east now—” 
 
    “Our freshwater barrels are half empty too,” Sebastian said. “I give it a week before what’s left starts to go bad. We’re too far north to turn around now.” 
 
    “Where we will restock?” 
 
    “Isle Nanokar.” 
 
    “But, Nanokar is in the heart of the Ice Isles! She can’t withstand such cold! She already suffers…”  
 
    “I know that.” Sebastian gripped the rail so tightly his knuckles were white. “But it can’t be helped. It won’t do any of us any good to stay cozy and warm if it means being killed by merkind. You didn’t see what happened to Svoz. They killed him, boy. Him. A sirrak. Sucked him down and chewed him up. You saw the Seven Swords. That ship was like a shadow of itself. I’ll be bloody pissed before I let that happen to the Storm.”  
 
    “Very well,” Niven said, throwing his shoulders back. “I’ll tell her the situation. I’ve no doubt she’ll agree without complaint.”  
 
    “That’s because she knows we have no choice.” Sebastian retorted. He watched the churning white wake as the adherent left the quarterdeck. “None of us do.” 
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    Selena searched for signs they were near the Ice Isles through her spyglass. As yet, there was no sign of the jagged white teeth of Nanokar’s icebergs. The sooner they arrived at Isle Nanokar, the sooner they could depart. The thought did little to assuage the fear that gnawed her gut. She stood on the main deck, bundled into her fur seal coat, shivering as if she were wearing nothing at all.  
 
    And when we’re encircled by Nanokar’s ice, what will become of me then?  
 
    She should have been down below, at Cook’s oven, but hours spent belowdecks crawled. Selena wanted to see the passage of the sea beneath the Black Storm. At least then she felt as though she was moving toward something instead of sitting hunched and suffering.  
 
    Foolish. I suffer more here, she thought and the fear twisted her insides harder. I am running out of tricks to fool myself that I can live with the wound much longer.  
 
    She watched the water slip under the Storm for a few moments more, and then started below. A plume of acrid smoke boiled up behind her. The crew went into a silent frenzy but for Julian who cried, “Fire!” and called for buckets of water.  
 
    Ilior and Niven scrambled from belowdecks just as the smoke cleared. Svoz was crouched on the deck, sodden and steaming. His blood-red skin was scarred in numerous places, scored by scratches and bite marks that looked only recently healed.  
 
    Julian heaved an audible sigh and ordered his silent crew back to their posts. They backed away from Svoz as if from a striking snake.  
 
    “You are well, Svoz?” Selena asked. “We had thought you had… passed on.” 
 
    “Am I well?” Twin plumes of smoke billowed out of the sirrak’s snout. “No, Master, I am distinctly unwell.” 
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    “The bite of those accursed fish people was severely injurious to my person, despite my superior stamina, strength, and changeable composition. They dragged me under where I could not alter myself and gnawed on my glorious form as if I were some sort of buffet. My doom was certain; especially since you abandoned me so terribly.” 
 
    “We thought you were dead,” Selena said.  
 
    “And yet I see none wearing the black of mourning, nor sobbing tears of anguish,” the sirrak said snidely. “I was only able to escape by hauling myself aboard that old bucket of timber where we found you,” he said to Niven. “Three nights passed and then the ship was swarmed again. I was forced to burn it to ashes.” Svoz grinned. “I took a good twenty merkind down in the blaze. If I close my eyes, I can still smell the burnt flesh…” 
 
    “Svoz, do you know what happened to them?” Selena asked. “The merkind?” 
 
    The sirrak looked down his nose at her. “No. I admit they remain somewhat mysterious. However,” he added haughtily, “I must bestow grudging admiration to that which has wrought such changes to the merkind. These beasts were pure, unmitigated vileness with no thought to anything but the death of their victim. Had I not been one such victim, I would be moved to shake the hand of their creator. But in light of the week I spent in excruciating pain, only to have to return to servitude here, to find myself amidst a ring of slack-jawed lack-wits—” 
 
    “That will suffice,” Selena said. “If you are hungry, you may go feed. If not, please make yourself useful to the captain.” 
 
    The sirrak made to reply—undoubtedly something rude or insulting—but stopped. Selena hunched deeper into her coat under his black-eyed gaze.  
 
    “Enjoying the weather are we?” Svoz asked.  
 
    Ilior growled low in his throat but Selena laid a hand on his arm. “We’re trying to outrun the merkind,” Selena said. “They can’t abide the cold.” 
 
    Svoz seemed satisfied with this. “A surprisingly intelligent decision, despite your obvious distress.”  
 
    Niven cleared his throat. “Cook indicated he needs more firewood.” 
 
    “There are some crates in the hold that can be broken down for kindling,” Julian said.  
 
    “Go,” Selena told Svoz. “Do whatever is required of you.” 
 
    “Ah, menial labor. My favorite.” Svoz leveled a black-clawed finger at the group. “You would all do well to heed my warning: do not let one of those foul creatures break your flesh. If they do, your death will be putrid, excruciating, and most definitely guaranteed. Not that I’d complain, mind you…” 
 
    He stomped away with Niven following—at a safe distance—behind.  
 
    Julian met Selena’s eye for a moment then strode off without a word.  
 
    “He’s become as mute as his crew,” she muttered. “What has happened to the merkind?” she asked Ilior. The Vai’Ensai wore a heavy cloak; his lone wing was a misshapen lump under the wool. “Do you think their entire race is affected so?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine it,” he said. “Who or what can corrupt an entire race?” 
 
    “Illness, then.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of a disease that turns its victims into monsters.” 
 
    Selena bit her lip, partially to keep her jaw from chattering, partially in thought.  
 
    “Come,” Ilior said. “You should stay by Cook’s oven. For now, the merkind are not your greatest threat.” 
 
    “Nor yours,” Selena said, noting how pale Ilior’s scaled skin had become in the cold.  
 
    He said nothing but the truth was there between them. When they sat down in the galley by the fire, Ilior would warm himself at it. She could not. 
 
    For his sake, she forced a smile, linked her arm in his as they made their way belowdecks. Before climbing down the hatch, Selena glanced at the pale sky, and the slate-gray waters around them. The Black Storm would sail into the Ice Isles and then the cold would truly grip her in its icy hand and begin to squeeze.  
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    Isle Nanokar 
 
      
 
      
 
    The whaler was the first sign of life they saw in a more than a week before sailing into the Ice Isles. A schooner, similar to the Black Storm in rigging, but twice as wide and half as long; she sat low on account of its cargo. It dragged six or seven small rowboats with mounted harpoons, but it was the whale that weighed the ship down. Selena frowned as her spyglass showed her the enormous carcass hung from the port side of the ship, streaming blood. The schooner didn’t cant to the port side; she guessed another whale was hung similarly at starboard. The bloody waters around the ship churned with sharks. 
 
    “It looks so light for the work it does,” Selena observed through her glass.  
 
    “The shallow draft is to navigate the Ice Isles,” Julian answered tersely. “The township is inland, hidden from sight by the ice bergs.” He glanced at her huddled form. “Why don’t you stay in the galley, near the stove? Bloody Deeps, it’s got to be warmer there than out here.” His breath plumed with every word as if to accentuate his point.  
 
    Selena ignored his suggestion. Walking the ship kept the numbness from her limbs but seemed to irritate Julian. 
 
    Weakness, she guessed. He can’t abide it. 
 
    The passage between the icebergs looked to Selena like the gullet of some terrible monster ready to swallow them whole. It was narrow and allowed for only one ship to navigate safely through it, and the Storm and the whaler converged on the entrance at the same time. Julian barked orders to slow the ship to a drift, and the whaler drew up broadsides with the Storm. 
 
    “Ho there!” Julian called. “A fine catch!” 
 
    Selena stared, amazed at Julian’s transformation from sullen and dark, to cheerful and friendly.  
 
    Astride his quarterdeck, the whaler captain grinned and tipped his cap. His face, and the faces of his crew, were covered in light and dark paint in varied designs. The captain bore a white swath on the lower half of his face, just under his nose and cheeks and over his bushy beard, while his nose, eyes and brow were painted brown. Small white and brown circles outlined his face so as to make it look as if he wore a mask.  
 
    “Aye, t’is that!” The captain called back. His oilskins, Selena saw, were slicked with blood. “Last o’ the season, I reckon. But yer no whaler nor packet. What brings you to our fair isle? The gentle weather?”  
 
    His laugh rang out among the ice walls and Selena flinched at the sound.  
 
    “For provisions, rest, and water,” Julian said. 
 
    “You’ll find all three on Nanokar, an’ please sail a’fore us. Our catch is tedious heavy an’ I don’t mean to grieve yer crew by trying to keep abaft o’ us.” 
 
    “That’s kind of you,” Julian replied. “Tell me the name of your favored tavern so that I might repay your courtesy with a glass or two of mead.” 
 
    “Golden mead?” The white paint on the captain’s lips cracked and flaked off as he smiled.  
 
    “The Lords’ best,” Julian agreed.   
 
    “The White Sail pours the best o’ the gold,” the captain said. He jerked a thumb to where the whale—a huge bowhead—hung, impaled by giant hooks through its blubber at head and tail. “I hafta see me catch into the pots an’ then I’ll look fer you there. Yer buy the first round, I’ll the second in trade for news an’ the like from warmer climes.” 
 
    “Deal,” Julian said. He took the wheel and ordered Helm to help maneuver the sails. “All hands, sharp now,” he called to the rest of them. “This is no easy business.” 
 
    “You’ve been to the Ice Isles before,” Selena observed.  
 
    Julian didn’t look at her but kept his eyes on the icy teeth around them, his friendly demeanor slipping off like a mask. “I’ve been everywhere.” 
 
    The Black Storm sailed slowly into the Ice Isles. Those aboard who could speak did so in hushed tones, as if loud noises might topple over the sheets of ice that rose on all sides.  
 
    “Are avalanches common?” Selena asked.  
 
    “It’s not unheard of,” Julian said. “But summer’s ending; it’s getting colder so we don’t have much to fear anymore.” 
 
    Getting colder means I have much to fear. Selena looked around. The sky was slate gray with clouds blotting out the sun. The water was a muddy color, however, instead of flat gray. When she noted it, Julian said it was whale blood.  
 
    “Isle Nanokar is the exclusive seller of whale oil, mostly to the Isle of Lords,” he said. “The season is ending and the last hauls are coming in.” He looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “You might not like it.” 
 
    “Not like what?”  
 
    “The burning beach.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Julian was right.  
 
    The canal of icebergs opened to reveal a wide bay with miles of beach that was part pale sand, part snow, but not much of it that was white. Crimson streaks ran from the bodies of the hundreds of bowhead whales beached upon the sand. The surf was sluggish with rust-colored foam lapping at its bloody shores. Men were hard at work, using flensing knives to slice off huge rashers of blubber. These rubbery steaks, as long as a man in some cases, were lugged up to other men who stood at long wooden tables. The blubber was cut up into smaller pieces and tossed into canoes behind them.  
 
    Selena watched the scene from the Black Storm as it came upon the beach. A canoe, filled to spilling with blubber, was dragged further up the beach to a huge brick and mortar oven. There were twenty or so similar ovens all along the shoreline, the smoke of which covered the island’s lone township that clung to the edge of the island. The stench made Selena’s eyes water. 
 
    “Tryworks,” Julian told her, gesturing to an oven. “For rendering the blubber.” 
 
    “I guessed as much.” Selena turned away.  
 
    “You use lamps on Isle Lillomet? In your big fancy temple?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “Where do you think that oil comes from?” 
 
    She forced her gaze out and watched as a great bowhead, its huge mouth a bristly rictus, was stripped of a wide swath of blubber.  
 
    “That’s how it goes,” Julian muttered.  
 
    “How what goes?”  
 
    “Lunos. Something bad for something good.” He looked at her. “There’s always a price to be paid.” 
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    The Storm came to port at the township’s docks that were set aside for merchant packets. The whalers docked at other piers or were run up on the beach to more easily transport the whales to the tryworks. Selena longed to sit beside an inn’s hearth fire but Svoz paced the deck like a caged animal, slavering over the burning beach.  
 
    “The Nanokari won’t appreciate a sirrak roaming about, as frenzied by blood as the sharks,” Julian said. “He’ll jeopardize our stay here, especially if he makes a ruin of someone’s catch. The sale of oil from one whale is all it takes to keep a family fed and warm through the winter.” 
 
    Selena bit her lip. “Where can I send him?”  
 
    “The township is small and backed against the forest. There’s plenty of game there, I’d wager.”  
 
    Selena nodded. “Svoz. Seek your meals in the forest. You are to remain out of sight the entire duration of our stay unless I call for you.” 
 
    Svoz wore his human sailor guise and looked pained as his pale eyes roamed the beach. “You torture me, Master,” he said with a sigh. “You really do.”  
 
    He vanished himself in his usual cloud that blended well with the oil that already hung thick in the smoky air.  
 
    Selena did not hesitate but gathered her things from her cabin, and disembarked with only Ilior beside her.  
 
    The township on Isle Nanokar stretched along the beach for a league. Stone and mortar homes, shops, and taverns sat huddled against a slope of mountain that was covered with a forest of pine trees. Yellow light of home fires shone in the windows of the squat, one-story structures, and smoke issued from every chimney. Selena and Ilior walked the main thoroughfare. Townfolk garbed in fur seal coats or oilskins, some with faces curiously painted in white and brown, watched them pass with curiosity but not hostility. Dogs that resembled small wolves accompanied many of the people, and Selena saw a team of eight lashed to a sled outside one rustic tavern. The dogs watched them pass with the same curiosity; their teeth bared to better sniff the strangers rather than snap at them.  
 
    A shopkeeper was lounging in the door of his business. In the fading light of the day, Selena saw harpoons of all sizes mounted on one wall inside. A pipe was clenched between his teeth and his beard almost hid his smile as he directed them to the finest inn on Nanokar, the White Sail.  
 
    “I had thought that a tavern,” Selena said, remembering Julian’s conversation with the whaler.  
 
    “Aye, it be tavern an’ inn both. Best lodging’s in town. Loric an’ Hilka be the proprietors. They’ll see to it that you get good an’ warm, lady.” He gestured with his pipe. “Two doors down. Cain’t miss it.” 
 
    Selena uttered thanks through chattering teeth. The inn was easy enough to find; the only two-story structure on Isle Nanokar that Selena could see. She stepped into the common room where a hearth fire burned and where a busty, blustery woman greeted them in a booming voice.  
 
    “We got rooms a-plenty!” Hilka the proprietor bellowed, showing a smile full of boxy white teeth. She was a voluptuous woman of middle years, with pale, freckled skin and a great mane of coppery curls. “In a week, the packets come to load up on the last o’ the season’s oil an’ you won’t find an eve in the attic to be had then!”  
 
    Selena paid for rooms for the entire crew of the Storm, which endeared her to Hilka at once. The woman chatted animatedly, speaking of her husband and two young sons who were still “out at the hunt”; and of the bard who sailed up from the Pleasure Isles to sing for them every night until Ilior cut her off with a curt, “That’ll do, thank you.” 
 
    “Aye, an’ thank you too fer yer generous business! Please don’t hesitate to trouble me fer anything.” 
 
    Selena didn’t trust herself to speak through trembling lips, but hurried to the hearth fire that was roaring in a mouth large enough to fit a man sideways. Ilior took the seat across from her.  
 
    “Better?” he said.  
 
    She put her hands as close to the flames as she dared. “Yes, much.”  
 
    Ilior missed her lie, as he was busy warming his own cool blood. She was glad. Surrounded by ice and chill winds had awoken the worst malice of her wound. The cold radiated out of the icy cavity of her blasted chest and there was nothing Ilior could do about it but worry.  
 
    After a time, the Black Storm’s crew came in, rubbing their hands and blowing on fingers. In no time, Hilka had them eating and drinking. After the meal, Cur, Grunt and Spit played at dicing, while Helm and Cook looked on. Julian sat alone, nursing a glass of golden mead, until Whistle came to the captain, excited and gesturing at the door. Julian reached into his pocket and withdrew something—money for his shore leave, perhaps. Whistle’s eyes widened at the glint of coin in his palm, and the boy looked as though he might hug Julian but the captain waved him off. Whistle scampered away, long legs and arms flailing. Julian watched him go, smiling faintly. He caught Selena watching him and the smile vanished.  
 
    Too bad, she thought, turning back to the fire. He’s quite handsome when he smiles.  
 
    Niven made short conversation with Selena and then begged her leave. After his wound had healed, he insisted on leaving Selena’s cabin to take a hammock with the rest of the crew, and he professed he’d never get used to the swaying.  
 
    “I believe I’ll retire to take advantage of a still bed on dry land while I have the chance.” 
 
    Before long, the room filled with whalers in bloody oilskins and faces painted in a variety of designs in brown and white paint. Up close, Selena realized it wasn’t paint at all but mud. She thought to ask Julian about the strange custom, but the whaler captain they had passed on the way in spotted him and the men were clapping arms and hailing the barmaid.  
 
    The room was loud with booming voices and guffaws of laughter. The season had been a good one, Selena surmised. The merchant packets would be here in a week to purchase thousands of barrels of whale oil the men had collected, and the township would survive the winter without want. The men were in such a boisterous mood, even the sight of a Vai’Ensai warming his clawed hands at their fire didn’t give them much pause.  
 
    Hilka moved easily among the men, jesting and laughing, and barking orders at her barmaids. She lingered near Julian’s table, resting her hand on Julian’s shoulder as they talked with the whaler captain. The township was small, close knit. Selena felt immediately the camaraderie of these people who banded together to make livelihoods in one of the harshest climates on Lunos. Now the windows showed flurries of snow whirling about outside—a small storm. She shivered and tried to sip her cider with shaking hands. It sloshed down the front of her coat on the first try, the second, the third… 
 
    She set the mug down, and decided to retire to her room, to curl up beside the fire there without fearing curious or pitying eyes on the “outsider” who couldn’t abide the Nanokar cold. She started to rise when the door banged open and a whaler, his face painted white but for brown circles around his eyes and chin, burst inside.  
 
    “It’s Boris! Oil spill! He’s burnt up awful!” 
 
    “Well, bring him on in,” Hilka cried, but the man shook his head.  
 
    “He’s thrashing like a shark in a blood frenzy. Cain’t touch him fer fear he’ll hurt worse.” 
 
    Julian leaned over to Selena from his table. “I’ll get Niven.” 
 
    “There’s no time.” Selena climbed to her feet. “You should stay here,” she told Ilior. “It’s storming out.”  
 
    She didn’t wait to see if the Vai’Ensai obeyed her, but followed the crowd as they rushed outside. They didn’t panic or cry or wail; but moved quickly and calmly. Hilka carried a jar of white powder under her arm.  
 
    Outside, the Nanokari paid the storm as much mind as others might pay to a light rain. To Selena, each little snowflake was an icy dart on her skin. She pulled the hood up over her head and ducked down. An icy patch nearly landed her on her rump but for a steadying hand that snaked out to grab her. Julian offered his arm, and she took it, letting him lead her to the accident so that she might keep her face bowed against the biting wind.  
 
    The trek across the beach to where Boris lay seemed to take a year. Selena’s boots crunched over gritty sand and snow, and her hand on Julian’s arm was claw-like and numb. The stench of burning blubber grew stronger and she could hear the burble of the tryworks under the awful shrieking of the wounded man. His cries were weakening and Selena forced her stiffened limbs to move faster.  
 
    A crowd had gathered and they made way for Hilka with her white powder, but closed to the strangers in their midst. “Let me to him,” Selena said. “I’m Aluren. A healer.” 
 
    The painted men let her pass, and Selena struggled to not let her alarm show on her face when she saw the burned man. 
 
    The oil had had burnt itself deep or clung to his skin until the flesh sloughed off. Half of his face was red like the setting sun, the other half still wearing mud in brown and white whorls. His skin bubbled with white foam from his hairline, down along his neck, and over his left hand. His mouth opened and closed soundlessly now, an occasional whimper escaping his lips that were swollen and peeling.  
 
    Selena knelt beside him, and peered up at the ring of townsfolk who surrounded them. Her trembling voice was all but torn away by the wind of the gale. “The oil has to come off if I’m to heal,” she said, and bit her tongue with chattering teeth. The townsfolk didn’t understand, judging by their anxious murmurs. She clenched her jaw tightly. “Like a dagger…stabbed in…I can’t heal the wound until…the dagger’s out.” 
 
    “Stand aside, by the gods!” Hilka bellowed from the other side of the fallen man. Her cloak blew around her like a sail torn from its yard. “She meant what she said. The oil’s got to come off poor Boris.” She sprinkled white powder from her jar over the burns and then daubed with a cloth. The cloth came up stained with oil and some blood as she worked.  
 
    “Good enough?” Hilka asked. “He ain’t got long, otherwise. Shock and cold is like to take him quick.” 
 
    Selena nodded. “Good enough.”  
 
    The moon was lost behind the flat gray of the sky and the driving snow of the storm, but she found it with her other hand that shook as though with palsy. With the other, she removed the ampulla from her belt, nearly dropping it twice until Julian grabbed it and pulled out the stopper.  
 
    “P-pour a little into my p-palm,” she said through chattering teeth.  
 
    Julian did as she said, and Selena blocked out the dubious murmurs around her. She ground out the sacred word out from between her teeth. The water in her palm glowed orange and she laid it over the man’s shoulder. The glow spread upward, over the man’s face and neck. The huffing mists of his breath became longer plumes and the cords or his neck relaxed. He lay back and peered at Selena blearily.  
 
    “An…angel,” he sighed.  
 
    Selena gingerly laid her damp hand on the burnt skin of his face. “Illuria,” she said again, almost a whimper.  
 
    When the orange light faded, his flesh had lost much of the angry red color. The white scarring that remained gave the appearance his wounds were years old instead of minutes.  
 
    Boris sat up. “Cain’t shoot a harpoon one-handed. Or wrestle with a bowhead on churning seas.” He turned his incredulous stare to Selena and clutched her arm with his hand that had resembled a bird’s claw only a moment before. “You saved me life in all ways. Yer an angel, it’s true. Thank the Two-Faced God fer sendin’ you.” 
 
    Selena smiled faintly as the crowd cheered over the howl of the wind. Men moved to haul Boris to his feet but he waved them off and stood on his own accord. He tossed his head back and beat his chest, roaring at the storm to more cheers and hands clapping him on the back.  
 
    Selena struggled to stand but her legs buckled under her. “I can’t feel my feet,” she breathed. “I can’t…” 
 
    Julian bent swiftly and hefted her in his arms and she turned her face to his chest against the wind.  
 
    “Let me,” said a voice and Selena realized Ilior had followed them out into the storm after all.  
 
    “You can hardly stand,” she heard Julian snap. “Go. I’ve got her.” 
 
    The townsfolk ceased their cheers and Boris’s voice rivaled the storm’s ferocity. “Ye god, what’s a matter with the angel?” 
 
    “She’s fine.” Julian’s voice rumbled against her cheek that was pressed to his chest. “Healing wearies her.” Selena breathed a sigh of relief. Julian smelled of leather and salt, and his arms around her were strong. 
 
    The party on the beach trekked back to the White Sail. Boris showed off his red, puckered skin as it held battle scars, declared that the next round was on him. His “Aluren angel” would not be permitted to want for anything.  
 
    But when Julian made to seat her again by the fire, Selena shook her head. 
 
    “I can’t,” she whispered against his long black coat. “Please…my room.” 
 
    Julian said nothing but reversed his course and headed for the stairs. He placated the concerned townsfolk with a few gracious comments about the healing having worn her out and that she needed to rest.  
 
    “I’ll take her,” Ilior said again, but Julian ignored him. The captain carried her up the stairs to her room that was situated above the common room. She heard the heavy thump of Ilior’s footsteps behind. 
 
    At the landing, two old men crossed their path and stopped to let Julian pass by. Selena heard one say to the other, “Oi, look at this. An Aluren.” 
 
    “I still remember the Bazira witch, don’t you? Our good librarian will shit his britches…” and then the men were passed them.  
 
    Selena sucked in a breath. “Did you hear that? A Bazira…” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find out tonight,” Julian said.  
 
    Selena had heard there was a library on Isle Nanokar –a curiosity that harbored ancient relics and scrolls, much of it flotsam that had washed on the beaches over the decades. A vague hope of being able to see it had flitted through her but the cold was unbearable. Now hope burned in her.  
 
    But a Bazira witch was here. Accora? If so, the god is good. My suffering here has a greater purpose.  
 
    In her room, Julian set Selena down on the feather bed while Ilior went immediately to the hearth to build a fire. It wasn’t a large room but not small either; homey and neat. Aside from the bed, there was a wardrobe made of fine teak, and desk and chair by the window, and some pleasant paintings on the walls of brigantines under sail. Selena tried to remove her sword belt but her hands wouldn’t cooperate. Julian appeared over her, his face hard and cold.  
 
    “This is all a bloody mistake,” Julian spat. He tore off her sword belt and dumped it onto the floor, then yanked off one of her boots.  
 
    “I had to help him. He was in so much pain…” 
 
    Julian looked to say something and then snapped his mouth shut. He pulled off her other boot.  
 
    “No, the fire please,” she said when he went to the bed and made to turn the blankets down. He nodded grimly and lifted her again. She looked up at him. A small hook-shaped scar marred the olive skin under his chin and his breath smelled of honey from the mead. His eyes were like chips of sea green glass; beautiful but hard and dark under furrowed brows.  
 
    “We had to come here,” she told him. “Or else be overrun with merkind.” 
 
    He grunted in reply and then set her at the hearth that Ilior was stoking into a huge blaze. Julian brought the bed’s blankets to the floor and Selena curled up on them while he tucked them around her. She burrowed in but with little hope. She had been wearing the wound long enough to know better.  
 
    “I’ll watch over her,” she heard Ilior intone from above her. Inside, in the warm room, his voice was strong again and brooked no argument.  
 
    Julian muttered something unintelligible, the door opened and shut, and there was silence. 
 
    “Is he gone?” Selena asked, staring into the fire. When Ilior said yes, her tears fell in earnest. She heard a great creaking of leathery skin stiffened by cold, and then her friend was beside her.  
 
    “Are you in pain? Are you…?” 
 
    “The townsfolk,” Selena said, her breath hitching. “Do you hear them? Down below, celebrating and laughing and dancing?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s life.” Selena recalled the sound of Julian’s heartbeat against her ear and the strength of his arms around her, holding her. She squeezed her eyes shut and took a steadying breath. “If I weep too much I won’t stop.” 
 
    Ilior hand was heavy on her shoulder. “Rest. I’ll keep the fire burning.” 
 
    She drifted into a fitful sleep, waiting for the warmth of the fire to reach her. It never did.  
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    Selena awoke with a miserable headache; the result of sleeping with her jaw clenched tight and every muscle in her body rigid. She healed herself to dispel the aches and pains, but the exhaustion of a fitful night lay heavy on her.  
 
    No, she thought, sitting up. A Bazira was here. I heard it. The god is testing me and I must answer.  
 
    The window revealed a sky was flat and gray, but still. The storm had ended and the moon would soon be full. She thought those good omens, both.  
 
    Even so, climbing out from under the bundle of blankets took effort. She moved like an old woman of ninety summers. Ilior was at the fire, stoking it with a poker. He met her eye, his brow ridges raised.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she told him, and he nodded. His silence was worth more to her, at times, than his words. “What is the hour?” 
 
    “Nearly noon,” he said and held up a hand when she would protest that she’d stayed abed too long. “You tossed and turned until the wee hours. It wasn’t until dawn that you actually slept. I was not about to wake you.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Selena rose to her feet to peer into the mirror. She still wore her bulky seal fur coat and her hair was a tangled mess. “I heard a man speak of a Bazira last night.” 
 
    Ilior nodded. “I heard the same.” 
 
    Selena flexed her stiff fingers and combed them through her hair. “My first teacher, High Reverent Coronus, once told me that the Two-Faced God’s intentions were like the phases of the moon. That at times, there is darkness and pain. That is the Shadow face’s new moon—black and cold. But if one serves faithfully, patiently, the blessings of the Shining face appear, like the waxing moon in the night sky.” 
 
    Ilior said nothing. 
 
    Selena tamed her hair into a smooth, tight braid. “The sky has been black a very long time but with Skye’s decree about my wound, finding Captain Tergus to take us off Uago, and now this…” She nodded at her reflection. “The moon is waxing. Accora was the Bazira they spoke of. I can feel it. Our fortunes are turning.” 
 
    They have to, don’t they? At long last… 
 
    They descended the stairs to a full common room. Nearly all the whalers were home from the season’s last catches and the celebratory carousing would last until the merchant packets from Isle of Lords arrived, and then start again when the coin and goods had been exchanged. Julian sat at a table with the whaler captain from the night before. He waved her over.  
 
    “Captain, this is Selena Koren and Ilior,” Julian said. “This is Captain Tunney. He was kind enough to let us sail past yesterday morning.”  
 
    “I remember.” Selena sat across from the captain; grateful Julian had been thoughtful enough to pick a table nearest the roaring hearth. She took a chair and set her back to the fire. “Well met, and thank you.” 
 
    Captain Tunney waved a hand. “T’warn’t nothin.’” His face was free of paint, revealing a warm, broad face of middle years shielded by a scraggly beard and bushy brows. “After what you did for Boris…well, I might be in the god’s good graces fer letting you pass so you were there when he needed you.” He looked her up and down. “I heard you was taken ill yerself last night. I hope this day finds you well?” 
 
    “Well enough,” Selena said, forcing a smile.  
 
    Tunney pushed a plate of grilled fish and turnips toward her. There was a bowl of warm bread and a pot of tea as well. “Eat up, then! Takes a fair ton of hearty food to keep yer inner fires burning against our cold winds.” 
 
    Selena cleared her throat. “Again, thank you.” She took up her fork as a serving girl brought a similar plate—with much larger portions—to Ilior.  
 
    “Captain Tunney was just telling me about a strange visitor to Isle Nanokar,” Julian said pointedly. 
 
    “Strange visitors, indeed!” Tunney said with a nod at Ilior. “An’ here methought our little oasis in the snow was hidden away from the gen’ral excitements o’ Lunos. But we’ve now seen Aluren Paladins and dragonmen—” 
 
    “And Bazira?” Selena said with a reproachful glance, but Ilior shrugged off the slur and concentrated on his food.  
 
    “Aye, them too.” The captain wiped his chin with the back of his hand. “I understand yer after one such this very moment; the self-same witch who lived among us for two years.” 
 
    “Two years?” Selena felt her heartbeat quicken. 
 
    “Aye, two years though I couldn’t even recollect her name until young Tergus here reminded me.” 
 
    “Accora,” Selena said. “Her name was Accora, wasn’t it?”  
 
    “Aye, that was it,” he agreed. 
 
    The moon is waxing. She exchanged gladdened looks with Ilior, but Julian shook his head at her and jerked his head at the whaler captain.  
 
    Tunney swallowed a forkful of turnips and washed them down with his tea that smelled strongly of tree bark. He wiped his beard with a cloth and said, “But like I told yer Cap’n Tergus, me tale won’t be so much good to you, seeing as it’s nigh twenty years old.” 
 
     Selena dropped her fork with a clank. “Twenty?”  
 
    “Aye, lady.” 
 
    Julian made a face as if to say, “I warned you,” and leaned back in his chair with his mulled wine.  
 
    Ilior glowered at him. “But even so there might be something useful in your recollections that will help us,” he told Tunney. 
 
    “Aye, I hope that be true. I hate to see a beautiful lass look so aggrieved.”  
 
    Selena forced a smile. “Anything you remember will be helpful.” 
 
    “Well, lessee.” Tunney leaned back in his own chair and ran his hand down his beard. “I’d just seen my thirtieth winter, already wearin’ in me first schooner. This Bazira, she came on a dark tide, it seems. Like she was up to no good fer her faith. I seem to recall her doing some preaching ‘bout the Shadow face an’ the like but it didn’t last.” 
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “Likely she was shunned for being a Bazira,” Ilior said, forking the last of his fish. “Can’t blame you for that.” 
 
    “Nay, Master Ilior,” Tunney said, “that’s not how we do things here. The Shadow face and the Shining are two halves of the same coin. And a coin’s value ain’t found but on one side or t’other, but in the whole.” He waved his spoon in the air. “Here, we got the wind an’ sea an’ snow to fret ‘bout. We hafta wrastle the oceans’ giants for our livelihoods. Angering the god be a foolish risk when we got risk enough.” 
 
    “Why did Accora cease her proselytizing?” Selena asked.  
 
    “It seemed like her heart warn’t in it. Or even like she were scairt. That’s what Byric down in the library thinks anyhow. Don’t know what the likes o’ her had to be scairt about, but there t’is. You should seek out old Byric. He spent more time’n anyone with since she spent most days perusing our library.” 
 
    “What was she looking for?”  
 
    “That I cain’t say neither. Byric be the man t’ask.” 
 
    “Very well. Byric it is,” Selena said, pushing back her plate. “Where can I find him?” 
 
    “In the library, o’ course. He’s there most time. Protective he is, of our strange li’l treasure trove.” The captain finished off his tea and set the mug down with a thunk. “I’ll take you there meself, if yer up to go.” 
 
    “Yes, now please,” Selena said. 
 
    Ilior shook his head. “After last night—” 
 
    “I will go,” she insisted. “The god did not send us here without purpose.” 
 
    “It’s not near,” Tunney said, “but we can take me dogs. I know they be itching for a run.”  
 
    “Why would we take your dogs?” Selena asked. “Is the way dangerous?” 
 
    “Nay, t’isn’t. My dogs be fer pulling the sled.” 
 
    “Very well,” Selena nodded. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Not yet, lady,” he said. He swiveled in his chair. “Oi! Hilka! You got any windpaint?” 
 
    The innkeeper’s voice called back from the storeroom behind the bar. “Not if yer to use it in me room an’ make a holy mess o’ me tables n’ floors!”  
 
    Captain Tunney chuckled. “Pardons. I’ll acquire our necessities an’ meet you in the cask house, out back.” 
 
    “Captain Tunney told me about the library last night,” Julian said after the whaler had left their table. “It’s tucked in a wind-swept canyon underground, reachable only after a two-league trek.” 
 
    “Then Ilior, you must remain here,” Selena said. “The cold won’t kill me, but it can you,” she told her friend. She gentled her tone. “You can’t protect me from it.” 
 
    Vai’Ensai pressed his lips together. “Twice now, you’ve tried to leave me behind.” 
 
    Selena took his hand. “For your own health. I don’t want to see you suffer needlessly.” 
 
    “And what of your suffering?” 
 
    “Accora is a means to its end,” Selena said. “Its final end. I can’t falter now.” 
 
    She was relieved when Ilior finally nodded, albeit slowly, stiffly, as if it took everything he had to let her go. He turned to Julian, his eyes hard. “You will go and watch over her.”  
 
    Julian snorted a laugh into his wine cup. “As you command.”  
 
    “I’ll come too.” 
 
    All three glanced up to see Niven, bundled in a fur-lined cloak. He drew himself up. “It is an Aluren matter, after all, and I am a devoted adherent to the Shining face.” 
 
    Selena was about to protest but thought better of it. If there is an injury along the way, I may be too weak to heal it.  
 
    “Yes, of course. Let’s go.” She paused to lay her hand on Ilior’s arm. “Stay warm.” 
 
    He rumbled deep in his throat, like stones rolling down a hill. “Stay safe.” 
 
    “I will,” she said, and left him at the fire; the Vai’Ensai’s face dark and grim as he watched them depart.  
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    Behind the White Sail sat the cask house, a large, squat, stone building that reminded Selena of the Guild for its plain, square shape. Inside, the walls were lined with barrels, stacked atop one another and the floor was strewn with pine needles that whispered underfoot. By the light of Captain Tunney’s oil lantern, Selena counted seven or eight long wooden tables with benches. They were shielded from the wind in here but the air was crisp and cold.  
 
    “Sometimes, the carousing gets to be a bit much when the merchantmen come to buy and sell,” the captain said, “and the Sail be full to bursting. The overflow comes here.” He set the lantern on the nearest table along with his other burden: two small buckets, one splattered with white mud, the other dark brown. “There be other inns an’ taverns on Nanokar, but Hilka an’ her old man run the best o’ the bunch. Merchants from Isle o’ Lords, especially, prefer her lodgings. They be used to the finer things.” He thumbed his nose and gave Selena a wink.  
 
    “Is this where the oil is stored?” Niven asked, looking at the casks. 
 
    “No, young sir,” Captain Tunney said. “That treasure be kept elsewheres, far away from flame and hearth fires, and drunken men with their pipes and smokes. And I cain’t be saying where so don’t ask,” he said with a laugh. “These here hold wine and mead. Now then. The trek be long and the wind be biting, as we like to say. Paint up.” 
 
    Selena watched as the man dipped his hand into the bucket of white mud and smeared it on the lower half of his face.  
 
    “It’s to protect the skin,” Julian told Selena, “from wind and sleet and the like.” 
 
    “Aye, how else you think I keeps me youthful looks?” Tunney laughed.  
 
    “Does each person wear the same designs?” Selena said, thinking back on the elaborate designs she’d seen some of the sailors wear. 
 
    “You can paint yerself however you please, but most men end up choosing something meaningful to them.” He gave them all a stern eye. “An’ you cain’t be asking ‘bout a man’s choosing, neither. T’is bad luck.” 
 
    Niven dipped a finger in the dark brown. “Every man wearing the…windpaint, was it? Must they wear both colors?” 
 
    “Respect!” Captain Tunney thundered. “To honor the Two-Faced God, a ‘course. It’s bad luck to wear one color; you never know which mood the god be taking: Shadow face, or Shining, as the shape o’ the moon don’t always tell the truth.” He rose from the bench. “Sit tight, me friends, an’ I’ll fetch my team an’ be back afore yer paint is dry.” 
 
    Niven frowned and Selena knew the pious young man didn’t like the idea of paying any sort of fealty to the Shadow face of the god. He wiped the brown mud onto his cloak and dipped into the white bucket instead.  
 
    While he and Julian painted their faces Selena slipped off her gloves. Her fingers were stiff and trembled. She reached for the white mud and cracked her knuckles on the side of the bucket trying to reach inside.  
 
    “Let me,” Julian said. 
 
    Selena nodded and whispered a thank you that turned into a gasp when she saw his face. He had painted one side, from brow to chin in white, the other in brown; a perfect line dividing the two that ran straight down the center. He had artfully added small dots of alternating colors to outline the whole. But it was the shadow and light that sent her heart to pounding.  
 
    Trickster…Selena thought of An-Lan’s reading, and her hand went to her pocket where the coin of Oshkat lay, forgotten until now. The coin and the seer’s reading were irrevocably linked in her mind.  
 
    Julian sat back. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    “N-nothing,” Selena said. She released the coin in her pocket. Superstitious foolishness. “It’s nothing,” she said again. “I’m sorry, your design…it just gave me a start. An old memory…nothing more.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Again, she tried to glean the tiniest idea of what her captain might be thinking and again her attempt yielded nothing. It’s nonsense to put stock into a seer’s words, she told herself. Let it go.  
 
    “I’ll do my own paint,” she said. “Probably bad luck not to.” 
 
    Julian maintained his stare a heartbeat longer and then shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 
 
    Conscience of her trembling hands, she started to paint. The mud was thick and smelled strongly of soil, but it adhered fast and Selena thought she sensed a bit of relief from the cold wherever it touched her skin. She did her best to cover her face in white and render a crescent moon on her left cheek. “Is it very terrible?” she asked Niven.  
 
    Niven inspected Selena’s face. He had smeared a copious amount of white mud over his face and marked only his chin with the smallest smudge of dark brown, giving him a ghostly mien. “It’s fine. Though none of us can hold a candle to Captain Tergus.” 
 
    Julian waved a hand and Selena heard him mutter, “Oh, bugger me,” when Captain Tunney appeared at the door of the cask house and whistled between his teeth when he saw Julian’s face. “Now, Cap’n Tergus, I ne’er woulda pegged ye for an artist!” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Julian snapped, rising off the bench. “We still have a long ride, yes?” 
 
    Captain Tunney laughed. “Aye, we do. Come, me lady, young adherent, an’ modest cap’n. The library awaits.” 
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    Tunney’s dogs—eight beautiful animals, with thick gray and white fur and piercing blue eyes— barked and struggled against their harnesses when Selena and her companions emerged from the cask house. The four of the climbed onto a long sled made of smooth wood and leather straps. Tunney assured them that the dogs could handle their weight.  
 
    “They’re used to hauling blubber,” the captain said. “Us? We be light as a feather.” 
 
    Selena doubted that was true but the dogs seemed eager to run. Tunney stood at the year of the sled while Selena, Julian and Niven huddled beneath him. The captain’s whip cracked high above and the sound set the dogs to running. Once they found their momentum, they dragged the sled along the icy path that ran parallel to the beach with ease. The whale skinning and boiling of blubber was still going on in an endless stretch of smoking tryworks, bloody carcasses, and a cloud of stench that made Selena’s stomach clench.  
 
    Selena huddled deep into her seal coat and concentrated on what she saw around her, to distract from the biting cold within. On the right, the barrier of icebergs that created the bay around Isle Nanokar’s township looked like the lower jaw of some great beast. To the left, the township was bustling with people, and the smoke was the clean smoke of home fires. Beyond the township, a rise of dark green pine trees covered the landscape, brushed with snow in feathery strokes. Svoz was in there, somewhere, making a meal from the deer and elk Tunney told them inhabited the woods.  
 
    “The first snows haven’t come down yet,” the captain shouted from behind them. He stood, whip in hand, guiding the sled. “With good luck, it won’t fall ‘til the trading be done. The packets from the Lords sail in first, and that’s a sight that gladdens our hearts, I can tell you. We trade with all sorts o’ nations, but them’s our best customer and vicey-versy.” 
 
    Selena listened intently as Tunney described some of Nanokar’s history, its settlement some eight hundred years ago in the Age of Discovery, and the tight-knit bond of its inhabitants.  
 
    “We ain’t got no quarrel with no one,” he said. “The elements, they’s who we must respect and give our energies to. Ain’t no sense in fretting o’er nothing else.” 
 
    Niven craned around. “Don’t you worry about attack? It seems whale oil is lucrative. I would think a hostile island would be interested in a share of the spoils. Or pirates?” 
 
    Tunney laughed. He gestured to the ‘burning beach’ as Julian had called it. 
 
    “No easy business, that! Hunting a whale is a right good way to get yerself kilt. An’ if it don’t, there be the sharks, the cutting o’ the blubber, the boiling oil…Well, you saw yerself what happened to ole Boris. He got lucky on account on yer ladyship being here, but accidents like that happen a dozen times e’ry turn o’ the moon. Who wants that? Not pirates. They be a lazy lot,” he laughed again and then grew serious.  
 
    “We make a fine living, that’s true, but we come by it with hard work an’ sacrifice. We ain’t lost no man this season so far—bless the Shining face for its mercy—but that’s a rare season in which we don’t give a good man t’ the sea. E’ry ‘bloon is well-earned, I can assure you.” 
 
    “Oh, aye. Yes, absolutely. I believe you,” Niven said. “I just worried over your safety when I saw no signs of armed militia or the like.” 
 
    “Nah,” Tunney said. “Anyways, anyone mess with us an’ they be bringing down the wrath o’ the Isle o’ Lords and their mighty powerful armada.” 
 
    “They’re loyal friends,” Niven said.  
 
    The captain burst out laughing. “O they be loyal all right: to the ‘bloons we spend on foodstuffs an’ mead from their isles. An’ fer our oil a’course. See, we don’t do the distributing. The Lords does that…after a healthy mark-up on prices, you can be sure. We just want enough coin to live comfortable. We’re simple folk.” 
 
    “Not simple,” Selena said, her jaw tight with cold. “You have a rich history and you have a library. Only two other isles can boast the latter.” 
 
    The township’s buildings and shops tapered away to storage shacks and then gave way altogether to a sheer rock wall of pale stone. The cliff towered over them and extended down the length of the shore until it was lost to sight. Glyphs of rough whorls and letters in faded paint covered the lower portions of the cliff for more than half a league.  
 
    “What are these?” Niven asked. “They look very old. Are they historical?” 
 
    Tunney laughed. “They look old on account of the wind an’ the cold. These here are the markings of our townships youngin’s, an’ about as historical as last night’s dinner.” 
 
    “Oh. It’s…vandalism.” 
 
    Selena heard the chagrin in Niven’s voice, but Captain Tunney was a good man. “Iffen you want to see something good ‘an historical, me friend, just you wait.” 
 
    Selena hunched deeper into her coat. She hoped Tunney meant the library. The windpaint kept the worst of the cold off her face but she was beginning to wish she had bathed in it.  
 
    The sled slid along the snow-swept beach for another few minutes when Captain Tunney called a halt at a huge wooden door set into the stone wall. It stood ten spans high and was braced by huge iron hinges that were somehow locked into the cliff.  
 
    The dogs slowed to a jog and then lay down, tongues lolling. Steam chugged out of their open mouths as they panted for breath. The captain tossed each dog some dried meat from a satchel at his waist and bade them to remain put. Satisfied that that was enough to keep the dogs from running off with the sled, Tunney turned to the door. Grunting and straining, he managed to lift the latch up—it squealed on the icy hinge—and let it fall to the other side. The crash was deafening and Selena glanced up, sure that snow would come barreling down on them. The sound was torn away by the wind and the door swung open after Tunney gave it a hard tug. A cold, biting wind swirled out of the gap and Tunney jumped back as the gust slammed the heavy iron door open as if it were made of paper. Selena cringed as another thunderous clang resounded.  
 
    Tunney squinted hard against the wind and gestured for them to enter. “Welcome to Dragon’s Breath Canyon.” 
 
    They stepped through the door and into the cliff that Selena had thought was made of solid rock. Instead, a canyon spread out before them in long stretches of pathways, around and through immense pillars, caverns, and tunnels of pale stone. A fierce wind howled and whistled like a trapped spirit, swirling around the companions’ feet and stinging their eyes with gritty sand.  
 
    “How did the canyon get its name?” Niven asked, shouting to be heard.  
 
    Captain Tunney smiled. “I’m certain it’ll come to you, lad.” 
 
    Selena walked along the canyon floor and realized the immense bulging stone before her was not rounded by wind, but was carved in the likeness of a dragon’s belly, complete with scales and folded wings. And that the stony boulder she passed was not naturally smooth and then sharpened at the end, but a dragon’s talon.  
 
    The canyon was made of dragons. 
 
    Selena almost forgot her cold in marveling at the craftsmanship that seemed impossible. She craned her neck to where the rock smoothed into curves of dragons’ necks, then higher, to four huge dragon faces. The stony faces were dulled by time and the elements, but Selena could still see the different aspects to each. One bore an intelligent, gentle bearing. Another wore a ferocious, almost maddened expression of hate. A third’s face was unreadable as its head craned upward, to the sky. The last, at the end of the canyon, was taller than the rest and seemed to glare at the others with an air of superiority. The superior-looking dragon had suffered damage. Half of its body was scored off where part of the cavern had caved in. The floor around its clawed feet was strewn with rubble.  
 
    “Who did this?” Selena asked.  
 
    Captain Tunney guided them to the superior-looking dragon. The debris from its fallen brethren had obscured a door set beside its remaining clawed foot.  
 
    “Too much wind fer talk. Let ole Byric tell it. He don’t get many visitors an’ yet his greatest joy is yapping ‘bout the canyon and the library.” Tunney hauled open the heavy oaken door. “This be his lucky day!” 
 
    Selena gave a final glance to the dragons, a strange longing in her heart. Just curiosity, she thought, and then hurried inside, out of the wind that made her eyes stream.  
 
    It was pitch black until Tunney, muttering a complaint about letting lanterns burn out, struck flint to tinder over a scrap of oil-soaked rag. This he used to light a lantern that hung just inside the door, and the space around them was infused with a dim yellow glow.  
 
    “This is a library?” Niven asked, glancing fearfully upward, and jumping when the door slammed shut behind them. 
 
    Selena understood his unease; a tunnel lay before them, like a black mouth where no light lived save what they brought with them. The weight of the entire canyon seemed to hang over their heads.  
 
    “Down, down, youngin’,” Tunney said, moving ahead of them to take point. “Down where the wind and snow cain’t distress our little treasure trove.” 
 
    Julian followed, and Selena clutched his arm. She gave her other hand to Niven, which he clung to like a piece of driftwood after a shipwreck. The group labored down into the airless black tunnel, the little glow of Tunney’s lantern kept the dark from swallowing them whole. 
 
    Selena could hear the breaths of her companions; they sounded sharp as her own. Their shuffling feet were a welcome sound as well for she thought that if they stopped moving, the silence would suffocate her. She could smell the stone; smell its age and its weight, and she held on to both Julian and Niven tighter as they walked. Captain Tunney didn’t seem at ease anymore either but kept up a constant chatter of cursing and grumbling under his breath.  
 
    It seemed they had been walking down the winding, downward sloping path for hours but was surely no more than a few minutes. Selena thought she would go mad if Tunney’s lantern gave out and she directed her gaze at its light and nothing else. She wished to weave her own light but Niven held her fast and she was too afraid to let go of Julian, even for a moment.  
 
    “Godsdammit,” Julian breathed and when he put his hand on Tunney’s shoulder in front of him, the older captain didn’t complain.  
 
    “Byric lives down here?” Niven burst out after a while, his voice sounding high and on the edge of panic. Selena tried to give his hand a reassuring squeeze but she realized she was already holding it as tightly as she could. 
 
    “It oft feels so,” Tunney said, his voice flat and low now where outside it had been boisterous. “We believe he’s half mole, he is.” 
 
    “He’s half cracked, you mean,” Julian muttered.  
 
    “Aye, that too,” Tunney groused. But then another door, also of oak with burnished brass hinges loomed in the darkness. “Aha! Gods be praised.” He pounded on the door three times. “Byric! Ye got guests, ye limey bastard.”  
 
    He didn’t wait for an answer but pushed open the door and ushered the others inside, into Isle Nanokar’s library.  
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    The Library 
 
      
 
      
 
    Selena had never thought candlelight could look so beautiful. After the crushing dark of the passage, the candles placed around the library were little oases. She had the impression that the coronas of light were holding back the weight of the mountain around them. She breathed easier and thought Julian and Niven did as well. The adherent released his crushing grip on her hand with a sheepish smile under his ghostly windpaint.  
 
    The library was small; hardly more than fifty paces across and just as wide, but tall. Shelves carved from the natural stone rose all around them, twenty spans high, filled with tomes or stacks of scrolls. A rough-shod ladder cobbled of broken planks rested against one wall. The relief-bringing candles burned in neat tins at various places: on high, small tables, in sconces dug into the pale stone, and on wide wooden tables that hewn from the hull of a ship. These tables bore glass jars with strange objects floating in murky liquids. In fact, the library appeared as much a museum or a laboratory in the Guild.  
 
    A rough stairway arched to a second floor with a wrought iron railing on the open side. It led to an alcove or loft, and Selena could see more shelves of books there as well. A fire crackled somewhere in the loft; Selena could hear it but feel none of the heat. She guessed this time she wasn’t alone, as the breaths of her companions plumed from their mouths like the smoke of one of Julian’s cigarillos.  
 
    “Oi! Byric?” Tunney called, his humor returned. He set the lantern down on the long table between a jar of green liquid that appeared to have a seahorse floating in it, and a bone of some animal clutched on a wooden stand. “You didn’t go an’ croak on us, now did ya?” He winked at Selena.  
 
    There came a shuffling sound that, in the stony cavern, seemed to come from everywhere at once. Selena noticed movement, and a portly man of about sixty years, bundled in a fur seal coat and matching hat, emerged on the rocky loft above. He peered down at the visitors a moment, and then hobbled down, gripping tightly to the railing that creaked under his weight. His face was covered in windpaint, though it was flaking off as if he’d applied it days earlier. His bushy beard was littered with scraps of brown and white.  
 
    “There’s no need for bellowing, Tunney. I can hear you plain enough.” At the bottom of the stairs he examined the small assemblage. “So?” 
 
    Selena shared a glance with Tunney.  
 
    “Now, Byric,” the captain chided. “I been telling me friends here ‘bout yer great hospitality. They got plenty o’ questions fer you; just the sort you like. You aim to make a liar out o’ me do ya?” 
 
    Byric crossed his arms over his barrel chest. “My hospitality is offered so long as everyone keeps their bloody hands to themselves until they get my say-so.” 
 
    Tunney guffawed. “Gods, man. Twenty years since yer precious book was ripped and yer still sore? Well, wouldn’t you know it, but these here folk are all ‘bout asking after the Bazira who affronted you so terrible.” He turned to Selena. “I’d forgotten to mention yer witch lost her welcome here afore she departed Nanokar, on account of her messing up one o’ Byric’s musty old books.” 
 
    Byric snorted. “That musty old book was an illuminated manuscript from the Age of Tranquility. Aye, she ‘messed it’ when she tore out a page as if she meant to wipe her arse with it.” He turned his gaze on Selena and the others. “You want to know about Accora, eh? Who’s asking?” 
 
    “I’m Selena Koren, Paladin of the Shining face. This is Niven Mattias, a healer of the same, and Captain Julian Tergus of the Black Storm.”  
 
    The man warmed not at all to her introductions but stared at her with dark eyes shrouded in bushy brows that glinted with intelligence.  
 
    “Your library is quite unique,” Selena said. “Exceptional. Would you mind showing us some of its treasures?” 
 
    Some of the coolness in Byric’s expression melted. He narrowed his eyes at her. “Perhaps. But might I have a look at your treasure first, lady?” 
 
    Julian whipped his head around while Niven made a gurgling sound and blushed up to his ears. Selena’s own cold rebuke was on her lips while Byric glanced at each, confused.  
 
    “Your Paladin’s sword,” he said, indicating the blade on Selena’s hip. “I have never seen one with my own eyes.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence and then Captain Tunney burst out with laughter that rang in the small cavern. He slapped Byric on the shoulder.  
 
    “Oi, mate. Ye stay too long in this hole. Ye know not how to speak to guests, especially them o’ the female persuasion.” He wiped tears or mirth from his eyes and slumped into a chair against one wall of books. “I’m going to rest me nerves for the trek out o’ this tomb,” he said, still chuckling as he settled his cap over his eyes. “Wake me when yer done sharin’ yer treasures.” 
 
    Byric’s cold expression vanished altogether and he stammered, hands flapping. 
 
    “Oh, godsdamn my mouth, I meant no offense, lady. Tunney is right. I have been too long outside the company of people. Please accept my apologies.” 
 
    “No need to apologize,” Selena said, unsheathing her sword. “A simple misunderstanding.” She held the weapon by the hilt, its blade resting on her other palm, and offered it to Byric. 
 
    The big man took it reverently. He inspected its lines and edges, and tested its balance on one hand. “Such fine steel. And the sapphire…” He held the sword near the flame of a candle on the long table before them. The sapphire in the pommel caught the light and refracted a smattering of blue stars across the table. “Perfectly cut. I have heard the gem is what makes the Paladin’s sword distinct.” 
 
    “The sword is given at the beginning of our training. Plain, sturdy steel. The sapphire is added after we pass the final tests.” 
 
    Byric nodded absently, examining the blade a moment longer before returning it to Selena. “Thank you. I have not seen an Aluren Paladin since leaving Isle Parish many years ago.” 
 
    “You haven’t a Nanokari accent,” Selena remarked. “What brought you here from the big islands?” 
 
    “What drives a man to trade one of the richest islands on Lunos for this cold, snowy desert, you mean? Knowledge. Or, more accurately, the preservation of knowledge.” 
 
    The dramatic tint to his words told Selena the man did indeed love to talk, and she guessed he’d be willing to tell her anything she wished about Accora. Eventually.  
 
    “I was a Guildsman in my youth,” he continued. “Order of Archivists. I wished to spend my days in the Parish library, sorting and ordering, but my Guildmaster needed men on the sea, in acquisitions. I spent many a dreary year sailing about Lunos, searching for artifacts to preserve at the Guild.  
 
    “One winter, some forty years gone now, a great storm crashed our ship against Nanokar’s ice.” His eyes grew heavy for a moment with memories and he rocked back and forth on his heels. “Most of …well, most of the crew and fellow Guildsman were lost to the Deeps is what happened.”  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Selena said.  
 
    “Only three crew survived and I was taken gravely ill,” Byric said after clearing his throat. “It was some many turns of the moon before I was able to send a peliteryx to the Guild to make them aware of the lost barge and our men. There are not many birds here, as you can imagine. While I recuperated and waited for orders from the Guildmaster, the Nanokari revealed that they had their own small trove of artifacts. Come. Let us walk about and I’ll show them to you.” 
 
    Selena inspected a intricately woven grass tapestry, painted in wild garish colors, now faded.  
 
    “That is a kneeling mat from the Islands of the Painted Kings,” he told her. “Dates from the Age of Sedition, before abolition. The Kings wove these beautiful mats for kneeling before their altars to the Two-Faced God. During War of Sedition they burned them in front of slavers. The idea being that they knelt to no man. Heavily symbolic, are the traditions of the Painted Kings.” He admired the mat as if he hadn’t been in its presence for the last forty years, and then continued their tour.  
 
    “The Nanokari stowed all their treasures—some valuable and historic, most not—in a cask house. They had no idea what to do with it all, or if they should sell them or burn them. When I was well enough, they brought me to the Dragon’s Breath Canyon and showed me the door under what I call the Royal Dragon. You saw it? The broken dragon with the haughty expression?” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    “They brought me to this cavern under the Royal, and it occurred to me that Isle Nanokar was rich in its own history and that it should preserve the treasures that washed upon its shores, so to speak.” 
 
    “So you are responsible for this great archive?” Selena said. “A noble endeavor, Guildsman Byric.” 
 
    The big man’s pleasure was evident though he hid his smile in his beard. “Yes, well, the Guild agreed that it was a worthy endeavor, if not noble. Mostly because the idea of transporting so many valuable artifacts past Uago’s pirates wasn’t a voyage they wished to undertake.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I never was much of a people person and sailing makes me ill. Turns out I have the nerve to live with the weight of the mountain over my head, too. It’s comforting, in a way.” 
 
    “Who carved those great dragons that make up the canyon?” Niven asked.  
 
    “I don’t know, young sir,” Byric said, “and neither do the Nanokari. The beasts were here before the first settlers to Nanokar arrived, hundreds of years ago.” 
 
    “The Guild must’ve made them,” Julian said, examining the small jar of green liquid that contained the preserved remains of some ocean creature. “Only the Guild would have the gear and the engineers to create carvings so high and so large.” 
 
    Byric took the jar from Julian’s hands and held it up so that they could better examine it. “Do you know what this is, Captain Tergus?” 
 
    Julian shrugged. “A sea horse?” 
 
    Byric’s dark eyes were alit with excitement. “It would appear so, but no. It is a merkind in its infant state.” He turned the jar to provide a better view. “One wouldn’t guess they’d be so small, eh? But you were right to think it a sea horse. This particular mermaid would have grown up to have a curved tail and lateral fins, as the sea horses do. Of course, we can only speculate as to her adult appearance, as merkind of the sea horse variety have rarely been witnessed near the surface due to their inability to navigate turbulent waters with speed or stability.” 
 
    Julian met Selena’s eye with raised eyebrows. She hid a smile in her hand.  
 
    “Fascinating,” Julian said.  
 
    “Truly,” Byric agreed. 
 
    The librarian set the jar back down. They had come full circle in the cavern and the Guildsman indicated Selena and Niven should sit at the long wooden table while Julian was given a silent nod of permission to continue wandering the library, inspecting its artifacts unsupervised. Tunney snored in the corner.  
 
    “You were telling us about the dragon sculptures,” Selena said after Byric had settled his bulk on the bench. She sat across from Byric. Niven sat beside him, while Julian admired a curved scimitar that rested on bolts hammered into the stone behind them. 
 
    “Ah yes. I was saying I’m quite certain they were not built by the Guild. Being a Guildsman myself, and an Archivist, I would have known if such an endeavor had ever been undertaken. Only the Order of Engineers would be capable of such a feat and there was no record of the Order ever having done so. And no Guildmaster, of ages past or now, would waste manpower for something that served no practical purpose. No, this canyon and the cavern we’re standing in were created before the Breaking.” 
 
    Selena’s eyes widened and Niven glanced around their surroundings with newfound awe.  
 
    “There’s nothing left from the Breaking.” Julian ran his finger along the unsharpened edge of the sword. “It was all destroyed by dragons.” His lips curled in a dry smile. “Big ones…or so I’ve heard.” 
 
    Selena shushed him. She leaned over the table toward Byric. “How do you know?”  
 
    “Because when the Nanokari showed me this cavern, it was occupied. By corpses. Very well-preserved corpses, sheltered as they were from the elements. Two men and one woman with ancient garments that fell apart at my touch. They didn’t wear the blue and silver—nor the colors of those devoted to other gods. Whatever texts or scrolls they may have possessed had long since turned to dust, much to my deepest regret. Nevertheless, I had the sense that those three were pilgrims, that this place was holy to them. I still do.” 
 
    He took up a jar of amber-colored liquid so that the candlelight caught it to reveal a mosquito the length of a man’s hand caught within.  
 
    “I believe their people worshipped the dragons. They were ignorant of the danger those beasts were about to wreak on the land, and so built this monument to them. With what tools, I can’t possibly guess. The Nanokari hadn’t known what to make of them, or the cavern, or the canyon in general, and so had left it all to me. I had the dead buried at sea and cleaned out the chamber here.” 
 
    “And you’ve been here ever since,” Selena said.  
 
    “I have. Most Nanokari, like Tunney over there, think me mad for preferring to live here. Mayhap you do too—” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Selena said at the same time Julian muttered, “It had crossed my mind.” She twisted in her seat to glare at him but Byric chuckled.  
 
    “No offense is taken, I assure you,” he said. “I’m not lonely, nor am I starved for companionship. The past….it speaks to me. These books and artifacts tell me their stories and I never get tired of listening. Of course, I enjoy visitors and speaking about this place, as I’m sure you’ve noted.” He smiled briefly. 
 
    “When Accora came to live on Nanokar for those two years, I had all the conversation I could handle. And I wasn’t sorry for it. She was welcome here, and I missed her when she was gone, torn book or no.” He regarded Selena somewhat apprehensively. “She was Bazira, you’re Aluren. There is trouble in there somewhere, yes?” 
 
    Selena fought for something to say that wouldn’t close him off to her. Just before her silence would have been suspicious, Julian slid onto the bench beside Selena, the light half of his painted face closest to her. 
 
    “There have been some disturbances with the merkind in the northern waters, and it is rumored she resides near here. She is wanted for questioning and that is all.” 
 
    “Aye.” Byric seemed relieved. “I’m not one to meddle in official Temple business. Besides, this was twenty years ago. She’d be an old woman by now.” He gave a small smile. “Old, like me. Nothing I can say is like to be important to your current affairs, I’m sure.” 
 
    Selena shot Julian a grateful look. “Anything you can tell us is helpful,” she said to Byric. “Tell us about the book she tore.” 
 
    The librarian hefted himself off the bench and went to one of the natural shelves along one wall. He returned with a heavy book with gilt edges. An old ribbon with a forked end stuck out from a section near the end, like a snake’s tongue. Byric opened the book at the ribbon and turned it so that Selena could see.  
 
    Tiny, elegant script written in Tradespeak formed neat columns on the page. The script framed a gorgeous image drawn with multi-colored ink that was flecked with gold and still luminous despite the book’s age. The picture was of a man kneeling prostrate before a full moon in a starlit sky. Selena smiled, for it was clear the man was an Aluren adherent. The style of his overtunic was different than hers but was the same deep blue color and edged in silver.  
 
    “This chapter details the Advent of the gods,” Byric said. “The holiest of chapters, as it describes the terror of the dragons, the turmoil of the Breaking, and how the gods brought peace to Lunos where there had been so much strife and destruction. And look here.” He pointed to where tufts of paper stuck up from the crease of the book. “Shameful.” 
 
    “What did she take?” Niven asked.  
 
    “A page that was already marred, truth be told. When this book came to my library from a merchant many long years ago, it was already flawed. A person of Ho Sun descent had scrawled some words in his language on the missing page.”  
 
    “Did Accora know what the Ho Sun writing meant?” Selena asked.  
 
    Byric shook his great shaggy head. “Nay. But she was bent on finding out. I suppose that’s why she tore the page, even after I offered to copy it for her. She had theories that she was serious about proving.” 
 
    “Theories?” 
 
    “About the Advent, the gods, dragons, the whole lot of it. Much of our history didn’t sit right with her.” 
 
    Niven sniffed. “That’s not surprising. She is Bazira, after all. It would be like the Bazira to scoff at Aluren history.” 
 
    “It wasn’t Aluren history she questioned, young sir, but her own faith too. The Shadow as well as the Shining face of the god.” 
 
    “She was an apostate?” Selena asked.  
 
    Byric scrubbed windpaint out of his beard. “Not by my reckoning. She never did come out and say she eschewed the Two-Faced God but she sure did like talking about other…possibilities.” He sighed with longing. “And I did so enjoy the talks, even if I didn’t see things the same way she did. I do believe she appreciated me as well, as she could knock her ideas off me to see how they sounded.” 
 
    “Tell me more about her theories,” Selena said. “Why was she so interested in the Advent?” 
 
    “I don’t know for certain what set her on that course. Her being Bazira and all, I would have thought she’d be full of regard for the Shadow face.” 
 
    “Captain Tunney said she came here to proselytize but soon lost the heart for it.” 
 
    “Aye, mayhap she was sent by her people to make converts. But she must have known she wasn’t going to have any luck turning those who could never be turned. Respect for both faces of the god is as ingrained in the Nanokari tradition as long and deep as this here cavern and she knew it. She landed on Nanokar with only half a mind to her task. Her real love was this library. She knew of it too, and before the ship that brought her was out of dock, she was in here, searching and talking and asking questions I hadn’t the answers to.” 
 
    Selena bit her lip, tasting windpaint, and exchanged glances with Niven. “If she had doubts about her faith twenty years ago, how far from the Shadow face might she be now?”  
 
    “Remember it wasn’t just her own faith she doubted,” Byric said. “She questioned the whole Advent and the history just after the Breaking, where the order of events is mucked up and obscured. Here.” He rose and went to a shelf along the wall where Captain Tunney sat in a chair, snoring under his hat. The librarian pulled out a book, a thinner tome than the illuminated manuscript 
 
    “Now, this book is much older than most any here, so my pardons, but I’ll handle it myself.” 
 
    “Of course,” Selena said.  
 
    Byric handled the book as though it were a baby bird; its pages were brittle and cracked with age.  
 
    “This is a collection of fairy and folktales. It was compiled during the Age of Legends, but the stories themselves were likely written at the time of the Breaking.” He found the story he was looking for. “A tale of a girl who was grievously betrayed by her brother and who took her own life out of sorrow for the treachery. The storyteller writes that this betrayal hearkens back to something called the First Betrayal wherein—” Byric read from the text—”the majestic protectors were foully betrayed by their monstrous kin before they ascended to a holy plane.’” 
 
    “The First Betrayal?” Selena asked. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Byric said. “And neither did Accora, though she was most taken with that phrase. That, and the bit about ‘majestic protectors’ and a ‘holy plane.’” 
 
    “Why was she interested in that particular story?” 
 
    “It was an additional piece of evidence, so to speak, for the notions that were brewing in her mind. Like I said, she arrived on Isle Nanokar with questions.” 
 
    “What kind of questions?” Julian asked.  
 
    “Well, for instance, there were four gods that came to Lunos in the Advent.” He ticked them off with his fingers: “Shaizan of the Ho Sun people; Wor’ri of the druids down in the Emerald Isles; Oshkat, the war god of the Zak’reth; and our Two-Faced God who rules the rest.  
 
    “Now, Shaizan and Oshkat are considered male, whilst Wor’ri is called a ‘she’ by her devoted. But the Two-Faced God? It has no gender. It doesn’t even have a name. Certainly, we have names for each half of its face: Bazira and Aluren. But it doesn’t bear its own, nor do we ascribe to it a male or female persona. Accora wanted to know why not.” 
 
    “Why, the answer is common knowledge, at least among the Aluren,” Niven said. “It’s because the god has no such distinction. It exists in an elevated state where human concepts such as male and female have no bearing. It is more than human. We can’t begin to classify it with our base terms, nor should we.” 
 
    “Aye, and that’s what I learned in my youth as well,” Byric told Niven, “though I’ve never heard it spoken of as eloquently as you have, young sir.” 
 
    “But Accora didn’t buy it?” Julian asked. 
 
    “She did not,” Byric agreed. “She believed that answer was too simple and too—pardons, Master Niven, her words not mine—willfully ignorant of the obvious.” 
 
    “And what was so obvious to her?” Selena asked.  
 
    “That the gods were the ‘majestic protectors’ named in the story; humans who ‘ascended to a holy plane.’” He shifted his bulk in his seat. “Further, that these humans had names: Oshkat, Shaizan, Wor’ri, Aluren and Bazira.” 
 
    “Blasphemous tripe!” Niven cried, causing Tunney—in the corner—to snort in his sleep and smack his lips before settling again. “I am affronted to hear my god—or even the lesser gods— spoken of in such a base manner.”  
 
    “Aye, it made me nervous,” Byric said. “I almost expected the tides to come pouring in to drown us both, but Accora had no such qualms. She was as sharp of tongue as she was sharp of mind. She spent most of her time here trying to discover if her theory was correct. But alas, this library is not so large. There are no other tales or histories that date so close to the Breaking as to be useful to her. I’m surprised that she hadn’t turned up in the library in the Guild’s academy, and that you seek her out in these parts after so long.” 
 
    “A Bazira adherent would not be allowed to sail the Western Watch, let alone step foot on one of its islands,” Niven stated crossly. “She’d be in custody already, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Byric said. “My pardons, young sir, but Accora was not merely an adherent, but a Reverent for the Shadow face. I could practically smell the ice in her. And she was smart. Whip smart. She…adapts. She learned the dialect, she wore the windpaint. She even learned what she could about whaling. By the time she left here, she could have passed for a Nanokari.” He shook his head. “These radical ideas of hers are twenty years old. I’d be surprised if she still considered herself a Bazira and I’d be shocked if she didn’t use her skill at disguise to hide from her own dark brethren.” He met Selena’s eye. “As I said, I don’t meddle in Temple affairs, and I wish you luck on your endeavor. But please consider that your prey may not be as dangerous as you might believe.” 
 
    Selena’s heart sank. Killing an enemy in cold blood is hard enough. But what if she is no longer my enemy? She put a gloved hand over her heart, feeling the cold draft through the leather.  
 
    A silence fell that was eerie in its completeness. No wind, no water lapping on shore, no creak of timber. The only noises were what they made, and after a few moments, Julian pushed himself from the bench with a loud scraping of wood on stone.  
 
    “Well, we’d best head back before Ilior gets anxious and comes searching for Selena.” 
 
    “Who is Ilior?” Byric asked. “The name sounds…foreign.” 
 
    “It is a Vai’Ensai name,” Selena said and the librarian’s eyes widened so that the whites seemed glow in the dim light of the cavern.  
 
    “A Vai’Ensai? Here?”  
 
    “The cold has kept him from accompanying us to your library.” 
 
    Byric rose from his seat, moving faster than Selena thought him capable.  
 
    “I know you aim to get back, but please…You must see this.” He hurried to another shelf and perused its contents until he drew forth a slender book bound in leather and loosely tied with strips of hide. He returned to his seat, lowered himself down, and set the book on the table.  
 
    “We spoke of so many things—Accora and I—that I hadn’t remembered this until you mentioned a Vai’Ensai. This book set her thoughts aflame, though I never could figure out why.” 
 
    Selena examined the cover. Markings that looked like animal scratches were pressed into the leather and below the markings was a title in Tradespeak. 
 
    “Vai’Ensai Culture, Rituals and Tribal Life,” she read. “A Journal of One Year on the Cloud Isles.” She looked up at Byric. “A human? On the Cloud Isles?”  
 
    “Aye,” Byric said. “Jorman Lancaster. A Guildsman from the Order of Explorers. The first and only human, as far I know, to be allowed in to the Cloud Isles. Now, this was way back during the Age of Sedition. According to Lancaster, a tribal elder, a dragonman—pardons, a Vai’Ensai— by the name of Omni’ir, had radical views that were in keeping with the turbulent times but that violated Vai’Ensai law. He decided to let the human live for one year amongst them, documenting life of the dragonkind.” 
 
    “That is remarkable,” Selena said. “But what about this history fascinated Accora?” 
 
    Byric opened it to the page he sought and turned it so that Selena could read what was written.  
 
      
 
    Day 278, Junir month 
 
      
 
    Hurani has been most generous in tutoring me in the language. My mouth, tongue, and throat are not formed in the manner of the dragonkind and so cannot reproduce the sounds with any degree of accuracy, but the attempt has yielded some humorous results. But I will not expend my precious time or energy on a fruitless endeavor. Instead, I have asked Hurani to tutor me on the Vai’Ensai language itself, as some of the words and phrases the dragonkind use have no exact translation in Tradespeak. For example, they have no word for mother or father, as they begin life as eggs laid into a communal nest, tended by caretakers, and raised by the village as a whole. The closest word they have to ‘mother’ is karui’ka, which means ‘egg-layer’. As one can see, such a moniker hardly distinguishes one female from another in the village, and carries no familial or maternal weight. The connection between parent and offspring is therefore altered: many of the attendant words we humans use to denote such deep relationships do not exist in the Vai’Ensai tongue or are almost clinical in their description rather than emotional. 
 
      
 
    Selena shrugged. “I fail to see how this would be of use to a Bazira or why it would set her to questioning her faith.” 
 
    “Have you got to the last bit yet? “ Byric tapped an ink-stained finger to the bottom of the passage. “Here. This is the meat of it.” 
 
    Selena read aloud for Niven and Julian’s sake.  
 
      
 
    “The seclusion and isolation the dragonkind have lived with (until now) have caused a rather interesting error among us humankind. The very name, Vai’Ensai, has always been translated into Tradespeak to mean The Children, with the obvious extrapolation that they are the descendants of the dragons who ruled—and nearly destroyed—Lunos so long ago. But Hurani tells me this is not so. Verily, they are descended from those mighty beasts, but she says that the word ensai means more closely brother or sibling,(nest mate) rather than child as the title is commonly ascribed.”  
 
      
 
    Selena returned the journal to Byric. “I don’t understand.”  
 
    Byric shut the book and lay his hand over the cover. “The dragonkind are the dragons’ children, that is undisputed. But Vai’Ensai, in the most direct translation means The Siblings. Why? Who are they siblings to?” 
 
    “Seems rather vague,” Julian said. “It’s possible there was no actual translation for ‘children’ and so human translators chose the next best thing. The Guildsman himself writes that there were such anomalies.” 
 
    “Aye,” Byric said, “but there is a word for ‘children’—or ‘offspring’—in the dragonkind tongue and it isn’t ensai.”  
 
    Selena pondered this, wishing mightily that Ilior were with them. It felt wrong to discuss such things without him. As if there were talking behind his back.  
 
    “Ilior would know the truth to the translation, I’m sure.”  
 
    “Aye, and I would love to hear it,” Byric said. “I may be tempted to leave my little nook to see him. I’ve been feeling a bit tired as of late. Not so young as I was once, I suppose. Perhaps in a day or two…?” 
 
    “We leave Isle Nanokar on the morrow,” Julian said, rising.  
 
    Byric frowned. “That is too bad. Perhaps, Lady Paladin, you would ask your friend the truth of the matter, and once you do, please tell Tunney to pass it on to me. Then I might satisfy this curiosity that has been awakened in my heart like a bear from its hibernation.”  
 
    “I will,” Selena said, and for once the lie slipped off her tongue with ease. In the beginning of their acquaintance, she had been curious about Ilior’s past and people. Losing his wing made him an outcast and it pained him to speak of it. Out of respect for his privacy, Selena had stopped asking.  
 
    An old translation is not worth waking that pain in him.  
 
    They roused Tunney who awoke with a snort. “Time to go?” 
 
    “Aye.” Selena turned to Byric. “Thank you for sharing your library and your knowledge with us.” 
 
    “Of course. Please give Master Ilior my regards. You won’t forget, will you?” 
 
    “No, I will not forget.” They turned to go when a thought occurred to Selena. She turned at the door. “I was just thinking that my companion, Ilior, seems to me like a brother and has since the very moment I met him. I feel so close to him…as if we were bloodkin. I wonder if that holds any meaning.” 
 
    “Maybe so. Maybe not. But unless she’s finally satisfied her own curiosity, I’m sure Accora would be itching to know.” Byric’s smile had a melancholy twinge to it. “Perhaps you could ask her when you see her.” 
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    Bard’s Songs and Bloody Memories 
 
      
 
      
 
    Night was approaching when they emerged from the library. Sebastian felt as though they had just escaped from the gullet of some terrible beast as the impenetrable blackness released them to a twilight of violet and orange. The clouds that had helped to paint the vistas of Isle Nanokar in shades of perpetual gray glowed. Glowing too, were the icebergs that ringed Isle Nanokar, the setting sun limning them in fiery gold and red. Selena had told him she thought the icebergs that created the bay around Nanokar resembled icy teeth, as if the isle sat in the maw of a giant monster.  
 
    No beasts. No monsters. Just rocks and ice and water. The monsters are not of the world, they walk upon it.  
 
    “I know ye be eager to get back,” Tunney said, as they loaded into the sled, “but seeing as yer departing tomorrow and not like to return, there be one thing else ye might like to see. A melancholy place, aye, but rarest of all that be rare and old. Mayhap on all of Lunos.” He wore a small smile. “When ye speaks of yer travels you can tell’em that Nanokar is more than ice an’ whales an’ strange old men living in caves.” 
 
    Sebastian glanced at Selena, huddled into her seal coat. She met his eye and shrugged as if to say, I can’t get any colder. 
 
    “Make it quick,” Sebastian said.  
 
    “Aye, t’is near. Just ‘round that bend o’ the cliff.” 
 
    A few short minutes and the dogs took them to where the path curved around the cliff. Tunney called the dogs to a halt at the lip of a great ice plain. Sebastian sucked in a breath and heard similar gasps from Niven and Selena.  
 
    The ice plain stretched across the land. Great plateaus and ridges of snow-covered ice that continued on into the northern horizon as if forever. But the ice… Sebastian had never seen such ice. It thrust up from the ground in great slabs, wearing coats of snow. There were hundreds of such slabs, and each was blue. Impossible blue. The blue of a high summer sky, of blue topaz gemstones, of blue tang fish that swam around the waters off his atoll.  
 
    Blue like Selena’s eyes… 
 
    “That color…like God’s Tears…” she murmured. 
 
    “What is it?” Niven whispered. His words were torn away by the whistling wind but Tunney heard anyway.  
 
    “Byric calls it dragon ice. He didn’t speak o’ it whilst I was snoozing? Surprising. Aye, dragon ice, from the Breaking. A remnant o’ that terrible, terrible war.” 
 
    “But why dragon ice?” Niven said. “It’s too beautiful to be named for such vile creatures.” 
 
    “It’s not named for it, but of it. Or so Byric would tell,” Tunney said. “This be a…what’s he call it? A breath weapon. Don’t know from which dragon an’ neither does he.” 
 
    Selena shivered and hugged herself. The crescent moon she’d painted on her face was dark in the falling light. 
 
    “We’ve seen enough. Time to go,” Sebastian said.  
 
    “Ye haven’t seen all,” Tunney said, “but I’ll hurry on yer account, lady. One last bit o’ history.”  
 
    He cracked the whip and turned the dogs down a small slope that curved behind a hunk of gray stone. In the bend was more dragon ice, tall slabs of bright blue that tapered up in jagged ribbons, like licks of flame. Inside the ice were people. Three men were locked in the brilliant azure, and perfectly preserved. Bundled in hides and fur caps, and they appeared to have been running when the ice trapped them. The expressions of horror on their faces were apparent.  
 
    “Breath weapon,” Tunney said, his voice low. “The plain yon be full of such. Women and children too. Ye can see’em if ye trek out in daylight hours but these here are plainest.” 
 
    There was a silence among them as the last light faded, shrouding the trapped men in darkness.  
 
    “Why don’t you melt the ice and give them a proper rest?” Niven asked finally, sounding stricken.  
 
    “Because, young sir,” Tunney said, “not the hottest sun, nor the roarin’est flame will melt that dragon ice. Not never.”  
 
    Selena struggled out of the sled.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Sebastian demanded. “Sit down and let’s get the bloody Deeps out of here.” 
 
    She ignored him and shuffled to the trapped people like an old woman. She raised one shaking hand and touched the ice. “Have any Aluren ever seen this?” 
 
    “Cain’t say any have,” Tunney said. “Not that I’ve ever heard in all my years.” 
 
    Selena took off her glove and touched her bare hand to the ice. “Luxari,” she murmured through chattering teeth. A white orb of light bloomed in her palm. 
 
    Niven gasped. Tunney muttered something under his breath. Sebastian just watched as the dragon ice began to weep. Rivulets of striking blue water flowed from under Selena’s hand, and the hard edge became concave.  
 
    The ice was thick; the people trapped within were held deep, but Selena’s light sought them quickly. Just before it could burrow to the upraised arm of one of the men, she jerked her hand away and staggered backward. She stared, wide-eyed, at melted ice and then down at her hand, as if she couldn’t believe it was her own.  
 
    “They’re dead,” she said, her voice thick and breathy. “We should go.” 
 
    She climbed back into the sled, avoiding Niven’s awestruck stare, and struggled to put her glove back on her hand that was stiffened and claw-like.  
 
    Sebastian took the glove from her and tugged it over her hand. “Why did you do that? Not cold enough?” 
 
    “She melted dragon ice,” Tunney said, awed, as he took up his post at the rear of the sled. “The sun cain’t even do that.” 
 
    Selena nodded, as if Tunney’s reply was her own, and said nothing more.  
 
    Tunney cracked his whip above their heads. “Not even the sun,” he said again, and then the only sounds were the panting dogs and the susurration of ice slipping under their sled. 
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    It was full dark when the township reappeared on the path before them. The great ice rocks in the sea glowed silver now in the moonlight and the black sea was laced with white as it lapped upon the shore. The moon hung full in the sky, like the god’s great eye staring down at them. Ahead, the fires of the tryworks were still burning; red and orange ribbons under the great ovens, and the smoke stole the crispness from the air and filled it with the rank stench. Selena wrinkled her nose.  
 
    “I’ll never get used to that smell,” she murmured through clenched teeth. 
 
    He watched her out of the corner of his eye. Her discomfort abated a bit as the warm lamps burning along Nanokar’s main street became visible, and the sound of laughter and conversation filled the air  
 
    “It’s like music,” she said, almost to herself.  
 
    Sebastian had to agree. After the sad strangeness of the ice plain and what happened there, the life of the township was a welcome sight. He watched as the somber mood fell off of Selena like an old coat, and she smiled. The cold still had her in its icy grasp and shook her now and then, but she bore it better than she had the day before. He thought he could guess why. Selena had stood where the Bazira had stood and perused the same books. She thought that a good omen or a sign of the god’s favor.  
 
    It’s a load of whale shit nonsense. The god doesn’t smile upon you, Selena, not so long as it makes you wear that wound. 
 
    Moreover, the information Byric had given them was so old as to be almost useless and had no bearing on her quest that he could see. It had bearing on his, however. He thought of what Zolin had told him, that Accora espoused views that displeased the Bazira.  
 
    Byric was right about her questioning her faith. She’s enough of an apostate for Zolin to issue a death sentence.  
 
    He sighed with irritation. That would make his task all the harder as he was certain Selena wouldn’t dispatch the woman if she were no longer an enemy. She was conflicted enough about killing the old witch in cold blood.  
 
    I’ll have to do both jobs myself. He glanced down at Selena trudging beside him. Her pale hair shone in the lamp light.  
 
    Eight hundred gold doubloons will shine even brighter… 
 
    But there was no answering thrill at the thought. Only the deepest blackness, like the tunnel under the canyon.  
 
    At the White Sail, the common room was full to bursting. Raucous laughter and singing spilled from the open door and into the street. Warm light emanated from the windows and the scent in the air wasn’t boiling blubber, but delicious food and mulled wine. They stepped inside with Niven and Captain Tunney following behind. The heat was near stifling, packed as it was with patrons and with a fire in the immense hearth roaring away. Selena sagged with relief. 
 
    “Thar she be!” Boris shoved his way through the crowd, his lone eyebrow giving his face a lopsided appearance. His skin was red but Sebastian thought that was from drink now, not from the burning oil that had splattered him only half a day before. Selena’s healing skill was incredible. Miraculous even.  
 
    But she can do nothing for herself, Sebastian thought. What a crock.  
 
    “Shove aside, now!” Boris stood before Selena and raised his mug. “To my lady! As beauteous and sweet as you are kind fer what you did fer a scallywag like me. I won’t e’er be as perty as I once was—” 
 
    “That’s the god’s bloody truth!” someone called.  
 
    “—but I be alive an’ hale an’ I have you to thank fer it.” He laid his lips to her hand and then hoisted his mug, sloshing white foam down the front of his jerkin. “To Lady Selena!” 
 
    The men and women in the tavern hoisted their mugs again, echoing the toast, then Boris was guiding her through the room, bellowing at the other patrons to get out of his bloody way. Sebastian followed behind.  
 
    “I knows you like to stay close to the fire, so I saved you a seat,” Boris said, indicating a chair beside Ilior. It was nearest the hearth and close to a small stage that had been set aside for a bard to play.  
 
    Hilka came around with mugs and wine glasses. “Mead,” Sebastian told her. “The Gold.”  
 
    The innkeeper bent close, her lips brushed his ear. “Of course. Anything ye ask, young cap’n. I’ll be quick to fetch it.” Her hand lingered on his shoulders. “Anything at all.” 
 
    He muttered a word of thanks and sat with Selena and Ilior. The dragonman’s skin was its usual gray color as opposed to the sickly pale white it had been these last days of the voyage. He scrutinized Selena from under heavy, scaled brow ridges, then nodded at Sebastian, curtly, in approval. His crew was gathered together at a nearby table and greeted Selena with their silent smiles and raised mugs.  
 
    “Did you find anything of use?” Ilior asked. The dragonman had to raise his voice above the tumult.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” she replied. “There was one thing…”  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Selena smiled and patted his hand. “Nothing. Today was a good day.”  
 
    Sebastian hid his scowl in the warm, wet cloths Hilka had brought for them to wipe the windpaint from their faces and wondered at his foul mood. Eat and then drink yourself stupid, he told himself, but stop wasting your thoughts and energies on Selena. She is nothing to you but a pile of gold and a channel to freedom. Your last job… 
 
    After their faces were clear of paint, Hilka stuffed them to brimming with plate after plate of food: boiled lobster and steamed crab on beds of greens and drizzled with a sweet pink sauce. Fish stews and whale kabobs, scallops, clams and eel, and a lobscouse stew that Sebastian’s crew devoured bowl by bowl. Sebastian saw Whistle, his chin running with brown juice, grinning at Selena and waving at her with a biscuit in his hand.  
 
    Sebastian ate everything that was set before him. He hadn’t realized how hungry he’d been, and after his plate was clean and a mug of gold mead washed it all down, his stormy mood abated. Boris descended upon Selena now and then to make sure his promise that she want for nothing was kept. Hilka hovered as well, and her visits always included some reason to touch Sebastian. Despite a having a small army of barmaids and serving boys, she always cleared away mugs and plates on their table herself, necessitating that she bend over so that Sebastian had a clear view of her breasts that strained at her white blouse.  
 
    “She is very…attentive, isn’t she?” Selena said, biting back a smile. 
 
    “Like a pox,” Sebastian agreed.  
 
    Selena laughed but then shook her head. “I shouldn’t laugh. She’s been nothing but gracious to me and I like her.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her that,” Sebastian said. “Maybe next time she passes ‘round she’ll rest her rack on your shoulder.”  
 
    This made Selena laugh again. Her sky blue eyes seemed even more striking when she smiled. Sebastian quaffed the rest of his mead and hailed a barmaid—not Hilka—for another.  
 
    Soon after, Sebastian realized that Niven was turned away, intent in conversation with a young man at the next table, and that Ilior was talking with several locals about the Zak’reth war. He and Selena were alone, or as alone as was possible in a noisy, crowded room. Dozens of conversations; loud, booming laughter; a bard singing and strumming a lute…the tavern was full of sound, but the silence between them grew thick.  
 
    “Your men are a good, loyal crew. How long have they been with you?” Selena piped up, and he guessed she had felt the silence as well.  
 
    Sebastian hesitated over how much to tell her. He’d had jobs in the past where he’d had to befriend the mark, but never had he taken one aboard his ship. That was akin to inviting her into his life and he didn’t like it.  
 
    “I’ve had other crewmen come and go but these have been with me pretty steady. Grunt the longest,” Sebastian replied. “We picked up Cur about four years ago and it’s taken about that long to calm him down.” He gestured to the man of middle years and unkempt beard who was drinking rum as if it were water. “I almost thought he was too much of a madman, but then I found Whistle on a tiny little shit-hole on Isle Sabacor. Cur was protective of the boy, and still is. Whistle seems to have straightened him out.” 
 
    “He’s very sweet,” Selena said. “Whistle, I mean.” 
 
    “He likes you. They all do, but him especially,” Sebastian said. “He’s spent most of his shore-leave allowance on a gift for you. Try not to laugh when you get it.” 
 
    Selena looked down at her mug of cider. “I would never do that.”  
 
    “Sorry. I should have known better. Of course, you wouldn’t laugh at him.” He took a long pull from his own mug and saw her watching him. “What?”  
 
    She crossed her arms. “I’m trying to decide if you meant to insult me or to pay me a compliment.” 
 
    “Neither. Just making an observation.” 
 
    “You think being kind is a weakness?” she asked. 
 
    “No. I think making yourself weak in order to be kind is foolish.” 
 
    Selena smiled tightly. “It takes more strength and will to be kind than it does to indulge in anger or hate.” 
 
    Sebastian snorted. “Is that what they teach you in your pretty Temple? Try taking that out in to the world, onto the seas full of cutthroat bastards and see how far the strength of your kindness gets you.” 
 
    “I take that out into the world every day, Captain,” Selena said. “That is my duty as an Aluren. To wade into seas full of ‘cutthroat bastards’ and staunch the blood of their violence with healing.” 
 
    “That’s all very well and good, but sometimes you have no choice but to spill blood yourself. Sometimes, it’s either you or them, so what do you do then? You don’t wear that sword for nothing.” 
 
    “And I use it when I have to. As I did on Uago, where we met.” 
 
    “Where you hacked off a pirate’s arm and then turned around and healed him?” 
 
    “I had a chance to take a bad situation and make it better. I was weakened in body for a time, but that passed. What doesn’t pass is the memory of violence and bloodshed wrought at my hand. The fewer of those I carry, the better.” 
 
    You don’t carry them, Paladin, he thought, you bury them.  
 
    Sebastian glanced over to where Whistle sat with the rest of the crew. The boy grinned his crooked-tooth grin at them both.  
 
    “People laugh at him,” he muttered. “I’ve heard them, on shore-leave or at the market on other isles. They think he’s slow or stupid. He’s not. He’s a good kid trying to survive in this bloody shit-stinking world without a voice. And he does it with a loopy grin on his face.” 
 
    “Ah, so Cur is not the only one who is protective of him,” Selena said with a smile.  
 
    He shrugged. “I’m the captain. He’s part of my crew. It’s my job to look out for him if I want to keep my ship sailing the way it ought. Doesn’t matter anyway. People will be cruel to him no matter what I do or don’t do. That’s just Lunos for you.” 
 
    “There is much that is ugly and cruel in this world,” Selena agreed, “but there is much that is beautiful too. Surely you’ve seen beauty in your voyages?” 
 
    My atoll, he thought. And you. The thought slipped into his mind like a cat through an open door.  
 
    Selena was waiting for a reply. “No, not much,” Sebastian said.  
 
    She glanced about the room, gesturing to the people in it. “For every cutthroat pirate there are dozens—hundreds— of good people who would treat Whistle with kindness were they to meet him. It’s only the bad who draw the attention, or demand it. It is what the Bazira rely on to swell their ranks and why the Aluren struggle to fill theirs.” 
 
    “What do the Bazira rely on?” Sebastian asked, his voice low.  
 
    “The impression that the bad and ugly outnumber that which is good and honest, and that it’s simply easier to succumb,” Selena said. “Hopelessness. It is the Bazira’s greatest weapon.” 
 
    “Is that why you became a Paladin? To bring hope to people?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said, answering his sarcasm head-on. “It has been my sincerest endeavor since childhood, when the Two-Faced God Heard my desire to ease pain and suffering.” She gestured to the other side of the room. “Look at Boris. His face is scarred and some might think him ugly. But he is alive and he can still provide for his family. Is that not a beautiful gift the god has given me?” 
 
    Sebastian set down his mug with a clank. “How you can sit here, wearing some cold ugly hole in your chest, and still feel like you are blessed, is a bloody mystery.” 
 
    He thought Selena might grow angry or upset at his words but she sighed.  
 
    “I have wrestled with that for long years,” she said. “I still do but—” 
 
    “Wrestled with it?” Sebastian asked, incredulous. “Aren’t you angry? Don’t you want to…I don’t know—” 
 
    “Make others suffer as I have?” she finished. “In the beginning, when the wound was new, I was…unwell. I did things that would shock you, I’m sure, to imagine me doing. Not murder. No, most of the damage I did was to myself.” Her eyes grew cloudy with memories and then she threw them off. “Healing and Ilior. Those things saved me.”  
 
    “You seem too calm. I wouldn’t be.”  
 
    “I have to be. The wound is terrible. More terrible than I can describe or that you can imagine. Your worst idea of it will not come close to meeting its reality.” She set her mug down. “I can’t afford to be angry, Julian. Or weep when it strikes me to. Or draw my blade when I feel I’ve suffered enough…” She took a shaking breath and he watched her hands tremble before she hugged herself to still them. “If I do any of those things, I am lost. I will fly into a rage from which there is no end, or weep to rival the oceans, or simply succumb.” She shook her head. “No, there is a better end and I must find it.” 
 
    I have wept. I have killed enough to drown in the blood, and still my rage knows no end. Sebastian’s thoughts tried to coil backwards, to that day long ago, during the war. The day he found his father and Mina…He pushed the memories away—buried them— before they could see the light of day.  
 
    The Paladin had cast her gaze to the fire. “So here I am, on a quest of Skye’s devising to murder two people I have never met. Because of hope. I am loath to do it, no matter they are Bazira. But there’s no other way and I can’t…I can’t wear the wound much longer.”  
 
    Sebastian held up his hands. “So in the end, it’s either them or you. Just like I said. Right?”  
 
    “I’ll do my best, when the time comes,” she said. “What else can I do?” 
 
    Sebastian thought he could hear Mina laughing at him from whatever corner of his mind she haunted. His mead’s sweetness had been pleasing before. It was cloying now, and he set it down. The bard played a softer melody on his lute and sang a song of a sailor’s tragic love for a mermaid who could never be his.  
 
    “Don’t listen to me,” Sebastian muttered. “It’s none of my business.” 
 
    “My business concerning the Bazira is your business,” Selena said, “since you agreed to sail me to Isle Saliz.” When he couldn’t find a reply, she shifted in her chair and said lightly, “What about you, Captain Tergus? What will you do when your commission is finished? Do you have a family somewhere?” 
 
    “I have no family,” he heard himself say. “I lost them in the war.” He had never said those words aloud, he realized. Not in ten years. Memories swam up at him again and were dispelled with a jolt when he felt Selena’s hand on his.  
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” she told him in a low voice. She gave his hand a squeeze and then withdrew. “I have made you upset. That was not my intention.” 
 
    “It was a long time ago.”  
 
    “I know that pain. I lost mine too—” 
 
    Boris appeared and pulled Selena from her seat before she could say more. The bard had begun a jig and tables had been cleared aside to make room for dancing.  
 
    I lost mine too. 
 
    Sebastian felt a strange calm settle over him like a warm cloak. All the mead he had drunk made him pleasantly heavy; he sat back in his chair and watched the merriment as other couples took up the jig. Boris led Selena in the dance with surprising agility for one in his advanced state of inebriation, and then other men took turns swinging her about, making her laugh, making her forget her wound. Sebastian found the memory of his atoll rising up from the golden depths of his mug. 
 
    Hilka buzzed in his ear, tried to pull him into the jig, but he shooed her away and just watched as Whistle, his face red to his ears, tapped Selena’s shoulder to ask for a dance. The smile that spread over the boy’s face when she agreed made Sebastian’s heart ache with an unfamiliar pain. 
 
    The bard’s jig ended and the patrons applauded and cheered, while the dancers resumed their seats. Selena returned to her seat beside Sebastian, breathless and laughing, her eyes sparkling.  
 
    She wiped her hand over her dry brow. “Too bad. I was hoping to sweat a bit. I haven’t sweat in ten years.” 
 
    Sebastian had no idea what possessed him to do what he did next. The strange contentment, perhaps. Or more likely the mead. Someone, Hilka he was sure, kept spiriting away his empty mugs and replacing them with full.  
 
    He dipped his fingers in the mug then gently touched them to Selena’s temple. She gasped a little—a sound he shouldn’t have been able to hear under the noise of the commonroom, but he did. Her eyes—atoll blue and just as clear—were locked on his. Her skin was soft under his touch and warm, even if she couldn’t feel it.  
 
    Two small drops of mead ran in small rivulets down her temple.  
 
    “See? You are sweating,” Sebastian said, his smile and his soft tone seeming to come from far away. From someone else. Not him. Not the assassin. But for one moment, time stood still and nothing moved but those two drops that trailed down the smooth curve of Selena’s cheek, and Sebastian wasn’t Bloody Bastian on a mission to end a life, but a man sitting with a beautiful woman and making her feel good and safe.  
 
    “Julian…” Selena said, her voice hardly more than a whisper.  
 
    He withdrew his kerchief from the inside pocket of his long black coat and offered it to her. 
 
    “I think I see a drop or two.” 
 
    Selena took it wordlessly, and dabbed her skin. 
 
    “You are kind, Julian. Kinder than I think even you realize.” 
 
    Kind. The word had never been attributed to him. Ever. The spell—the soft quiet—between them cracked but didn’t break.  
 
    “I’m not…” 
 
    Selena pressed the kerchief into his hands and held them for a moment. “Thank you.” 
 
    The silence that fell between them then was not uncomfortable, and they listened to the bard strum his lute and sing and tell stories of Ages past. There was more dancing but this time Selena refused, remaining instead beside Sebastian. He waved off all proposals that came his way as well and the hour grew late.  
 
    Finally, the bard sang a bawdy drinking shanty that all the locals knew. The song ended in a great thumping of mugs on tables and sloshed drink. He stood up and swept the jaunty little cap he wore off his head in a bow. He straightened with a grave expression on his face and the room grew quiet. 
 
    “I’ve been singing at the White Sail every summer for three years and I know well the Nanokari custom of paying respect to both aspects of the Two-Faced God. You, my friends, face numerous dangers in this harsh climate, and so no good luck should ever be taken for granted. Therefore, the time has come to honor the Shadow face in song or rhyme, to preserve and honor your traditions, to ensure that the god continues to favor you and bring you good fortune.” 
 
    Selena leaned over the table. “What does he mean?”  
 
    Sebastian shrugged. “Maybe the Bazira witch is here after all and she’ll come prancing out to dance for us.” 
 
    Selena smothered her laugh. The patrons were solemn; all eyes were on the bard.  
 
    “The moon is full; the Shining face smiles upon you—” he indicated Selena, who waved his attentions away—”so I feel we need one shanty to acknowledge the Shadow face. What say you, Nanokar? Shall that suffice?” 
 
    The crowd raised their mugs and the men bellowed their assent with an “Ayah!” 
 
    The bard clapped his hands together. “Then what shall it be? Something good and dark, as it’s to be our lone homage.” 
 
    The patrons began calling out the names of sad ballads, or tales of ships lost at sea, or of ghost ships crewed by the damned. The bard scoffed at them all until some bearded bear of a man who lingered close to the ale spigots, called out, “Oi! Sing the Ballad o’ Bloody Bastian!” 
 
    The crowd cheered and the bard wagged his finger. “Aye, now that’s the right proper stuff. The Ballad of Bloody Bastian it is.” He returned to his stool and settled his lute across his lap, tuning and fiddling with the strings.  
 
    Selena leaned close. “Who is Bloody Bastian?” 
 
    Sebastian didn’t trust his voice to speak. He didn’t think he could if he tried; he felt like those people in trapped in the dragon ice—frozen in place while the world spun without him.  
 
    A man at the next table leaned in. “Bloody Bastian is Sebastian Vaas,” he told Selena. “The Black Star, some call him. An assassin. One o’ the worst, most depraved assassins Lunos has e’er seen.” 
 
    Sebastian watched Selena’s reaction through lowered lids. She pursed her lips. “I’ve never heard of him. When did he live? During the Age of Sedition? Those were dark times.” 
 
    “No, he lives still,” Niven spoke up from behind them. “We lived in fear of him during my time on the Eastern Edge. He’s been terrorizing those islands the last ten years.” 
 
    Six years. Not ten, Sebastian thought, and reached for his mug. The movement shattered him from the strange paralysis and panic coursed through his veins instead of blood. He downed the entire mug, trying to drown his thoughts, but they scampered around his head like wild hares catching the scent of danger on the wind. He took inventory of his weapons, regretting he’d left his sword belt in his room; he eyed the front door, judging the distance should he need to run; he thought of how easy the inn—nay, the entire township—would burn with all the oil that was stowed here…  
 
    Bloody gods, calm yourself, man! Just get up and walk away.  
 
    Then the song began. The common room had grown uncommonly still. To leave now would invite unwanted attention. He sat, pinned to his chair by the words the bard sang, feeling each syllable like a dagger in his gut.  
 
    It had been a long time since he’d heard his song.  
 
      
 
    A shade in the night 
 
    Silent and sleek 
 
    To still your true heart as it beats 
 
    When he comes for your life 
 
    He sings with his knife 
 
    And the name of the ballad is Bloody Bastian.  
 
      
 
    The Zak’reth were first 
 
    To taste of his wrath 
 
    We whetted his blade on their pain 
 
    A frenzy of death 
 
    Left few with a breath 
 
    And those that did screamed ‘Bloody Bastian’ 
 
      
 
    A taste for the gold 
 
    As well as for blood 
 
    Turned his lust into a trade 
 
    Warm bodies grew cold 
 
    Their lives bought and sold 
 
    By those who could afford Bloody Bastian 
 
      
 
    Beware, he still lurks 
 
    Sailing the seas 
 
    On a ship black as night and called Dread 
 
    For no one is safe 
 
    Be they villain or saint 
 
    As even rapers and killers fear Bloody Bastian. 
 
      
 
    The last note was plucked on the lute, hung in the air, and then dissipated. The patrons were silent for the space of a heartbeat and then broke out into a smattering of applause and nervous laughter. Selena shivered. Sebastian couldn’t look at her but waited, like a prisoner awaiting the magistrate’s sentence. 
 
    “How awful. Had you ever heard of this man? Sebastian Vaas?” 
 
    “I have,” he said.  
 
    “Surely the lyrics are somewhat fanciful. They’re not true…are they?” 
 
    My ship is not named Dread, as you well know, Paladin.  
 
    “Aye, every one is true,” said their helpful neighbor. “Isle Parish has a bounty on his head and it’s said that Raven himself is on the hunt for him.” 
 
    “Who is the Raven?” Selena asked.  
 
    “The best bounty hunter on Lunos,” said the Nanokari. “A spice merchant told me Isle Parish is looking to pay the Raven a thousand gold to bring the Bastian in alive!” 
 
    Four years ago it was three thousand. I must be slipping.  
 
    Sebastian felt a mad laugh burble up in him. He hid it behind his mead. How many had he had? Six? Seven? He’d lost count.  
 
    “It’s a shame he hasn’t been caught and brought to justice,” Selena was saying and Ilior was concurring. 
 
    Sebastian sneered. Sanctimonious bitch. I thought her beautiful? I’m drunk, is all.  
 
    “I wonder where he is right now,” piped Niven.  
 
    Sweet, innocent little Niven who would piss his britches should he learn where, exactly, Sebastian Vaas was right now.  
 
    The assassin hauled himself to his feet, and cursed as the floor spun in a lazy circle. He muttered something about stretching his legs and wended his way between the tables, intending to go to his room in the inn and sleep it off. He glanced at the bard who was now tooting a flute like a court fool. Sebastian had a bleary, maniacal fantasy of pulling out his flintlock and blowing the bard’s brains all over the wall behind him.  
 
    The room swayed and canted like a ship tossed on a squall. Sebastian steadied himself at the bar where Hilka polished a glass and stared him up and down.  
 
    “Having a little too much fun, are we?” she drawled. “I didn’t think nothing was to tear ye from our sweet Paladin o’ the god.” 
 
    “Rum,” he said. “And not from the bloody Isle of Lords. Your hardest.” 
 
    “Right away, young cap’n.” 
 
    Hilka set a glass down on the bar. Sebastian wanted to quaff the whole thing but forced himself to sip it lest the room spin out from under him completely. Selena watched him. Her and Ilior.  
 
    I’ll kill them both. 
 
    His bleary imagination conjured Selena’s beautiful face smeared red, and Sebastian thought he might be sick.  
 
    “What do ye think of our singer?” Hilka leaned over the bar so that her breasts were pushed to the edge of her blouse. “He’s quite the storyteller, ain’t he?” 
 
    “Singers can go to the Deeps.”  
 
    Selena was no longer looking at him but he felt her attention, like a light, tremulous breeze blowing his way.  
 
    He turned his gaze to Hilka. Her copper hair was showing the first hints of gray but still glinted brightly. She was rounded at hips and breast, smoothed by years of cold wind, and just as blustery. Her mouth was cherry-red and slightly open as her dark eyes raked him up and down. 
 
    “My room is unsatisfactory,” he said. 
 
    “Is it now?” She ran her tongue over the edge of her lower lip. “Will you be requiring a diff’rent one, mayhap?” 
 
    “I might.” 
 
    “Well, well,” she said. “I aim to keep all me customers happy.” She trailed her finger over his hand. “Whatever it may take.” 
 
    “Small town,” Sebastian said, conscious he was slurring his words. “Tongues wag. Heard you had a husband…” 
 
    “Aye.” She didn’t take her hand off his. “But he’s out with our boys. They’re learnin’ the trade. They come back late.” She leaned closer, her breasts pushing against the bar. “I get so lonely waitin’ for them.” 
 
    By the hearth, Selena was shivering again. She sat hunched as close as she could get. Ilior did the same. Like a worn-out married couple, warming their old bones by the fire. 
 
    “And what happens if I take this other room?” he asked.  
 
    Hilka bent close. Her breath was hot in his ear. “I fuck ye silly is what, me young cap’n.” 
 
    Sebastian tossed back the rum. “I’ll take it.” 
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    The Girl 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian stepped out of Hilka’s room, and closed the door softly behind him so as not to wake her. His body felt pleasantly spent and heavy, and after a short sleep, his head was clear of all the mead he’d drunk. Even so, he had to pause a moment in the hallway to get his bearings. As sponsor of the voyage, Selena had paid for rooms for the crew of the Black Storm. Had they been anywhere besides the Ice Isles, Sebastian would have refused. The men would expect such luxuries forever after and that was unacceptable. But Nanokar was too bloody cold to allow his men to suffer frigid nights in hammocks on the ship, cradled in icy water. He had agreed to take rooms and Selena had paid for a rather extravagant one for him on the top floor of the White Sail that boasted views of the township and the bay in every direction. He found the staircase that led to the upper floors but didn’t take them.  
 
    The inn was quiet now. The notes of the bard’s ballad seemed to hang in the air, reverberating around the eaves, like echoes. Selena was sleeping in her room, Hilka in hers. The pleasant heaviness evaporated. Suddenly Sebastian wanted the solitude of his cabin aboard the Black Storm. Instead of going up, he went out. 
 
     The innkeepers’ living quarters were situated behind the common room. He took the hallway and slipped into the large room where the boisterous revelries had gentled down to snapping remnants of the dying fire and the snores of a half a dozen revelers who slept among their cups. Sebastian opened the front door and Grunt was there.  
 
    The old crewman made a sign and Sebastian shook his head. “Outside.” 
 
    They slipped onto the empty street. The township was small; he and Grunt stood just outside the light of a streetlamp, their breaths pluming like smoke. 
 
    “Helm and Cook are missing,” Grunt said.  
 
    “How do you know? Since when?” 
 
    “Since yesterday,” the old man replied, his voice rough with disuse. “Since you were at the library.” 
 
    “And you’re just now telling me?” 
 
    “I wanted to be certain they weren’t holed up in some tavern, drowned in rum.” 
 
    Sebastian frowned. “They’re not aboard the Storm?” 
 
    “I’ve looked all over. They’re not in their rooms here,” he inclined his head at the inn, “nor aboard. They’re gone.” 
 
    “This place is too small for them to disappear to if they’re deserting.” 
 
    Grunt nodded. “No ships have left port since we’ve been here. Only arrivals.” 
 
    “Stowing away then,” Sebastian said. “Or dead.” 
 
    The old man’s face looked a tad pale under his bushy beard and wind burnt skin. “I thought the same,” he said. “Should I put the word out to the whalers to look for stowaways?” 
 
    Sebastian wiped his hand over his mouth, thinking. He turned his gaze to the sea. The fires from the tryworks glowed like small islands of flame. “I aim to sail at dawn. That doesn’t—” 
 
    The stillness of the night was broken by the scuffling of feet, the creaking of a door, and a muffled scream. Sebastian detected every individual sound— and their direction—like a shark sniffing blood.  
 
    “The cask house,” he said. His long black coat whipped behind him as he ran. Grunt followed.  
 
    They slipped around the inn, keeping to the shadows until the cask house came into view. It was shrouded in night but for a soft glow of lantern light limning the doorframe. Behind the door, the scuffling continued followed by the distinct sound of a scream barricaded behind a hand. Sebastian made a motion to Grunt to wait, out of sight. The old man nodded and took to hand the club tucked in his belt.  
 
    The sounds behind the door demanded urgency but Sebastian moved cautiously. Dagger in hand, he pressed himself flat against the door and pushed it open in time to see a young boy with shocking orange hair gripped from behind by a man with a short black beard. A second man knelt on top of the table where Selena and Niven and ‘Julian Tergus’ had painted their faces just the morning before. The man twisted a knife into the boy’s mouth. Sebastian hesitated, shocked, as blood spurted. The kneeling man dropped the knife and reached his fingers past the boy’s lips, pulled out a hunk of flesh and slapped it onto the table. Sebastian tightened his grip on his dagger and started to push the door open and then his body seized up, every muscle rigid and unbending. 
 
    The boy was not a boy but a young woman. Sebastian saw the swell of her breast underneath her man’s shirt before she was pressed, gurgling and spitting blood, onto the table. The man who’d cut her tongue out slipped to the other side and took hold of the girl’s wrists, pulling her tight. 
 
    “You might dress like a boy,” said the bearded man behind the girl, tugging at her trousers, “but we don’t mind digging for treasure, do we, Pate?” 
 
    The other man, Pate, laughed, and yanked the girl taut across the table as she struggled and tried to scream through a mouth full of blood.  
 
    Sebastian’s hands shook and his throat constricted as like to strangle him. When the man had her trousers down revealing a glimpse of the girl’s thighs and naked backside, a red fog of rage descended, releasing him from the paralyzed shock that had gripped his body in a vise.  
 
    Mina… 
 
    The assassin burst through the door hard enough that it slammed back and busted a hinge. His long coat flapped behind him like black wings as he flew at the man who had the girl bent over.  
 
    His instincts screamed through the red haze. Without thinking, he ducked and felt the whoosh of air as a weapon—a plank of wood, maybe—passed overhead from his right. Sebastian’s dagger hand—also his right—shot out, found flesh, and jabbed in. The third man, a bulky figure who’d been hiding on the outskirts of the meager lantern light, made a sucking sound. A club of wood studded with nails dropped from his hands as he clutched the dagger buried in his gut. Sebastian let him keep the blade; his eyes were on the two men at the table. 
 
    The first rapist had turned to face the intruder, his face ashen and his mouth hung open in shock. One hand made a feeble try for the pistol on his belt but Sebastian was too fast. The assassin drove his knee into the man’s groin, spun him around, gripped his hair on either side of his head, and yanked left and then right. The snap of bone sounded twice, and the man dropped beside the girl who was cowering under the table. She’d tugged up her pants and sat on the ground staring wide-eyed at Sebastian and then at the corpse that slumped beside her.  
 
    Sebastian was on the table before the second man hit the ground. The last man—Pate—stared in dumb shock as the assassin used the table to propel himself over, descending like a bird of prey onto its catch. 
 
    Pate stumbled backwards. “Wait! Wait! Wait!”  
 
    Sebastian flew onto Pate, knocking him onto his back and slamming his head against the wood floor. The assassin straddled him and slammed his right fist through the man’s mouth. Teeth and blood flew, and a strangled cry tore from Pate’s throat. The left fist followed and Pate’s nose cracked beneath Sebastian’s knuckles and flattened across his grizzled cheek. Sebastian’s right fist came down again, then his left. Blood spurted up at Sebastian but he didn’t see it or the carnage he wrought. He saw the Zak’reth, bent over his sister. The man beneath him could no longer scream but Mina did, and Sebastian drove his fists down again and again until the only sound was his own breath, panting and snorting like a charging boar.  
 
    Hands grabbed Sebastian’s shoulders and hauled him off the corpse. He scrambled back on his hands like a crab, bleary and dizzy. Grunt stood over him, held his hand out, like a man warding off a wild animal. He made a slashing gesture with his club. Enough.  
 
    Sebastian stared at the old man, at the corpse, back to the old man. The room rematerialized around him, morphing from his sister’s home in the Farendus Isles back to the cask house on Isle Nanokar. His arms and shoulders and knuckles each began to glow with pain, but a woman’s soft whimpering cut through it all.  
 
    “Where…?” Sebastian croaked, struggling to his feet.  
 
    Grunt grunted, and pointed with his bloody club to the where the girl sat near the table, legs drawn up to her blood-splattered chin. She hugged herself, mangled noises erupting now and then from behind her closed mouth. She wore sailor’s gloves and above them, her wrists were bruised with Pate’s fingerprints. Her gaze swept along the cask house, to what was left of Pate’s face; to her attacker whose neck bones bulged obscenely; to the first man who had tried to ambush Sebastian from the shadows. He was still alive, wheezing and burbling blood out of his mouth.  
 
    The girl’s petrified stare found Sebastian and she cowered when he stood over her. Without a word, he swooped down and picked her up, cradling her small form with ease. She loosed a muffled squeal but did not struggle.  
 
    “Selena,” Sebastian said hoarsely.  
 
    Grunt nodded and started to lead them out of the cask house, but Sebastian stopped and loomed over the dying man, staring down at him for a moment. Then he adjusted his hold on the girl, withdrew his pistol, and aimed between the eyes. The man’s head flopped from side to side, and blood burst from his mouth as he tried to speak. He held up a bloody hand, as if he could ward off what was coming, his eyes begging for his life.  
 
    Sebastian cocked the hammer on his flintlock. “No.” 
 
    The report ripped through the cask house, and the girl uttered another muffled scream behind closed lips as the man’s head gave a jerk and then was still. The girl began to sob.  
 
    Outside, Grunt showed Sebastian another man lying face down on the ground. Blood pooled around him, black in the dimness. Grunt pointed at him and made the signs for “lookout” and “ambush.” He then lifted his club, dark with blood with sentry’s blood.  
 
    “Good.” Sebastian jerked his chin. “Go.” 
 
    They returned to the White Sail and Sebastian climbed the stairs after Grunt. The young woman in his arms buried her face against his chest and whimpered. She smelled of salt and sweat, and a strange, sweet-smelling oil that he couldn’t place. Every sound she made came from the back of her throat, as if she were gagging.  
 
    But that’s all they took, he thought as Grunt pounded on the Paladin’s door. They got her tongue but nothing else, the bastards. Nothing else.  
 
    Ilior opened the door, his sword in hand. “What is this?” 
 
    “Wake Selena,” Sebastian said. “Now.” 
 
    The door opened wider and Selena was there, in a sleeping dress and a robe. Her hair was down, flowing over the left side of her chest. Sebastian stared, filling his eyes with her beauty to replace the image of Pate’s mangled, bloody face.  
 
    Shock arrested Selena momentarily as she took in Sebastian and the woman, but then she hurried them inside.  
 
    The rage Sebastian had known in the cask house was dying, and his fatigue overwhelmed him. He dropped to his knees but Ilior was there to take the girl. The fire in the hearth was roaring with a makeshift bed before it. Ilior didn’t sleep, it seemed, but kept the fire fed for Selena. The girl screamed behind her teeth as the Vai’Ensai took her in his huge, scaled arms, but Selena soothed her. Ilior set her before the fire on his pallet.  
 
    “Gods, what happened?” Selena asked, stroking the girl’s cropped orange hair that looked as if it had been cut with a dull blade.  
 
    “She was attacked,” Sebastian muttered. “I killed them. They cut out her tongue.” 
 
    Ilior rumbled a foul oath and Selena gasped. Sebastian heard her tell Ilior to fill the basin with water and bring a cloth. The girl whimpered her guttural whimper and Sebastian hauled himself to standing. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Selena demanded and he ignored her. She whispered words of comfort to the girl, and then rushed to the door, blocking him. “Are you all right? You’re covered in blood.” 
 
    “It’s not mine.” 
 
    “You’re hurt. Let me…” 
 
    Sebastian waved her off. “We leave at dawn.” 
 
    “It’s dawn now.” 
 
    “Then tend to her and meet me at the docks.” 
 
    “But your hands. Let me heal you.” 
 
    Sebastian pulled away from as she reached for his bruised and swollen knuckles. “One hour,” he said. “Then we sail.” 
 
    He pushed past her, Grunt in tow.  
 
    “Pack your things. Tell the other crew,” Sebastian said when they were down the hall away from Selena’s room. 
 
    Grunt nodded, though his eyes were dark with concern. “Cook? Helm?” he whispered.  
 
    “Fuck them.” 
 
    Grunt started to go, then reached out and patted Sebastian’s cheek. The assassin’s hand shot up, gripped the old man’s wrist, and squeezed. Grunt didn’t struggle. Sebastian closed his eyes for a moment and then released him.  
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Grunt obeyed his captain in silence.  
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    Selena closed the door after Julian and Grunt had gone, and turned back to her patient. The girl was, on closer inspection, not a girl but a woman not yet thirty years old. Her small stature and boyish clothes and hair made her seem younger. She sat hunched by the fire, knees pulled up to her chin, gloved hands covered her mouth and she stared at the flames with eyes wide with remembered terror.  
 
    Ilior had set down a bowl of water and a clean cloth. Selena knelt beside the woman. Gently, she pulled her hands from her mouth and wiped the blood from her chin.  
 
    “Please,” Selena said. “I don’t think I can heal you unless you…show me your wound.” 
 
    The woman regarded her with dark blue eyes fringed with black lashes. The firelight caught her orange hair so that it looked aflame itself. She motioned with one gloved hand, miming holding a quill and scribbling.  
 
    “You can write?” 
 
    The woman nodded.  
 
    “But you must be in pain,” Selena said. “Please, let me heal you first.” 
 
    This was met with a silent stare. 
 
    Selena nodded to the desk and Ilior retrieved quill, ink and piece of parchment. He handed them to the woman who took them from the Vai’Ensai, watching him warily.  
 
    “What is your name?” Selena asked.  
 
    Quill scribbled on paper.  
 
    Cathryn. Cat.  
 
    “Very well, Cat. What happened?” 
 
    Her hand trembled as she wrote. Bad men. Bad crew. Tried to hide but they found out. 
 
    “You’re safe now,” Ilior said, but Cat didn’t appear much comforted. 
 
    “Let me see your wound,” Selena said. “I can ease the pain, at least.” 
 
    The woman shook her head. Her quill scratched. I am ugly. Uglier now. Tears filled her eyes but she swiped at them with a gloved hand.  
 
    Selena thought of her own hideous wound. “You’re not ugly, but…I understand.” 
 
    She moved closer to Cat and filled her palm with water from her ampulla, then cupped her hand under the woman’s jaw. With her other hand, she found the moon in the sky and murmured, “Illuria.” The orange glow—as orange as the woman’s hair—emanated along her jaw and throat. Cat slumped with relief and looked at Selena with eyes full of gratitude. 
 
     Selena smiled. “Are you hurt elsewhere?” She indicated the gloves. “Your hands?” 
 
    Cat shook her head again. Sailor. Pull rigging. Ugly hands too. She wrote faster, quill flying. Then she took the paper and pressed it into Selena’s hands, imploring.  
 
    Take me with you.  
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    Merkind’s Wrath 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the dock, snow fluttered about like the white petals of a moth-wing tree. The rising sun was a dull white orb glowing behind a slate-gray sky, and the seas were just as dull. If this late summer morning was as white and cold as winter, Selena wondered, what must deep winter on Isle Nanokar be like?  
 
    Then, the sun offers no warmth at all, but merely serves to separate night from day. 
 
    Much of the populace came to see them off despite the cold and the early hour. Boris engulfed Selena in his bear-like arms and demanded that they pass through the Ice Isles on their return voyage. Selena smiled with a jaw stiffened with cold and said they’d try.  
 
    Captain Tunney declared he was sorry to see them go and Selena was sorry to leave the good man who had shared his island with them. She took her goodbye, embracing him but neglecting to pass any message to him for Byric about the Vai’Ensai translations. She had nothing for Tunney to pass on; she hadn’t asked Ilior about it and decided she never would.  
 
    From within the salt-and-wind scented embrace of Tunney, she watched Hilka give Julian a knowing look and a wink, both of which the captain ignored. Selena felt something in her chest tighten, and she quickly looked away from Julian.  
 
    Tunney released Selena and clasped Julian’s arm. “Calm seas and fast winds, my friend. And I’ll keep an eye out fer yer scallywags, though don’t know what we’d do iffen we found them, as you’ll be long gone.” 
 
    Julian’s gaze flickered to Selena and back. “A good enough reason not to trouble yourself.”  
 
    Goodbyes said, they boarded the Black Storm.  
 
    Selena, with Niven in tow, followed Julian to the quarterdeck. The captain surveyed his crew hurrying about, preparing for sail.  
 
    “Why do you rush?” Selena asked. “What about Cook and Helm?  
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    Selena stared at him, incredulous. “I’d appeal to your sense of decency but since it appears you’ve misplaced it, I’ll try for pragmatism. How can you sail this ship so short-handed?” 
 
    “According to her scribblings, Cat is a sailor,” Julian said, nodding to the flame-haired woman who scaled the main mast with graceful agility. “Seems she wasn’t lying. She claims experience at the helm too, and given that Helm has chosen not to join us, she’ll suit. For now. You insisted she join us, so there you have it. She’ll earn her passage like everyone else.” 
 
    “And Cook?” 
 
    “Niven can run the galley.” 
 
    The adherent gave a start. “I can?” 
 
    “Aye,” Julian said. “I was going to appoint Spit but I don’t think he’s the right man for the job.”  
 
    Spit, tying down lines at the foremast, spat a wad of brownish spittle onto the planking.  
 
    “For obvious reasons.” Julian put two fingers to his mouth and let loose a shrill whistle. Spit turned. The captain made sign with his bruised and swollen fingers. The crewman looked sheepish and went to fetch a mop.  
 
     “I’ve tended over a kitchen or two during my service on the Forgotten Isles,” Niven said, “but never at sea.” 
 
    “It’s not all that different,” Julian said. “Go to the galley and familiarize yourself with the oven. Specifically the water barrels. My one rule for the cook is that the oven is cold at the first sign of bad weather or trouble. The first sign. Also, I don’t tolerate rats or pests aboard. You’ll find smoke pellets in one of the sideboards. I want them used every time we leave port. Now, for instance.” 
 
    “Yes, well…” Niven gave Selena a pleading glance and then obeyed with a soft, “Aye, Captain,” and left Selena alone on deck with Julian.  
 
    She shivered in her coat but did her best to quell it. “They were your men,” she said quietly.  
 
    “And now they’re not.” He glanced down at her, his gray-green eyes flat and cold. “You want me to stay at port, looking for corpses or defectors, or would you prefer we get the bloody Deeps out of the Ice Isles?” His lips curled slightly. “I think I can guess.”  
 
    Selena turned on her heel, disgusted and went to the aft rail. She offered a prayer to the Two-Faced God that Helm and Cook were safe…and her own silent apology because Julian was right. As soon as the ship drew away from the dock she turned her back on Isle Nanokar and looked through the towering teeth of the Ice Isles, to the southern horizon that glowed like a hearth’s warm fire.  
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    They sailed from Nanokar on a sluggish sea, and a limp wind. The sails sagged more than they billowed and the ship fought a head sea that flowed toward the township. Julian took the helm, muttering curses between bellowed orders, and guided the Black Storm through the narrow ice passage with agonizing slowness. Despite the disquiet between them, Selena had to admire Julian’s skill; the Storm never came close to the sheer ice walls on either side. Even with the loss of two able crewmen.  
 
    As they breached the channel, another whaler passed them on the way in. Selena watched the schooner sail by from the main deck. The captain gave them a hearty greeting but Julian kept his hands on the wheel and his eyes straight ahead. 
 
    He’s gotten all he wants out of Nanokar, she thought, with strange bitterness. She raised her hand to the whaler captain. The two boys on the quarterdeck waved back with great enthusiasm.  
 
    When Nanokar was a gray smudge on a grayer horizon, Selena summoned Svoz. The sirrak appeared on deck in his hulking red form. He picked his teeth with deer antlers that trailed a strip of hide and gristle, and surveyed the ship with black eyes.  
 
    The crew stared back, Cat the longest. 
 
    “New meat,” Svoz said, pointing the antlers at her. He smiled, showing a mouth full of black teeth. “Welcome aboard, flesh tart.” 
 
    “To work, Svoz,” Selena said.  
 
    The sirrak heaved a sigh and tossed the antlers overboard. “Yes, Master.” 
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    The Storm crawled over the Crystal Sea. A weak breeze puffed the sails now and then, but the water was calm and flat. For three days, Selena prayed to the Two-Faced God to take them out of these northern waters, her hands clasped over a mug of hot tea in Niven’s galley instead of on the crossbar of her sword. She waited to feel the Black Storm glide across the sea beneath her feet. Instead, she felt only the gentlest of swaying and heard the slow creak of timbers, as if the ship ached from the cold too. 
 
    On the fourth day, Selena was in the galley with Ilior, warming her hands at the oven when Whistle came in. He wore a ratty coat and cap, and despite the cold his feet were still bare. He grinned at her, his hands behind his back.  
 
    Selena forced a smile through stiffened lips. “What is it, sweeting?”  
 
    The young man hesitated a moment longer and then held out his hands. In them was an engraved whale tooth with Selena’s own likeness scratched into the bone with dark ink. Her features were somewhat lopsided but he’d rendered a kind, somewhat melancholy smile very well, revealing his burgeoning skill. Selena took the scrimshaw and cradled it in her hands.  
 
    “Did you buy this tooth on Nanokar?” She had seen the whale teeth on sale at the market while they restocked the ship. They weren’t cheap.  
 
    A gift for you. Try not to laugh when you get it.  
 
    Julian’s words, and she was disgusted by them all over again.  
 
    Selena took Whistle in her arms and held him close. His wool coat was damp with cold mist and he smelled of salt and oakum.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I will cherish it always.” 
 
    The boy embraced her and then scampered out of the galley as if it were on fire.  
 
    “You’ve made a friend,” Ilior said. His skin was pale and he hunched his huge frame under a blanket that hardly covered one shoulder.  
 
    “Aye, and it worries me. Saliz is dangerous,” Selena said. “More dangerous than we’ve considered. The waters themselves around the island are fraught with it, to say nothing of the merkind. I’ve been thinking of my quest and not of the others I endanger.”  
 
    “Can’t be avoided,” Ilior said, “unless you petition the Alliance for aid.” 
 
    “I won’t. They didn’t offer when I departed; there’s no reason they’d do so now. If we need help against the Bazira, there’s only one place I can think to ask for it.”  
 
    Ilior raised a brow ridge. “The Isle of Lords?” 
 
    “Their armada rivals that of the Alliance.” 
 
    “An armada they’ve never launched,” Ilior said bitterly. “The Zak’reth war could have ended before you—” 
 
    “Don’t,” Selena said. “A course can’t be altered after its sailed. And now we’re on course for Isle Saliz. Perhaps better to keep to the mission.” She ran her fingertips over the rough engraving that had been painstakingly carved into the whalebone. “Despite the danger.” 
 
    “Aye,” Ilior said dryly, “if we can make it there at all.” 
 
    Selena bit her lip and hunched closer to Niven’s fire.  
 
    The following morning Selena climbed to the main deck to watch the sun haul itself over the horizon, offering light but no heat that she could sense. The wind had died. The ship sat on flat water, as still as a painting.  
 
    Selena made her way with agonizing slowness up to the quarterdeck where Julian stood close with Grunt, their heads bent.  
 
    “Where are we?” she asked through clenched teeth.  
 
    Grunt took a quick step back and tipped his cap to her.  
 
    “I believe we’re eighty leagues from the Isle of Lords,” Julian replied. “A two-day venture with a full wind, and then we’ll leave this cold behind.”  
 
    Selena shuddered. “Full wind? It’s as if we’ve dropped anchor.” 
 
    “The doldrums won’t last but a day or two.” 
 
    Selena took in the seas all around them. It stretched out for leagues, like a pane of glass.  
 
    Julian muttered an oath. “What do you want me to do about it? We’re bloody becalmed, but it won’t last. It never does in these waters.” 
 
    “I didn’t say—” Selena stopped as her stomach roiled. Julian’s face paled and Grunt went green beneath his beard.  
 
    “Bloody bones and spit,” Julian whispered, his hands finding his scimitars.  
 
    Selena wrapped her stiffened fingers around the hilt of her own sword and unsheathed it just as Whistle loosed a piercing blast. They all turned to where the boy, perched on the masthead, pointed to port.  
 
    Selena watched as two arms, bone-thin and the color of old bruises, scrabbled for a hold of the gunwale on the port side of the ship. Everyone onboard stared, unmoving, as a mermaid struggled over the rail of the main deck. She gripped the wood with trembling fingers, and an awful whistling groan pushed out of her as her abdomen crashed onto the rail. Her hair was blackish green, stringy, and falling out in clumps. Selena watched with a pitying horror as some of it caught on the gunwale as she came over. It tore from her scalp with a ripping sound that could be heard from up on the quarterdeck.  
 
    The mermaid flopped onto to the deck, her dolphin-like tail slapping the wood. Spit and Cur approached her with drawn cutlasses. Niven and Ilior emerged from below decks.  
 
    “Take the wheel,” Julian told Grunt, and started down to the main deck. “Get back! Watch for others!”  
 
    “Svoz, to me,” Selena said as she joined the rest of the crew on the main deck.  
 
    “Not again,” Svoz bellowed when he saw the creature. “I’ll not be chewed on by the likes of one of these foul fish-things a second time.” 
 
    “Just kill it,” Julian said, “before it pollutes my ship.” 
 
    “She’s dying,” Niven murmured. “She can hardly move, poor thing.” 
 
    Svoz brightened. “Well, in that case…” Today, the weapon he wore between his wings was a spiked staff. He glanced at Selena. “Master?” 
 
    “Wait.”  
 
    Selena moved forward on stiff limbs, and knelt as close to the mermaid as she dared. Her stomach churned, either from nearness to the mermaid or from the overpowering stench of rot and illness that emanated from the creature like a vapor. Selena peered under the mermaid’s veil of matted hair. It was tangled with bits of flotsam. From between the filthy strands, the mermaid stared with eyes that were at once empty and also filled with a frantic need. They were yellowed and oozed pus, as did her mouth. Blood mingled with the ichor; the mermaid was missing several teeth.  
 
    “What happened to you?” Selena whispered.  
 
    The mermaid hissed and lunged with a bony hand that scraped on the deck. Selena jumped out of reach and the mermaid’s head thumped back down. It did not rise again. Her tail flapped once and then she was still but for a gurgling sigh. The stench permeated the entire deck, riding on a current of watery effluence that leaked from the mermaid’s mouth and from under her tail. 
 
    “A glorious perfume, admittedly,” Svoz commented. 
 
    Selena covered her mouth with the back of her hand. “Let’s turn her over.” 
 
    “Let’s bloody not,” Julian said. “I want it off my ship. Now.” 
 
    “This is our best chance at trying to determine what happened to the merkind,” Selena told him. “We have to know what we face.” 
 
    He hesitated; Selena could see the thoughts clouding his gray-green eyes. “Just be quick about it,” he said, and peered up at the masthead. “Whistle! You keep your eyes on the water, boy, and nowhere else.” 
 
    Svoz rolled the dead mermaid onto her back with his staff, and Niven made another pitying sound. She was emaciated; Selena could count her ribs. Her small breasts seemed deflated and every inch of her skin was the same blue-green color. Not the lively viridian of the seas, but a sickly, rotted green, and blue-tinged with cold.  
 
    “This water is too cold for her,” Selena said. “She wouldn’t be here unless compelled. Whatever has made her ill has stolen her will too.” 
 
    Niven wrung his hands. “Who or what could do such a thing?” 
 
    “Perhaps the Bazira have worked some sort of dark magic on the merkind,” Selena said, “and this is the result.” 
 
    Niven frowned. “Their magic is ice. Pain. They can’t sicken anyone.” He looked up at her. “Can they?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Selena said. “Perhaps another god’s magic? Or even the merkind’s own? I don’t know enough of their magic—certainly not its source—but this could be the result of something gone horribly awry among their own kind.” She rose to her feet from her kneeling crouch. “I don’t know what else it could be. There are no bites on her. No wounds. If it’s poison, it was ingested.”  
 
    “I believe I stated earlier my certainty that powerful elements have been at work on the fish people,” Svoz remarked. “It is the product of industry. Foul, black, insidious magic. And I, for one, look forward to meeting the creators of such perfidy, congratulating them on their achievements, and then killing them.”  
 
    “Get it off my ship,” Julian said, his tone flat and unamused.  
 
    Selena nodded. “Svoz.” 
 
    The sirrak poked the mermaid with his foot to ensure her demise. He then whipped his spear point down, and impaled her through her abdomen. 
 
    “Svoz!” Selena cried, but the sirrak paid her no mind.  
 
     He hefted the mermaid up in an arc, raining fouled blood and ichor over the deck, and tossed the corpse overboard. It hit the water with a dull smack and began to sink. 
 
    Svoz turned around, and his triumphant grin faded as he took in the stricken expressions around him. “You’re welcome,” he sniffed.  
 
    Julian glanced at the mess and then rubbed his face with both hands. Vigorously. He ordered the crew to swab the deck until he could see his “godsdamn reflection in it” and then turned to Selena.  
 
    “If it’s the Bazira—your Bazira—who are capable of capturing and corrupting hundreds of merkind, you realize this changes the game.” 
 
    “Are you worried about your fee, Captain?” Selena asked. “I can increase your pay contingent on the danger, if that would please you.” 
 
    Her harsh demeanor seemed to surprise him; it surprised her too. This cold…it’s wearing on me. Another thought followed on its heels: the memory of him slinking from the common room with the married innkeeper.  
 
    “I apologize,” she said quickly. “I was just discussing with Ilior that we might need help from the Isle of Lords to contend with these Bazira.” 
 
    Julian rubbed his chin that had grown a thin scrap of a beard over the course of their voyage. “You’d have a better chance at squeezing a diamond out of a barnacle.” 
 
    “I don’t want to endanger your crew. If Accora is somehow corrupting the merkind, then the waters around Saliz might be infested with them.” 
 
    Julian made to speak when Whistle whistled again, this time one loud, sharp blast that was full of alarm. Selena didn’t have to look up to see where he’d spotted the danger; the waters all around the slow-moving ship churned.  
 
    Julian bit off a curse and unsheathed his scimitars. “Men! To arms!” He ran to the port side. “Half here, half starboard! Get at them before they can climb aboard!” 
 
    But it was too late. The Black Storm was surrounded. Mermaid and mermen, all with flowing hair in coppery hues, or inky blue, or rust red, or burnished bronze crowded the waters around the ship in numbers too thick to count. Thirty or more leapt or climbed up the side of the ship with graceful agility to perch themselves on the gunwales on all sides, bracing themselves with iron hooks, or harpoons; weapons that appeared culled from whalers or pieces of sunken ships. Those on the gunwales had dolphin-like tails more often than not, though Selena saw two or three with orange or green fish tails. The females of this ilk bore a ridged fin along their abdomens instead of breasts. Their gills opened and closed, and as Selena watched, two of them dove back into the water, and two others took their place. The dolphin-tailed merkind did not move, but breathed the cold air. Their weapons glinted dully in the morning sun.  
 
    None of the merkind were sickly or corrupted, but hale and hearty, if chilled by the northern waters. The sight of them armed and surrounding the ship was at once frightening and exhilarating at the same time. Selena stared at their beauty and knew that she was in the presence of powerful beings that carried all of the sea’s majesty with them. They gazed down on the crew with black or green or gold eyes that were sharp with intelligence…and wrath.  
 
    Beside Selena, Svoz stirred but she bid him not to do anything. To harm them seemed like blasphemy, not to any god, but to nature and the oceans themselves. 
 
    “You are far from the Heart Waters,” Julian said, his voice faltering only slightly. “What do you want?”  
 
    A dolphin-tailed merman at the prow inclined his head. His human chest and arms were striated in shades of blue and white, and bulged with muscles. In one hand, he brandished an immense harpoon. The other he used to brace himself on the bowsprit.  
 
    “Who leads?” he asked in a voice that carried a keening sound behind every word.  
 
    “I’m captain of this ship,” Julian said. 
 
    The merman dismissed him with a glance. His eyes found the Selena and Svoz standing beside her. 
 
    “Who works the magic?” the merman demanded. He leveled the harpoon at Selena. “You.” 
 
    “I am an Aluren Paladin,” Selena said. “I wield the magic of the Two-Faced God.” 
 
    The merman sneered, his blue-eyed gaze taking in Svoz. “Foul magic,” he intoned. “Step forward.” 
 
    Julian held out his arms, one scimitar barring Selena’s way. “No. Tell us what you want or leave us in peace.” 
 
    “You did this.” The merman turned to his brethren in the water and jerked his head.  
 
    There were at least fifty merkind in the waters surrounding the Black Storm, vigilant and unmoving, as if they were standing on something unseen just below the surface. But one patch of water was empty. Three merkind at the perimeter of this space hefted long iron poles, and the dead mermaid Svoz had thrown overboard came to the surface. When Selena had gotten a good look at her, the merkind lowered the poles and let the mermaid slip beneath the waves again.  
 
    “You did this,” the merman on the bow said again. “You did this to many of our kind.” 
 
    “No,” Selena said, sheathing her sword to emphasize her point. “I did not. We—” 
 
    “A sirrak shares your vessel. Foul magic. You kill our people and throw them away.” The merman lowered his harpoon at Selena again. “We see you do this.” 
 
    “It wasn’t us,” Niven said, holding his hands up. “We promise you, we would never—” 
 
    But the merman turned again to his people in the water and emitted a guttural noise that sounded like a dolphin’s squeal and a man’s barking cough at the same time. The merkind at the rails flapped their tails and drove the butts of their makeshift weapons into the deck in a kind of salute, as a regiment coming to attention might when the admiral approached.  
 
    The merman turned to Selena. “You will speak to the Ere’k’aakii, and know your fate.” 
 
    Julian shook his head. “This is bad. This is very bad.” 
 
    “I will hear what they have to tell us,” Selena said. “It’s not as if we have much choice.” 
 
    “Oh, but you do,” Svoz hefted his weapon. “Say the word…” 
 
    “Against fifty? And fifty more in the water? You will do nothing until I command you.”  
 
    Ilior shook his head at Selena. She squeezed his arm and then stepped to the rail. The two dolphin-tailed merkind dove backwards into the water to make space for her. She peered down.  
 
    The mermaid, the Ere’k’aaii, was the most beautiful thing Selena had ever seen. Her face was exquisite and wholly human, with large gold eyes, and smooth skin that glinted in the morning light. Around her neck and down the front of her torso were striped frills in brown and gold, like that of a lionfish. They shivered in the cold and Selena saw the mermaid’s gills opening and closing, as a fish does when out of water.  
 
    The mermaid regarded Selena with those enormous eyes for a moment, and then dove under the surface for a breath. The length of her body and her tail were covered in the same striped frills, as though she wore a delicate ruffled dress. She resurfaced and when she spoke it was in a voice so thickly accented, Selena could hardly make out the words.  
 
    “You sicken my people and steal their alk’iir.” The lionfish mermaid passed a delicate hand in front of her eyes. “Gone. Where do you keep their alk’iir? The…” She searched for the words. “The light behind their eyes?” 
 
    “We’ve stolen nothing,” Selena said. “I promise you, I have not the magic to corrupt your people, nor the intent. We are not enemies.” 
 
    The lionfish mermaid dove below the surface and then reemerged. She pointed one slender arm laced with striped frills. “Sirrak’ah, from the sky where there is no stars. It shares your vessel. It is you.” 
 
    “I wield the magic of the Shining face,” Selena protested. She spoke faster, panic rising, as the mermaid looked implacable. “It’s the Shadow face, the Bazira. They have harmed you, not us. Please…” 
 
    The mermaid regarded her with pity in her luminous eyes. “You will sail no more. You will hurt us no more.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Selena gripped the rail. “Please, listen to me. We’ve been attacked before—” 
 
    “Say goodbye to the sun. Now, you will live below.” 
 
    “What did she say?” Julian demanded from behind her, his voice edged with fear.  
 
    “She said we’re guilty,” Selena whispered. She beseeched the mermaid. “You must listen. We were attacked by your people. By others, who have had the…the alk’iir…the light from behind their eyes, stolen. There was another ship—” 
 
    “We see no other ship,” the merman on the prow said. “We see your sirrak throw our sister over the side of your ship as if she were…” He paused for the word in Tradespeak. “Trash.” He held up a hand when Selena tried to protest. “The Ere’k’aakii has spoken.”  
 
    He made a barking call to his brethren and the merkind on the gunwales dove into the water. Two mermen carried the lionfish mermaid backwards, away from the Black Storm. The entire merkind school did the same, swimming some distance away but none went below the surface. They seemed to be waiting.  
 
    “They’re leaving,” Niven said. “That’s good. Right?” 
 
    “No,” Selena said. “It’s not good.” 
 
    “Why not? What are they going to do?” Niven cried. “A maelstrom? Like in the stories? Those aren’t true,” he said with rising panic. “They can’t possibly be true! We didn’t do anything wrong!” 
 
    “Shut your bloody mouth,” Julian snarled, and then his face drained of blood. “Gods no,” he breathed, watching the merkind take formation, ringing around his ship. He gripped the rail of the Black Storm as if he could lift her out of the water.  
 
    “All hands! Loose the lines! Furl the sails! Main and fore, first! Bloody smartly now!”  
 
    He slipped out of his long coat and climbed up the mainmast. Spit followed him up and the two of them began taking in the mainsail. On the foremast, Grunt, Cur and Whistle were doing the same. Below, Cat dashed between the main and foremast, untying knots, one after the other.  
 
    The crew worked with a speed born of fear, but even Selena, who was no sailor, knew the futility. And the danger. Every single sail on the Black Storm was unfurled so that the slightest gust of wind could be captured. In a tempest, full sails could capsize a ship, or at the very least, snap their masts. There wasn’t enough time or enough crew to bring in every sail. Not by half.  
 
    “You should have let me…” Svoz ran his fingers along the length of his staff and gave Selena a meaningful look.  
 
    “Help them!” she cried, and gripped the portside shrouds and watched as the lionfish mermaid raised her frilled arms. The Ere’k’aakii made a swooping, circular motion, and then raised both hands in the air. She held them there for half a heartbeat and then let them drop. The merkind around her threw their heads back, opened their mouths, and began to sing.  
 
    The sea that had been still as glass for three days began to churn.  
 
    A slow current turned with the merkind’s slow chant. Swells rose as their voices did, moving in a curved path between them and the Black Storm. The ship began to turn, its bowsprit following the arc of the water. The merkind’s song became a roar, and the wind that had been absent roared down with it. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Niven begged Selena.  
 
    Her heart ached for his fear, but her own was threatening to undo her. “Hold on, Niven. Take ahold of something and don’t let go.” 
 
    From above, Julian screamed at his crew. “Get down! Get down!”  
 
    They all clambered down from the yards but the topsails on the main and foremasts were still unfurled and billowing, straining now against the wind, as were the three staysails at the prow. The big main and foresails were furled but rigging hung from every spar, dangling and then blowing horizontal in the strengthening gale like hangmen’s rope. 
 
    Selena was thrown to her knees and lifted her head in time to see the sheet torn from Cur’s hands as he was endeavoring to tie it off. It scraped the skin off his palms, and sent the spanker boom swinging across the quarterdeck. Selena followed its path, a cry in her throat. Cat had taken the helm. She ducked under the boom, and stayed at her post with grim determination, leaning into the wheel in a futile effort to turn it against the current.  
 
    Selena scrambled to her feet and hurried up the ladder to the quarterdeck to help her but Julian was faster. He caught the boom as it started to swing back the other way and was pushed to the rail. Selena grabbed the front of his shirt and yanked him back or he would have gone over. He swung back with the boom and she helped him hold it until Cur, down on the main deck, could tie it down. 
 
    The merkind’s song filled the air, growing louder until it was a deafening, a keening chorus of wails that were laden with magic. The merkind voices turned the placid sea into a swirling maelstrom of legend.  
 
    The Black Storm canted sharply to starboard and stayed there, riding the lip of the maelstrom.  
 
    It’s no sailor’s yarn, this is real, Selena thought, her body rigid with fear.  
 
    She watched the main deck as if it were a nightmare unfurling before her eyes. Ilior clung to a gunwale on the port side, scrabbling his legs to keep from sliding across the planks. Cur, clinging to a loose line, grabbed Whistle as the boy almost went overboard. A trio of barrels holding fresh water snapped free of their lines and went careening across the deck. One struck Grunt, knocking him down and rolling over him. Somehow, under the cacophony, Selena heard the snap of the old sea dog’s leg. His face contorted in silent scream. She looked behind her in time to see the wheel spin free of Cat’s grasp and send the woman sprawling to the boards. Svoz was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Selena started to call for him but it was too late and there were too many merkind. We never had a chance. 
 
    Another voice spoke in her mind; a husky woman’s voice, tinged with wry amusement. Skye’s voice.  
 
    I’m sure you can think of something. 
 
    Selena banished the thought before it could take root in her mind.  
 
    The merkind had ceased their song and now swam among the spinning waters of the maelstrom. Selena saw tails and fins and streams of coppery hair flowing gracefully with the current, ready to escort the broken ship to the Deeps and its crew to their watery graves. The ship went round and round… 
 
    You can stop this. You know how… 
 
    “No!” Selena cried out, as a terrible fear wrapped itself around her heart, numbing her more than the cold water that soaked her through.  
 
    Julian appeared in her line of vision and gripped her about the collar. Water poured over his face that was contorted with real fear—the first strong emotion Selena had ever seen him wear. He’d found his long black coat again and it whipped behind him.  
 
    “Do it!” he screamed above the tumult. “Do it now! Before it’s too late!”  
 
    His words batted at the stupor of fear that enveloped her, but did not break it. He yanked her so that their noses were nearly touching.  
 
    “You can’t close your wound from under the bloody godsdamn sea!”  
 
    Water plastered her hair to her cheeks. She shook her head, trembling. “Not again. Last time…the god…” 
 
    There came a crack, like lightning. The foremast’s topsail yard, its torn sail flapping behind it, crashed down, tearing down rigging as it went before splintering into pieces over the main deck.  
 
    Julian clutched her tighter. “Save my ship.” He was no longer shouting but she heard him anyway. “Save us.” 
 
    Then he released her suddenly and loped down to the main deck, toward Grunt. A deluge of icy water crashed over him, rolling him across the deck and the splintered yard.  
 
    Another wave crashed and cold water bit Selena to her bones, reminding her of the first weeks and months of the wound, reminding her of the cost of casting such a spell.  
 
    Water plastered her hair to her face, blinded and stung her eyes, but she could still see Whistle. He sobbed soundlessly as he clung to Cur, who held the boy in his bloodied hands. She saw Grunt, crouched against the starboard gunwale, holding his leg, his face ashen. Julian was beside him, blood seeping through a gash in his side and leaking over the deck that was awash in seawater and debris. Niven and Cat were out of Selena’s sight, possibly lost.  
 
    A different kind of terror swelled in her heart. The Black Storm was below the lip of the maelstrom, and the curl of water was filled with merkind; shadows who swam along its spinning current. One more revolution, and the ship would capsize and break apart.  
 
    And we’ll die.  
 
    Ilior had found his way to her. “Selena…” 
 
    “Ilior,” she cried, tears streamed down her cheeks already wet with the sea. “I can’t…” 
 
    “You can,” he croaked. “It’s not like last time…”  
 
    The ship canted more steeply. One final curve… 
 
    “No!” Selena screamed. At the storm, at the merkind, at the fear that clutched her in its merciless grip. “I can’t do it! Never again! Gods, please, never again…” 
 
    “Once more,” Ilior said. “You can…” 
 
    “They all died, Ilior!” She sobbed. “I killed them all!”  
 
    “No one dies!” Ilior cried. “This time, no one dies!” 
 
    Selena clung to the rail with both hands, unwilling to let go. The terror shook her worse than any cold; her wound pulsed with it, her heart raced so that she could scarcely breathe. No one dies, but they would all die. This time, if she did nothing she’d kill the crew. You’ll die too with a final thought rattling in your head that you could have saved them instead…but for your own selfish fear. 
 
    With a half-sob, half scream, Selena tore herself from the rail. She felt Ilior’s hand on her sword belt, steadying her, propping her up. May the god have mercy…she thought and then with a long, drawn out susurration of the syllables, she spoke the sacred words.  
 
    She called the sea.  
 
    “Undai portat aestan estus.” 
 
    The last word left her lips just as the Black Storm rounded its last curve. Selena felt a surge of magic well up from the bottom of the ocean, through the ship, through her booted feet, through her body, and up, up, to her raised arms.  
 
    Too much! It’s too much!  
 
    Her terror swelled until she thought she’d go mad. A cry tore out of her throat as the power surged out of control, upward and out of her body, leaving her hollow inside.  
 
    Like Isle Calinda. I am a fool… 
 
    She was torn out of Ilior’s grasp and thrown forward. The deck rose to meet her and she struck it hard, her head knocking against the planks. She could not raise her cheek from the cold, damp wood. From under the howling wind and churning water, she heard the merkind, not in the unison of song but keening in panicked terror and anger. 
 
    The ship was rising. Some giant had reached its hand down and had lifted the Black Storm out of the swirling mouth of the merkind’s maelstrom. Selena struggled to her feet and hooked her fingers onto the rail. By sheer force of will, she hauled herself to standing and peered over the side.  
 
    There was no giant. There was nothing. The ship was suspended in the air, high above the maelstrom that was collapsing in on itself. From this high vantage, Selena saw the perfect swirls degenerate into a boiling froth of white foam, like a soup left on the kettle too long.  
 
    We’re flying, Selena thought as the ship hung on the edge of nothing. Exhaustion infused her to the core but her bleary mind grasped what was happening when the ship canted downward.  
 
    We’re atop a wave. My wave…  
 
    The Black Storm teetered for a one horrifying second, and then the bow dipped down. Selena held on with failing strength and watched the rest of crew do the same, clinging to lines or rails or each other as the ship cut downward. It sped down the face of the wave and then jounced across the calm sea that had not been disrupted with the magic, but was stubbornly flat with doldrums. Barrels and broken spars and crewmen clinging to anything they could, surged up and slammed back down again. Then the Black Storm settled and raced along the water that was smooth as ice. Selena cherished the smallest flicker of hope that they’d live.  
 
    Then her wave came down behind the ship. 
 
    Icy white sprays of water crashed over the Black Storm’s quarterdeck, drenching her again. She barely hung onto the shrouds. The ship was propelled forward, galloping like a startled horse. The stern lifted up and the bow was forced down as the wave carried it from behind. Half of the bowsprit broke off as it nosed under the surface, snapping lines, and taking two of its three of its unfurled staysails into the water. Lines from the foremast’s topsail were tied to the bowsprit. When those snapped, the topsail came crashing down, raining timber and rope all over the main deck. The prow was swamped and Selena thought she had wrecked the Black Storm even as she tried to save it, that it was going to dive under and break apart. An agonizing handful of moments later, the ship righted itself and the Black Storm coasted along the flat sea, riding the wave of Selena’s creation.  
 
    Relief and unimaginable exhaustion washed over her. Her hands slipped. She started to fall. Ilior was there but she stumbled out of his reach on trembling legs. A shadow fell over her and she turned in time to see the spanker boom swoop toward her. A heartbeat later, pain exploded across her face. She staggered as starbursts filled her vision. And then she was falling, falling… 
 
    She hit the water hard. It felt like a slab of ice that grew hands and arms and tentacles that dragged her under. A cold almost as deep as the wound infused her every fiber and she wailed in grief for the Two-Faced God must hate her so for having the hubris to call the tide again.  
 
    Seawater rushed into her open mouth. The icy water surged down her gullet, into her lungs, wrapping itself around her and squeezing until she knew only pain and cold and then, mercifully, nothing.  
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    Sebastian clung to a stray line. The deck was sodden and cold beneath him, blood and water swirling across the planks. My blood. My ship. My Storm.  
 
    The wind howled in his ear and icy seawater crashed over the rail. More and more would come and then the Black Storm would capsize. The brigantine would break apart in the merkind maelstrom and they would all die.  
 
    My ship. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    Selena was up on the quarterdeck. Ilior had hold of her by the belt. Her arms were raised, her lips moved, tears streamed down her cheeks. Sebastian couldn’t hear her cast her spell under the roar of the maelstrom, but he felt the magic. His ship began to rise, and with it a relief in his heart so fierce he thought he might weep himself. He clung tighter to the line as his ship was lifted out of spinning whorl and rode the crest of an enormous wave. Selena’s wave.  
 
    Such power, he thought and then fear stole his air as the ship dipped down when the wave lifted the stern. The bowsprit snapped and was lost and Sebastian was sure they would be too. But the Black Storm would not be swamped. It righted itself and raced along flat seas, driven by Selena’s spell and nothing else.  
 
    Sebastian climbed to his feet and his gaze swept across his deck that was awash in seawater and cluttered with broken planks of wood, torn and sodden sails, and loose rigging. Bloodied and drenched crewmen were finding their balance on the ship that cut water with no wind to propel it. But for Grunt. Grunt held his leg that was bent at sickening angle. 
 
    Sebastian looked for Selena or Niven. He turned in time to see the spanker boom that had almost knocked him overboard earlier come loose from Cur’s knot that tied it down. The boom swept across the quarterdeck and struck Selena across the face. Her head snapped to the side and she reeled toward the port rail.  
 
    She’ll catch herself, Sebastian thought and for a second she did; she caught the railing and held on. But the spell must have drained her. Or perhaps the cold was finally too much. The ship bucked and Selena was thrown over the side, the blue of her tunic flapped in the wind and then gone. She was gone.  
 
    It’s done. My last job… 
 
    Time seemed to slow down even as his ship tore across the placid sea. Niven emerged from somewhere, sodden and shouting and waving his arms at him like a madman, though Sebastian couldn’t hear what he said. Cat appeared and Sebastian wondered absently who was at the wheel. Blood streamed from her brow and she made the sign for “man overboard” over and over. Distantly, the wave roared. Or maybe it was Ilior. Sebastian held his breath like a drowning man in a black abyss, trying to hold back the water that sought to choke him. His lungs felt ready to burst and finally he gasped. Time lurched forward again and Sebastian took another breath, and with it he screamed.  
 
    “Svoz!” 
 
    The sirrak appeared to him in his usual cloud of foul stench that was blown away by the wind of the ship’s unnatural motion. Sebastian clutched his side and staggered to the port rail.  
 
    The shape-shifter peered overboard. “Have you lost my master?” 
 
    “Get her.” Sebastian seethed through clenched teeth. “Get her now!” 
 
    Svoz examined his immaculate black claws with agonizing slowness and an infuriating lack of concern. “Do you know what it means if I do this for you?” 
 
    “She’s under the bloody godsdamn water!” 
 
    “Blood oath.”  
 
    “Blood oath? What…” And then Sebastian felt another icy sliver join the nest of shards that pierced his heart.  
 
    A cantina on Isle Juskara. A jug of spice wine and his mark, a sand baron, and his sorrowful tale; a pact with a sirrak, a blood oath made and fulfilled years ago. The baron’s crimson, bejeweled hands—one of them scarred along the palm— had shook as he spoke of slipping a knife into his own wife’s heart as she slept. “What else could I do? The sirrak and I had the oath. The consequences for failure…” He shuddered and tried to drown the thought in wine. “I had no choice,” he had cried piteously to Sebastian Vaas, and of course Sebastian Vaas had no pity when he opened the sand baron’s throat later that night.  
 
    The memory flashed in his mind like the glint of fire on a blade and then was gone again. “Svoz,” Sebastian said in a strangled voice. 
 
    The sirrak was immovable. “Blood oath. Do you accept?”  
 
    Zolin. His hood a black cave. Do you accept? 
 
    Svoz withdrew a black-bladed dagger from his belt.  
 
    No! It’s my last job. It’s done. I can find Accora myself. There’s no blood on my hands. None… 
 
    “I’ll use my own,” Sebastian heard himself say, and found he had already taken his dagger to hand. He swiped the blade across his palm. The pain flared and was numbed as Svoz licked at the blood with his great forked tongue. Sebastian let the sirrak drink for a handful of moments, then tore his hand away from the repulsive sensation.  
 
    “Go!” 
 
    Svoz smiled a twisted smile made worse by the secret pleasure it harbored. “As you wish, Master…” 
 
    Sebastian gripped the gunwale to steady himself as the sirrak disappeared. He found Cat staring at him through narrowed eyes, as if she couldn’t quite understand what she was looking at.  
 
    “What are you doing? Get on the bloody wheel, damn you!” he ordered, and turned to watch the churning water that was dark green and laced with white foam. 
 
    Ilior staggered beside him. “Is Svoz…is he…?” 
 
    Sebastian made a fist. Blood seeped from between his fingers. “He’s gone to get her.” 
 
    The Vai’Ensai’s skin was pale white and he shuddered with cold. “Gods, please…” 
 
    Sebastian itched to push him overboard. The moments were adding up in his head.  
 
    Too long. She’s been under too long… 
 
    A shadow flew overhead. A huge, black-taloned sea hawk, water streaming off its sleek feathers, hovered, flapping wings that were as long as a man. Selena lay clutched in its claws. The giant bird dumped her inert body onto the planking and then landed beside her. Its talons scratched the wood as he ruffled his feathers, raining seawater over the stupefied crew. The hawk loosed a deafening scream and then folded its wings close to its body where they vanished into blood red skin. Horns protruded from its crown, the enormous beak became a mouth, and then Svoz was there, his skin hissing and steaming like a blacksmith’s iron dipped in water.  
 
    Sebastian stumbled to kneel beside Selena. Her face was a pale shade of blue and she wasn’t breathing, nor moving at all, not shivering for the first time in days. Her clothing was sodden with frigid water; it pooled around her and leaked out of her sealskin coat. She looked dead.  
 
    No! Sebastian grabbed her ankles and drove her knees to chest three times, trying to pump the water out of her lungs. Nothing happened. Sebastian crawled to Selena’s head. He tilted her head back and pried open her jaw with his cut hand, smearing his blood over her chin. He laid his mouth over hers. Her lips were as ice. He blew air into her three times, and then started back to her ankles. 
 
    “I will…” Ilior said. The dragonman looked half-dead himself but he took hold of Selena’s boots and drove her knees up to her chin. 
 
    Sebastian put his mouth to Selena’s again and breathed for her. Ilior pumped her legs. Nothing.  
 
    “Niven! Are you a healer or not?” 
 
    Sebastian realized that Niven had knelt beside them was praying for healing magic; his little flask at hand pouring seawater—as if there wasn’t enough on Selena already—his other hand on her shoulder. An orange glow emanated from his hands and spread across her chest. And then faded away.  
 
    “I can’t,” Niven said tearfully. “There’s too much water in her.” 
 
    “Then get the fuck out of my way.” Sebastian shoved Niven aside and took Selena’s face in his hands. He put his lips to hers, breathed, and then Ilior drove her legs up.  
 
    Svoz circled them leisurely and lit a stinking cigarillo. “Keep it up, Master,” he said. “A life for a life.” 
 
    The words stabbed Sebastian with fear all over again and he breathed into Selena’s mouth. But it’s too much time. It’s been too long… 
 
    And then her body shuddered. She curled to her side and retched out what seemed a lake’s worth of water onto his deck. Her lips drew back in a horrid rictus, and she drew in a wheezing breath, and then coughed until Sebastian thought her insides would spill out of her like the seawater. When the spasm subsided, she lay very still.  
 
    She’s beyond shivering.  
 
    Svoz had pulled her from the water but the danger wasn’t over. Sebastian stripped off her seal fur coat; it slapped onto the deck like a bloated jellyfish. Ilior cradled Selena in his arms. The crew, those that could, had gathered around to watch.  
 
    “Take her to her cabin,” Sebastian ordered. “Spit, get on the wheel. Cat!” He called up to the quarterdeck. “Get down here!”  
 
    Cat slinked down the ladder.  
 
    “Get her out of those wet clothes before she freezes to death.” 
 
    Cat nodded, still staring at him with that peculiar, curious look, and then started belowdecks with Ilior. But the Vai’Ensai took two steps and fell to his knees.  
 
    “I…can’t…” he moaned. “Help her…” His head lolled and Selena tumbled out of his grasp. 
 
    “Bugger me.” Sebastian strode to the fallen dragonman and lifted Selena of his slack arms. “Niven, get Ilior to the galley. Build a fire in the oven and set him by it. Then get back up on deck and heal Grunt. We’ll take her to my cabin,” he told Cat. “The rest of you, keep watch for the merkind.” 
 
    Cat led them across the debris-strewn main deck and yanked the captain’s cabin door. She rattled the handle. Locked.  
 
    Sebastian ground his teeth. “Bloody fucking Deeps...”  
 
    Selena seemed to weigh a thousand stones in her sodden clothes He needed a third arm but he’d be bloody pricked before he let Cat dig around in his black coat. He hefted Selena awkwardly and fished his cabin key out of an inner pocket. Cat took it and turned it in the lock. Sebastian kicked open the door.  
 
    Inside, he shut it behind them and lay Selena down on the floor. Then he and Cat hurried to undress her. Buckles stuck, her overtunic tangled in her long damp hair, and her boots seemed welded to her feet. Sebastian had run out of profanities by the time they had her stripped down to her underclothes, sure that she would cease breathing at any moment. Then Selena’s eyes fluttered open and she moaned.  
 
    “N-no…” she struggled through clattering teeth, her voice hoarse from swallowing the sea. “D-Don’t….l-look …”  
 
    Sebastian thought she meant her nakedness, but her hands covered left side of her chest, over her heart.  
 
    “I won’t look at the wound,” he said. “We won’t look, I swear it.”  
 
    He laid Selena on his bunk and she rolled onto her left side, clutching her shoulders. Her shivering began again, and he was relieved to see it. He kicked off his boots, and tore off his own wet long coat and shirt.  
 
    Cat stared at him.  
 
    “She needs heat,” Sebastian snapped. “I’m bigger than you.” The mute woman’s eyes were unblinking. “Take her clothes to the oven to dry and then get back to the wheel.” 
 
    Cat gathered up Selena’s clothes but then stood still, looking as if she wanted to ask him something but didn’t know how to form the words.  
 
    “Get out,” he bellowed, and she jumped to obey. When she was gone, Sebastian climbed into the bed.  
 
    “Selena.” He tried to turn her to face him but she whimpered and would not turn. “Selena, I have to take this undershirt off. It’s wet and will keep you cold.” 
 
    “Y-you can’t s-see it. I w-won’t let…you. “ 
 
    He pulled at her sodden undershirt but it would not give. It was made of linen and fit tightly over her breasts. He peered over her shoulder and saw it was laced up the front.  
 
    Bloody gods, what am I doing? 
 
    He reached around and undid the laces, his fingers trembling as if he were the one who was freezing to death. He peeled it off of her, and Selena buried herself deeper onto the left side, hiding the wound in the pillows. Sebastian sidled up close to her and pressed his chest against her back.  
 
    He was shocked at her cold; like curling around a slab of ice. His own skin broke out in gooseflesh. He drew up the blankets over both of them and hesitantly put his arm around Selena, trying not to think of her nakedness, or the smooth skin of her back pressed to his chest. Her hair was damp and smelled of salt.  
 
    “You’re going to be all right,” he said.  
 
    She wept softly and her fingers dug deeper into her own shoulders.  
 
    He tried again. “No one was lost, Selena. You saved us.”  
 
    A sob escaped her. Her cold hand found his and clutched him. A feeble squeeze. Sebastian gripped her hand tightly for her.  
 
    After a time, her skin warmed and her shivering abated somewhat. She fell into a fitful sleep, but kept her wound buried in the pillows. Even in sleep, she guarded it and Sebastian wondered what would happen if he were to roll her to her back and look at it. It would be easy enough. She was naked beside him, and weak. She might protest but what could she really do? 
 
    She would consider it a violation.  
 
    His curiosity died instantly.  
 
    Sebastian’s own body began to drift toward sleep. Fear and panic had left him feeling wrung out. Niven would take care of Grunt. He could rest a few minutes, he thought, his eyes drooping. Selena fit perfectly in the curve of his body, and her skin, now that it had warmed, was soft as silk, like the white sand on his atoll. His eyes drifted closed.  
 
     The white sand was soft under his feet, and the sun hot on his neck. She laughed and threw her arms around him. Her lips on his were sweet and salty. Delicious. Her hair was free of the tight braids she always wore. It billowed like a cloud, brushing his face. He’d waited so long to touch her… 
 
    He reached up to bury his fingers in her hair… 
 
    … and drove the sword into her. Blood splattered in wide swaths across the sand and spilled into the perfect blue surf. Clouds boiled over the sun and shadows danced around him.  
 
    The hooded figured in black and red bent over him as he fell to his knees in the bloody sand. 
 
     “You accept.” 
 
    Sebastian bolted awake, a scream at the back of his throat. His gaze darted here and there, taking in his cabin, his ship. His breath came in short, harsh gasps. He glanced down.  
 
    Selena was beside him, curled in his bed. There was blood. Blood smeared on the blanket that shrouded her. Blood in her hair that was fanned out on his pillow.  
 
    I did it. My last job… 
 
    He reached out a trembling hand to pull back the covers, to see his handiwork and his breath caught…  
 
    But no, it was blood from the wound in his side where the broken pieces of his ship had pierced him that stained the sheet. And more blood from the gash on his palm. The sirrak. The dagger. The blood oath to save her. Selena’s chest rose and fell with steady breaths. She lived.  
 
    Because I saved her.  
 
    Sebastian withdrew from the bed as quietly as he could and dressed in pair of dry trousers and shirt from his trunk. His long black coat was still wet but he put it on anyway and lingered at the door a moment, watching Selena sleep. With a silent curse he went out, shutting the door behind him.  
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    The spell had left Selena weak, pulled her relentlessly toward blackness. She had fought it with all she had so that she could savor the feeling of Julian’s body against hers, feel his breath against her neck and his hand in hers. But the exhaustion of the spell won out and she had fallen into oblivion.  
 
    Julian must have too, but he awoke with a jolt, waking her. A bad dream. Likely, he saw his ship break apart under the merkind’s maelstrom. She’d remained still, afraid to move, longing to move, to turn to him… 
 
    Ten years. It seemed impossible that it had been ten years since someone had touched her. She had forgotten how it felt, the pleasant weight of a man’s body pressed against hers, the scent of his skin, of his breath. Julian’s body took away the worst of the chill from her plunge into the ocean, leaving the usual cold of her wound. But it wasn’t merely his warmth she cherished. 
 
    Wasn’t it? 
 
    It didn’t matter. To face him nakedly would be to reveal her wound and that was impossible. Dangerous. He would turn away, disgusted. Or worse, it would draw him in and plague him with dark memories.  
 
    And he is not Aluren, she thought. It is forbidden.  
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut and banished the memory of Julian’s body against hers.  
 
    He is cruel and cold and he saved you to save his gold. That is all. 
 
    “That is all,” she murmured, but the words had no power. He is good. A better man than even he knows. 
 
    She settled back to rest against the pillow that smelled of him, trapping the stinging tears behind her eyes so that they could not fall. 
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    The Edge 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian emerged from his cabin and swore under his breath at the sight that greeted him. Water sloshed over the main deck and was slowly seeping out through scuppers cut in the bulwarks. He took in the snapped bowsprit and two missing sails, then upwards. The fore topsail yard was absent, now lying shattered at their feet, wearing its torn sail as a funereal shroud. The mainmast topsail was simply gone.  
 
    His crew stopped what they were doing. They watched him in silence, unmoving. Sebastian quickly glanced at the sky and saw the sun was dropping.  
 
    Hours. I’ve been in there with her for hours. 
 
    “What the bloody Deeps are you gaping at?” he bellowed. “Get back to work!” 
 
    He stomped over his deck, over the broken bits of the topsail yard that had stabbed him and went to Grunt who was resting on a crate, his leg pillowed on a pile of sodden burlap. Niven was sitting with him, looking pale and drawn.  
 
    I tended to Selena before my own crewman. Before Grunt.  
 
    “How are you, old man?”  
 
    Grunt grunted and patted the young adherent’s hand with his gnarled, sunburnt one. Sebastian inspected Grunt’s leg, remembering how misshapen it had been. Now it was puffed and bruised from ankle to knee, but straight.  
 
    “A few more prayers,” Niven said with a tired smile, “and he’ll be up and about in no time.” 
 
    Sebastian nodded. “Get him belowdecks.” 
 
    Grunt shook his head and held up a flask. He smiled a wobbly smile and then waved Sebastian away.  
 
    “Aye, then. Rest up.” 
 
    “Can I help Paladin Koren?” Niven asked.  
 
    “She’s fine.” 
 
    The adherent’s eyes dropped to Sebastian’s side where blood seeped through his shirt.  
 
    “Can I help you, Captain Tergus?” 
 
    “Later. How is Ilior?” 
 
    “Warming himself at the oven. I lit it, like you asked, but what if the merkind come back? Isn’t it very dangerous to leave the fire burning?” 
 
    “If the merkind come back, spilled tinder will be the least of our concerns.” 
 
    “Oh. All right then.” Niven gave a nervous glance to the seas around them. “Grunt is stable. I’ll check on Ilior again. Unless I can help you…?” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    The adherent went.  
 
    Sebastian turned and Whistle was there with Cur, the young boy’s face a mask of worry. “She’s going to be fine,” Sebastian told him. Whistle’s bald-faced relief irritated him for no reason he could fathom. To Cur he said, “Let me see your hands.” 
 
    Cur held up his palms. They were scraped raw.  
 
    “Niven just went to the galley.”  
 
    Cur shook his head. He pointed at all the broken spars and dangling rigging, and made a questioning sign.  
 
    “She’s still seaworthy,” Sebastian said. “It’ll be tricky without the staysails, and slow. We’ll have to furl the spanker just to keep her straight.” 
 
    Cur signed again.  
 
    “The Isle of Lords,” Sebastian answered. “We can make it, slow and steady. If you won’t let Niven heal your hands, then get to cleaning up the deck. You too, Whistle. We lost some freshwater barrels. See what’s left and pull the extra from the hold to catch more.” His lips curled in a sneer. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and get hit by a squall next.” 
 
    Sebastian climbed up the ladder to the quarterdeck. Cat and Spit were at the helm. The Black Storm was slowing. The enormous wave Selena had called was subsiding behind them and the ship coasted slowly but the sea was no longer perfectly still and there was a slight breeze to propel them. Svoz lounged at the aft rail, smoking a stinking cigarillo. He followed Sebastian with his beetle-black eyes and a pleased smile on his snout.  
 
    “She’s safe,” Sebastian answered Cat’s scrutinizing stare. “She’s sleeping, she’s warm. Or as warm as she can ever get, I suppose.”  
 
    Cat narrowed her eyes.  
 
    “I fell asleep, godsdammit,” Sebastian snapped. “And if you hope to do the same tonight, you’ll finish your watch without questioning what I do on my own bloody ship.” 
 
    Svoz pushed his bulk off the rail. “Temper, temper, Master,” he said, emphasizing the word and adding a hiss to it. “Though if you prefer, I shall begin my indenture to you as I begin all associations with new masters by asking if there is anyone who requires disposal? The flame-haired flesh-tart, perhaps? She’s a mouthy one, isn’t she, Master?” He chuckled.  
 
    Sebastian glanced at his crew. Neither had a voice; speaking in front of them was as speaking to ghosts. Even so, he motioned for the sirrak to shut his mouth, and glanced at his wrist compass before surveying the horizon. 
 
    “The wheel is yours,” he told Cat. “Maintain this course, but do not drop anchor for the night. If those merkind come back…” He sighed. “Spit, keep an eye out.” 
 
    Spit spat. For once, Sebastian didn’t mind. The deck is wet enough. 
 
     He went down to the bow and inspected the splintered jut of wood that remained of his bowsprit with a dull ache. He fished around in the inner pocket of his long coat for a cigarillo but it was empty.  
 
    “Svoz, to me,” he said in a low voice. The sirrak appeared immediately and Sebastian couldn’t help but feel a sort of twisted pleasure at the power he now wielded. “Do you have a smoke?” 
 
    Svoz gave him an arch look. “I do, but I sincerely doubt you will enjoy it.”  
 
    He produced a lit cigarillo seemingly out of nothing. Sebastian took a drag then convulsed, doubled over, and hacked smoke until his eyes streamed. He expected to see shreds of his own lung tissue mired in pools of muck on the deck, but there was neither. 
 
    Svoz chuckled. “Told you so.” 
 
    “What the bloody shit is in this?” Sebastian said when he could speak.  
 
    “Bloody shit.” Svoz laughed. “I tease!” He furrowed his brow ridges. “Although now that I think on it, you’re not too far off the mark. Not to your taste? They’re aged nicely.”  
 
    Sebastian tossed the cigarillo overboard but the stench lingered.  
 
    The sirrak lit another of the foul things for himself and took a deep, satisfying drag. “That was quite the excitement, wasn’t it, Master?” he said after a moment. “You were quite frantic when former master fell into the icy waters. Panicked, even.” 
 
    Sebastian spat into the water before replying. “You’d be panicked too, if eight hundred gold doubloons fell overboard.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Svoz said. “You humans are quite fond of those little shiny trinkets, are you not?” 
 
    “We are,” Sebastian said, “and if something happens to Selena before we find Accora, I stand to lose a bloody fortune.” 
 
    Svoz tapped a black nail to his teeth as if he were biting back a smile. “Of course. That makes perfect sense.” 
 
    Sebastian ignored the sirrak’s knowing tone. “So. A blood oath, is it?” 
 
    “It is!” Svoz said. “A life for a life. I saved your precious Paladin and now you owe me the demise of one human flesh bucket in return.” 
 
    Sebastian kept his face carefully expressionless. “When will you name this person I’m supposed to kill? Have someone in mind already, do you?” 
 
    Svoz snorted. “Now where is the fun in that?” 
 
    “Bloody games,” Sebastian muttered. “And what happens if I refuse?” 
 
    Svoz seemed genuinely perplexed. “Refuse? You?”  
 
    “What happens?”  
 
    The sirrak became still. The heat radiating off his hulking red form seemed to become more intense.  
 
    “If you don’t do as required, I am free to do as I wish. Have you seen what I wish?” Svoz flicked his black gaze to the sea. “It’s quite entertaining although not, I imagine, from the other side. And when I’ve had my fun, I return to my home. With you.” He laughed coldly. “If you found my smoke not to your taste…” He flicked his gaze back to Sebastian and let a slow blink hood his eyes momentarily. “Your screams will resound in our halls of blood and bone long after you’re gone. One voice in a choir of poor souls who have failed to honor the oath that now binds us.”  
 
    The consequences for failing…  
 
    Sebastian rubbed his eyes. “Bloody mess.” 
 
    “I hope so!” Svoz elbowed Sebastian as if they were old chums. “I know you’re going to be ever so much more fun than my previous master, the godly little bitch you pine for.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, sirrak,” Sebastian snarled. A dull thump began to beat at his brain. The cigarillo, likely. More likely it was these thoughts of Selena, of his last job, of his battered ship, all bashing around like blinded moths in a lamp glass.  
 
    “Why don’t you just call her by her name?” he asked Svoz. “Why don’t you call anyone by their names?” 
 
    “We are not permitted to use the true names of any human.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The sirrak peered at Sebastian. “I had taken you for intelligent, though it would not surprise me in the least to be mistaken. Are you not aware of the power of true names?” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “Sirrakind are powerful beyond any reckoning your puny brain could devise, but on this plane we are restricted. Not being permitted to utter the true names of the human scum that shuffle over this soggy orb is one way to curb our might. Being bound by blood is another.”  
 
    He licked his lips with a forked tongue. Sebastian wiped his slashed palm on his trousers, as if he could wipe the memory of that tongue lapping his blood.  
 
    “But come now,” the sirrak continued. “I find it preposterous that you do not understand the power of a name. You, who maintains a crew of mute and tongueless rogues. Surely you, Julian Tergus, must have some appreciation for the power of a true name.” 
 
    Sebastian gripped the rail. “You cannot speak true names, sirrak.” 
 
    “True enough,” Svoz returned, “and I did not, did I? Don’t fret, my dear Master. I am bound to secrecy. Our strange nature provides sirrak’ah with vast amounts of secretive knowledge and yet very little means to use it.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Sebastian asked. “What do you know?” 
 
    “Everything.” Svoz regarded him from beneath hooded eyelids. “Your bloodied past is not something I may speak freely of to anyone but you. Another pity. Of all my masters thus far, you have the most promise and yet you conceal your glorious reputation—” 
 
    “Silence,” Sebastian hissed. “You will be silent, as silent as any other man in my crew, for that’s what you are now. Mine.” 
 
    Svoz smiled lazily. “A command uttered is as good as done. But may I be permitted a question?” 
 
    Sebastian held the sirrak’s gaze another moment. His head was beginning to pound in earnest. “Speak.” 
 
    “Why have you not carried out your task? Your…what do you call it? Your last job?”  
 
    Sebastian looked up sharply. His head thundered with his pulse. Visions of his atoll came to him awash in blood… 
 
    Svoz continued before he could speak. 
 
    “You could have let her drown, you know. Clean. Simple. Though not terribly fun, I agree.” The demon leaned close enough that Sebastian could feel the heat emanating from his skin. The sirrak’s eyes gleamed with longing, his voice thick with bloodlust. “Say the word, Master. Say it. If you find the job too odious or have not the heart for it…” 
 
    “No,” Sebastian said. His face was a mask, his voice stony. “I don’t go back on my word and I don’t pawn off my work to others.” 
 
    Svoz sighed. “I’m disappointed, of course, but I understand. If she were mine to kill, I wouldn’t let anyone else spill the golden-haired flesh-tart’s blood either. It tasted so sweet…” 
 
    Sebastian clung to the edge. He turned his gaze to the ocean. The sun was setting behind them, casting orange ribbons of light across the iron-colored water. The sky was not dark but would be soon. The moon was a silver crescent hanging in the sky, like a lopsided grin.  
 
    “She has a fucking hole in her chest and it keeps her perpetually cold,” Sebastian said after a moment. “Did you know that?” 
 
    “Of course,” Svoz said, “but…” 
 
    “But you can’t speak of it.” Sebastian looked up at the sky. “It’s a crescent moon, I know that. Black as pitch and it…emanates.” 
 
    “An ingenious conduit,” Svoz mused  
 
    Sebastian hardly heard him, his thoughts drifting back over the years. 
 
    “When I was a cabin boy on one of my first voyages, I fell asleep on deck. I curled up against the sideboards like a cat in a slant of sunlight. The bosun poured a bucket of cold sea water on me as punishment for over-sleeping my watch. I thought I’d die from that first shock and then shivered for hours in the damp after. And that’s how she feels every moment because of that damnable wound. How she isn’t mad or dead by now, I don’t know.” 
 
    “A mystery for the ages,” Svoz said airily.  
 
    Sebastian faced the sirrak. “You are not to tell Selena that you’re mine now. Not one word. You will act as if nothing has changed.” 
 
    Svoz pursed his lips. “I’m afraid that charade won’t work, Master. Any command from her will fall on very deaf ears.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of that. Just say nothing to her of our…arrangement.” 
 
    Svoz inclined his huge head. “As you say, Master.” 
 
    “Captain. You will call me ‘Captain’.” Sebastian peered up at the sirrak. “That is all that you will call me. My name is Julian Tergus but you are not permitted to speak it because it is my true name. Now go help the other clean up the mess.” 
 
    The sirrak inclined his head. “As you command. Captain.”  
 
    When Svoz had vanished in a puff of that same acrid smoke, Sebastian hung his head between his hands and suffered the headache, letting it pound the insides of his skull until he thought he might be sick. Exhaustion finally pulled him from the prow just as the sun sank completely.  
 
    He strode across the cluttered, sodden main deck, prepared to sleep until the dawn was old. He laid his hand on his cabin’s door handle and remembered with a jolt that his bed was currently occupied.  
 
    “Gods be damned…” 
 
    He leaned his aching head against the door until his face was composed. Stony. Expressionless.  
 
    When he opened it, he found Selena wrapped tightly in one of his blankets, standing over his desk. She had lit the lantern that hung from the deck head and it suffused the small cabin in warm yellow light. The falling night revealed in the gallery windows behind her frame her in deep blue. She smiled to see him come in.  
 
    “I was just looking at your sketches. They had spilled onto the floor during the maelstrom. I hope you don’t mind.” Her voice was raw and raspy, scratched by salt water.  
 
    A bedroom voice… 
 
    Sebastian strode to the desk. He hastily gathered the schematics and shoved them under a leather portfolio. “It’s nothing. Just something I do when I’m bored.” 
 
    Selena backed away from his desk and sat down on the edge of the bunk, clutching the blanket around her. Her hair was dry now and she had pulled it down her left side of her chest. The right side of her face was swollen and bruised where the boom had struck her and Sebastian’s blood still stained her chin. She looked like the refugee of a shipwreck, not the Summoner who made the seas do her bidding; not one who lifted his entire ship out of maelstrom…  
 
    “They’re hardly nothing,” Selena was saying. “You’re an extremely talented draftsman. Why don’t you work for the Guild?” 
 
    “If I did that, you’d have no one to take you to Saliz,” Sebastian snapped. He glanced at her again and then looked away. “Why aren’t you dressed? Why are you still here?” 
 
    She clutched the blanket more tightly. In one hand was her linen undershirt. “But for this, my clothes are gone. I didn’t want to traipse around the ship wearing only your blanket.” 
 
    “Cat set them to dry. I’ll go get them.”  
 
    “First tell me the crew and the Storm are all right.”  
 
    “Crew is fine. The ship’s taken damage. We’ll need repairs at the Isle of Lords. But it could have been worse.” He mustered a grim smile. “To say the least.” 
 
    She released a breath and touched her fingertips to her bruised cheek. “I’m so glad. I was so scared. I thought it was going to be worse. For me, I mean. Like last time.” She glanced up at him. “What of the merkind?” 
 
    “After what you did, I doubt they’re very eager to try to enforce their justice on us again.” 
 
    “And if they tried, we would die. I can’t Summon again. I can’t. I can feel the god watching me, waiting to see how much more I’ll take. And it warned me. I fell overboard…” She met his eyes with her sky blue gaze. “Did you pull me from the water?”  
 
    “No,” Sebastian said. “Svoz.” 
 
    “But it was you who helped me to breathe again. Wasn’t it?” 
 
    “I suppose.”  
 
    “Thank you for saving my life.” 
 
     “You would have done the same.”  
 
    “And you warmed me,” she said. “You didn’t have to but—” 
 
    “I had to get you dry. It was the only way,” he said quickly.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She smiled at him, softly, warmly. She was sitting on his bunk wearing only a scrap of cloth… 
 
    Sebastian retreated behind his desk. “Stop saying that,” he snapped. He jammed his sketches into the portfolio and shoved it into the desk drawer.  
 
    “Saying what?” Selena asked, taken aback by his sudden anger.  
 
    “Thank you.” He slammed the drawer shut. “Stop thanking me all the bloody time. You saved my ship. I blew some air into your lungs. We’re bloody even.” 
 
    “Are we?” she said hoarsely, rising. The ship swayed beneath her but she found her balance quickly. “Are we even?” 
 
    No, now I owe Svoz a life too, Sebastian thought. “Aren’t we?” 
 
    She shook her head, flustered. “No, I mean…is that all there is? As though we… as if there were nothing but debts to be paid or repaid?” 
 
    “That’s all there is. That’s all life is.” He counted off on his fingers: “Take what you can get, always watch your back, and repay what’s owed so you don’t fear the knife in the night.” He made a cutting motion with his hand. “That’s it.” 
 
    “Very well. If that’s how you look at things. I’m surprised you had the presence of mind to help me at all today, given the way you sometimes look at me.” 
 
    Sebastian stared at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Sometimes I feel like you don’t care should I live or die, and other times I feel as though you hate me,” she said, meeting his gaze unwaveringly. “And sometimes, you are very kind. As on Nanokar…” She shook her head, looking away.  
 
    The silence that hung between them was thick and heavy. It seemed to Sebastian, the only sound was the thundering of his pulse in his head.  
 
    She could relieve that pain, he thought and the image of her standing close, close enough that he could smell the salt of her skin, feel the soft of her hands touching him, the warm sunrise glow of her healing engulfing him until there was no pain… 
 
    No pain.  
 
    There was always pain. The expression on Mina’s face—the last she would ever wear—was one of agony, emblazoned on his soul forever. The screams of his own victims echoed in the endless cavern of his memory.  
 
    I don’t deserve her healing. 
 
    He fought for the edge again, and watched Selena as if from a great distance. 
 
    “You hired me to sail you to Isle Saliz,” he said in a dead voice. “That is the only matter of concern between us. There is nothing else.”  
 
    Her face paled slightly and then she drew herself up and the small woman was gone. She was imperious and the immense power she wielded suddenly seemed very close to the surface. The warmth in her eyes when she looked at him vanished and her voice was as cold as the northern seas. 
 
    “Of course. You are correct. My clothes are in the galley?” 
 
    “Should be.” 
 
    “I’ll return your blanket after I’ve changed.”  
 
    “If you please.” 
 
    She went to the door. There she paused, and for a moment he thought she would speak, but then she was gone, closing the door—not gently—behind her.  
 
    Sebastian slumped in his chair, drained. The lantern above his desk swayed with the gentle rocking of his ship. He remained on the edge, not trusting himself otherwise, but his stomach interrupted his nothingness with a growl. The ship was quiet with exhausted crew. He thought it safe to find something to eat in the galley. He threw open the door and nearly tripped on his blanket, folded neatly outside. He retrieved it and retreated back into his cabin, thoughts of food forgotten.  
 
    Before he could stop himself, he pressed the linen to his nose. It smelled of seawater, faintly, and beneath that, Selena’s scent, warm and clean, and just as strong as when he’d been pressed to her, warming her with his own body. 
 
    Sebastian hurled the blanket onto the floor and returned to his desk, to the lantern. He watched its back and forth—light and shadow, light and shadow—until he stood up and blew it out.  
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    The Paladin 
 
      
 
      
 
    Connor awoke in his bed in his little cell in the Moon Temple, at first unable to recall how he got there. Then he remembered the fish. So many fish. They’d swarmed around his boots in the shallows, and Connor had thought that if the episode hadn’t come on, something larger would have heeded his silent call. A dolphin perhaps. Or maybe even a whale. But another episode wracked him. That made two in as many weeks. They didn’t scare him. Not even the one weeks ago where lightning danced over him… 
 
    Taliah was a new addition to the duo of worried faces surrounding him as he woke. His father, Celestine, and now the crimson-skinned Juskaran woman hovered over him. She had always intimidated Connor; she was ferocious in her devotion to the Two-Faced God and intolerant of nearly everything else. But he liked her because her faith that the god would Hear him someday had been unflagging, and he had trusted that she was right. Behind them, Kyre stood like a sentry, reminding him that things were different now and the Taliah had been wrong. Very wrong.  
 
    Connor had hardly been awake more than a handful of moments, but he had come out of his sleep with a surety at the forefront of his mind. A destiny revealed to him in a dreamlike vision. He could hardly contain his excitement but knew he must if he were to fool his father and Celestine.  
 
    He blinked his eyes rapidly. “Another episode?” 
 
    They all nodded, each wearing that pitying smile he hated so much. But he kept his irritation concealed and instead smiled back.  
 
    “I called fish this time. Did you see it? I don’t know how I knew to do it, but I saw one swimming in the shallows and I just had this idea. Like with the birds a week ago…” He shook his head with remembered awe. “There must have been hundreds of them.” 
 
    Their faces, in unison, fell into furrowed consternation and unease. That irritated him too. Only Kyre stood expressionless, waiting.  
 
    “I think you should rest now,” Celestine said. “We’ll talk about it in the morning.” 
 
    That’s what she said after the birds. Connor feigned a pained expression. The headache that usually greeting him upon awaking from an episode was absent. “As you say, Your Reverence.” 
 
    Celestine and Taliah slipped out of the room, both watching him warily yet concerned, as though he were some kind of rare exotic animal that needed tending. His father stayed behind.  
 
    “Kyre, may I have a moment with my son, please? Alone?” 
 
    Connor nodded at the dragonman.  
 
    “I’ll be right outside the door,” the Vai’Ensai said.  
 
    When he was gone, Archer Crane sat beside Connor’s bed. “He’s a vigilant one, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He’s my best friend,” Connor replied. He heard the challenging tone in his voice and inwardly vowed not to get into an argument with his father. Not when this will be the last time we see each other for a while. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about what’s been happening,” his father said. “I’m sure you must have questions and I don’t want you to worry.” 
 
    “I’m not worried,” Connor said. “I think I understand why the Two-Faced God can’t Hear me.” 
 
    His father looked as though he were mentally bracing himself. “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because this magic I have—calling storms and animals—that’s from somewhere else. A different god. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, we’re not entirely sure,” Archer said.  
 
    “But you and Celestine and Taliah…You’ve been working it out. Haven’t you?” 
 
    His father smiled tightly. “The important thing is that you don’t upset yourself over it and suffer more episodes. You haven’t had two this close together in a long while.” 
 
    “I feel fine. And didn’t you just say that you’re here to answer my questions?” Despite his avowals, that old familiar irritation at his father for treating him like a sickly little child was there, always there, like an itch he couldn’t scratch.  
 
    “What does Celestine think? I know you spoke to Taliah after the birds. It’s a different god’s magic, isn’t it? From mother’s islands?” 
 
    He could see that blow strike home and now his father was trying to remain collected. “Paladin Taliah seems to think so, yes,” he said, practically through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Why do you sound so unhappy about it? I thought you loved her. My mother, I mean.” 
 
    “I did,” Archer said. “It’s not about her, it’s about you. I want you to—” 
 
    “Be safe.” Connor sighed, an uncommon sadness coming over him. The cell was dim, moonlit and nothing more. Shadows filled in the lines of his father’s face and his eyes, aging him. I don’t want to cause him more pain, but it’s my time. Mine.  
 
    “Father, I feel like I’ve been set free. For years—my whole life—I’ve been trying to become a Paladin and for years I’ve been shunned. But that struggle is over now. I have been shown a different path and I want to walk it.” 
 
    “I understand,” Archer said in a tone that told Connor he didn’t at all. “But this new magic is foreign and strange and we don’t know much about it. I think we should proceed slowly. Cautiously.” 
 
    “What is the name of the god?” 
 
    “Wor’ri,” Archer said, maneuvering his mouth over the name awkwardly.  
 
    “Wor’ri,” Connor repeated. He expected to feel some sort of instant communion or recognition. He felt nothing. “From what island? Did you remember it?” 
 
    “No,” his father said and Connor knew that was a lie.  
 
    “Oh.” He forced a smile that he hoped appeared genuine. “But maybe tomorrow, we’ll figure it out. Like you said.” 
 
    “Yes, tomorrow. Taliah will tell you what she knows and we can go from there. Until then, try to get some rest and don’t…” 
 
    “Don’t what?” 
 
    Archer smiled ruefully and tousled his son’s hair. “Goodnight, Connor.” 
 
    Connor watched him go and before his father could close the door all the way, Kyre returned to take up his post.  
 
    “Celestine and my father, they’re good people,” he told the Vai’Ensai, “but they worry too much. They treat me like I’m a child.” 
 
    “You are not a child’s age.” 
 
    “That’s right. I’m seventeen but they say I’m a young seventeen.” 
 
    Kyre frowned. “Does time pass differently for certain humans?” 
 
    “It means they think I’m yet more a boy than a man. That used to bother me but now I know what I must do.” 
 
    Kyre waited.  
 
    “Have you heard of Selena Koren?” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “She’s probably the greatest Paladin the Two-Faced God has ever seen, except for Skye. But not even Skye can move the tides. Selena Koren can. She can make the oceans do her bidding.”  
 
    “And you can call wind and rain,” Kyre remarked.  
 
    Connor wanted to leap out of his skin, though he managed to keep his voice hushed.  
 
    “Yes, exactly!” He sat up and motioned for Kyre to come closer. “I never dream when I have an episode. There’s only blackness and forgetting. I didn’t tell my father. Or Celestine, but these last two episodes? With the birds and the fish? Both times, I did dream. I had a vision. The same vision. And it was Selena Koren, in the Moon Temple, and by her side was a Vai’Ensai. Ilior, his name was.” 
 
    “The stone and the fire must have sent him to her.” 
 
    “Yes! Just like they sent you to me. We have to find her. We have to join her. My father, Celestine, and the Justarchs sent her on some dangerous quest to kill a Bazira. I heard about the whole thing through Gregor. Maybe we can help her. I don’t know where she is now but I know where she started.” 
 
    Kyre cocked his head to the side.  
 
    “Isle Uago. That’s where Paladin Koren was last known to be and if anyone can help me understand my magic, it’s her. She and I, we’re the same,” he said. His heart beat faster with every word. “Her god marked her with her wound. My god marked me…with my episodes. Yes! Do you see? I’m a paladin too. Only not for this god. But I’m a paladin too. I am,” he whispered, almost to himself.  
 
    “With the dawn, then?” 
 
    Connor threw off the bed sheets. “No, tonight. We leave tonight. We’ll be too closely watched tomorrow, and you’re not exactly inconspicuous, my friend.” 
 
    “Your father and the woman will worry,” Kyre observed. “The red-skinned woman will be angry.” 
 
    “If I tell them, they won’t let me go. Father will shut down the ports if he has to and Celestine will keep me under guard. Not officially a prisoner, but close enough. No, we have to leave now. I have coin enough to buy passage.”  
 
    Connor began throwing belongings in his rucksack and strapped his sword to his waist, talking as he did.  
 
    “They’ll think we left to find my mother’s islands. To find out more about Wor’ri.” He stopped packing. “It’s funny. I don’t feel anything when I say that name. Only excited that I know who I belong to, if that makes sense. And that I’m a paladin after all.” He savored the notion for another moment and then resumed packing.  
 
    Kyre said nothing. 
 
    “Anyway, going to the islands where Wor’ri is worshipped is the logical step but I don’t want to go there. Not yet. Something big is happening and Selena Koren is part of it. And so am I.” He stuffed a fine pair of trousers into his bag. “But I spoke about Wor’ri with father just now so the seed is planted. I feel bad, though. It’s dangerous, where we’re going. At least, they’ll see it that way.” He stopped what he was doing and glanced up at Kyre. “Are you going to stop me?” 
 
    Kyre snorted. “Of course not. I walk with you, I protect you, I die for you.” He flexed his wings. “I am ready.” 
 
    “Walk with me and protect me, but don’t die, Kyre.” He laid his hand on the Vai’Ensai’s arm for a moment, and then shouldered his bag. “Come on. Isle Uago awaits. Have you been to Uago, Kyre?” 
 
    “No. What makes it dangerous?” 
 
    Connor’s grin widened. “Pirates.” 
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    Celestine wasn’t surprised when Sera woke her with the news that Connor Crane and his dragonman had left sometime in the night, evading the Temple guards, and sneaking out without anyone so much as seeing a shadow. The High Reverent closed her eyes briefly, thinking of Archer.  
 
    He’s already lost so much… 
 
    She thanked Sera and rose to dress, mentally preparing for her friend’s anger at her for not posting guards at Connor’s door. She had been sure that Connor would leave, but never thought it would be so soon.  
 
    “Shall I send a bird to Admiral Crane?” Sera asked when Celestine emerged from her chambers. 
 
    The High Reverent belted her sapphire-encrusted sword to her waist as they walked. “No. Get me the sloop. I’ll tell him myself.” 
 
    Sailors were called to her small sailboat and Paladin Lanik Thrakill waited for her at the docks to take her over as guard and escort. Before the war, a retinue of Paladins would accompany the High Reverent anywhere. Now there was only one, though that it was Lanik made her smile. He was a devout Paladin, and, if she were being honest, a handsome one at that. His eyes were much warmer than their icy blue color hinted. 
 
    The journey across the channel was short but it seemed as if the narrow strip of greenish water—sluggish with the waste and refuse of Lillomet City—floating in its depths, had grown even more narrow that morning. The voyage was unsettlingly short. The Citadel loomed ahead, squat and square and reminding her of Stoneyard Prison on Isle Parish. Despite the last remnants of summer heat lingering in the air, Celestine shivered.  
 
    “Are you well, Your Reverence?” Lanik asked, his face drawn with worry.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, reprimanding herself. It didn’t befit a High Reverent to wear her anxiety so close to the surface. Even so, Lanik’s troubled expression prompted her to add, “My task is not pleasant. Connor Crane left the island last night with his Vai’Ensai.” 
 
    “I had heard,” Lanik said, and frowned. “And while the Admiral must be understandably upset, he cannot blame you for the actions of a rash young man.” 
 
    Lanik’s words and the fierce emotion behind them made her smile, but the tight coil of nerves in her stomach remained. He doesn’t know Archer like I do.  
 
    As predicted, Archer’s face hardened at the news and his dark eyes bored into Celestine’s as she spoke. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Last night.” 
 
    “What hour?” Archer was leaning over his desk, palms splayed out, regarding her with a flinty expression she thought he must reserve for sailors who’ve disobeyed orders or who were guilty of misconduct. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Celestine faltered. You’re the High Reverent, not a child facing an angry parent. She stood up straight and met his eye. “Early. He was absent at morning meditations which happen at dawn. I came personally to tell you—” 
 
    “Deke!” He shouted to the door without taking his eyes from hers. The door opened and the red-haired young man posted outside entered.  
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Assemble my officers, smartly now.” 
 
    The man saluted and slipped out again. There was a silence and Celestine felt her face grow hot.  
 
    “You may stop staring at me like that,” she snapped. “I’m no deckhand or bosun to be reprimanded.” 
 
    “Correct,” Archer said slowly. “A bosun is in charge of keeping track of the men and making sure they’re all accounted for. Clearly, you are no bosun.” 
 
    Celestine sighed. “Archer, I know you’re upset but—” 
 
    “You’re damned right I’m upset!” he thundered. “I told you we needed to watch him after you told me that he was going to try to leave!” 
 
    “The Moon Temple is not a prison!” Celestine shot back. “He is a man grown. And he didn’t rob our coffers for the coin for passage. If you were concerned about him leaving, you shouldn’t have provided him the means to do so!” 
 
    “How was I to know he’d leave so soon?” 
 
    Celestine raised a brow.  
 
    Archer slumped into his chair and rubbed his eyes. “Carping at each other and laying blame isn’t going to bring him back. Where are my bloody officers?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Archer,” Celestine said. “I truly am. I should have been more attentive. But even if I had caught him as he snuck out the door, I couldn’t have stopped him.” 
 
    “No, but you’d have told me and I could have stopped him.” He sighed. “He’s too young, Cel. Even with that big lizard following him around, it’s too dangerous for him to be traipsing around the Western Watch.” 
 
    Celestine happened to know for a fact that Archer Crane had been “traipsing around” all of Lunos at a much earlier age than seventeen, but held her tongue on the matter. A rapping at the door came and then Archer’s officers, three men in stiff red and blue Alliance wool, entered. The High Reverent was given a deferential bow by each and then pushed out of the circle around the desk, so that they might pore over the charts.  
 
    “We’ll send ships to Isle Devala,” Archer said after briefing the men on the situation, leaving out the particulars of Connor’s magic. “We can chase him down. Whatever cog or vessel he’s bought passage on won’t be half as fast as our corsairs. We’ll catch him, likely…here.” Archer tapped the chart with his finger. 
 
    “Beggin’ your pardon, Admiral, but we how many ships do you aim to send after him?” Archer’s withering stare made the man—a captain judging by the size of the gold sun emblem on his lapel—clear his throat. “I meant, sir, if the dragonman abducted him, we’ll want a specialized team to pursue. But if young Connor is acting of his own accord…” 
 
    The captain was subtle, but the implication was clear: Was this a serious mission using valuable armada resources appropriately, or an overprotective parent taking advantage of those resources? 
 
    “One ship,” Archer said slowly, and Celestine knew he’d heard the unspoken query too. “We can spare one fast ship to track down my son who has departed Isle Lillomet without leave of the High Reverent to whom he has pledged his service,” he said, with a nod at Celestine.  
 
    The captain breathed easy, as did Celestine; none present wished to see the Admiral lose face.  
 
    “Of course, sir,” the captain said. “I’d be happy to command the vessel to Isle Devala myself.” 
 
    Archer assented and other officers chimed in with advice on the course to take, currents this time of year and the like, but Celestine hardly heard them. Something wasn’t right. Something niggled in the back of her mind.  
 
    “But what of the big dragonman?” asked another captain. “At his size, I’d imagine he’d crush a rock or two at Stoneyard, eh?” 
 
    “This is all Connor’s idea,” Archer said, his expression turned grim. “But I’m not closing any doors, either. If the dragonman tries to interfere, you have permission to restrain him. If that doesn’t work…” 
 
    The dragonman, Celestine thought. The men closed her out of the circle around the chart, and she took her leave without a farewell to Archer. Lost in her own thoughts, she meandered out into the hallway where her lone guard, Lanik Thrakill, waited.  
 
    “Your troubled mien has not changed, Your Reverence,” he said. “Is there anything I can do to ease your burden?” 
 
    Celestine forced a smile. “Have you ever had the notion you’ve forgotten something and yet can’t think what?”  
 
    “Aye,” Lanik laughed. “Strange how the mind will tell you that you have and not what you have.” 
 
    The High Reverent laughed with him. “Isn’t it?”  
 
    “So then you have forgotten something…?” Lanik bit off his words and then shook his head, his expression stern. “Forgive me. I overstep my bounds.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Celestine said. “But I don’t believe you can assist me here as I’m not entirely sure what, if anything, is amiss. A niggling itch in the back of my mind.” 
 
    “Concerning young Connor?” Lanik’s brows came together. “His disappearance is troubling but not entirely surprising, if I may say.” 
 
    Celestine nodded. They had reached the docks and Lanik offered his arm to help her into the sloop. She took it. “Why do you think so?”  
 
    “I’ve always felt that Connor was meant for something else. He’s too good at the sword, and too pure of heart for the Shining face to deafen itself to him. It makes no sense…unless he’s claimed by another.” Lanik cleared his throat. “Again, it’s none of my business…” 
 
    “You are a Paladin of the Aluren faith,” Celestine said as the sailors maneuvered around them to sail the sloop across the channel. “It is your business, what occurs in the Temple. And you were there when he had his episode with the lightning and the storm.” 
 
    “Aye,” Lanik said. “His power is potent. Pity it does not belong to us.” 
 
    Celestine eased a sigh of relief though she couldn’t fathom what she could be relieved about. Taliah colors every discussion about Connor with ugly words for the other gods, and Archer is naturally too overcome with worry. But with Lanik, I can just…talk. 
 
    She also realized she didn’t have to talk. The rest of the short journey to the docks was in silence, but a comfortable one. She caught Lanik smiling at her once and then he looked away. His ice blue eyes took in the panorama of Lillomet City, though it seemed he wasn’t seeing it. 
 
    “My cousin—a Guildsman—looks as you do when he’s trying to work out a difficult task,” she said, as they stepped out of the sloop on the other side of the channel. Again he offered his arm and again she took it.  
 
    Her words had been made lightly but Lanik’s expression was serious. “I have only one task, Your Reverence, and that is to ensure I serve you as best as I am able and leave you wanting for nothing.” 
 
    He looked as though he would say more, but then smiled shortly, and gestured for her to walk before him, to the Moon Temple. “Your Reverence.” 
 
    Celestine walked ahead of him, as was appropriate, all the while feeling his attention on her. It was not unpleasant.  
 
    Once in the Temple, Lanik took his leave hurriedly, his steps echoing through the empty halls, and she retreated to her cell to meditate on what bothered her about Archer’s plans to find Connor, for something was definitely amiss. She was certain.  
 
    No answers came to her during her meditations, but she guessed that was likely because her thoughts were distracted, pleasant, stirring. She opened her eyes after hours of fruitless meditations, but with a smile on her lips anyway.  
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    Fall on Your Sword 
 
      
 
      
 
    For six days, the Black Storm sailed over the Crystal Sea before crossing into the Blue Desert Sea that cradled the Isle of Lords. Six days of sailing over steel gray water and under iron clouds that blotted the sun from the sky. Six days of listening for a distress call that the merkind—healthy or sick—had returned. Six days of crisp air that tasted of ice and sleepless nights spent huddled under every spare blanket. Selena thought they must be drawing near to the Isle of Lords and yet no call of “Land ho!” sounded from above decks. Finally, it had become obvious to all that they were lost.  
 
    On the seventh morning, Cur came to the galley where Selena and Ilior sat close to Niven’s oven. Cur made a low growling noise.  
 
    “What is it?” Selena asked.  
 
    The man gestured for her to follow him above decks.  
 
    “News of our whereabouts, I hope,” Ilior said. His skin was no longer an alarming shade of white but he was still weak.  
 
    Selena rose. “Stay here. Stay warm,” she told him and followed Cur out of the galley.  
 
    “Your spell has blown us off course,” Julian told her. He didn’t look at her but kept his eyes over the helm.  
 
    “I guessed as much.”  
 
    Selena glanced around at the vistas beyond the rail. The Blue Desert Sea stretched out from the ship in every direction in swaths of unbroken blue. The air was by no means warm, but the frost had been replaced with a cold drizzle. The clouds above were thick and gray but broken here and there by blue sky. Lunos had changed as her spell had propelled them south, morphing from lands of ice and gray water, to a sea that earned its name with its blue depths. At the prow, the bowsprit was a jagged spear, like a branch broken in a storm.  
 
    “The Storm needs repairs.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Julian said. His voice held no warmth when he spoke to her now. “But the good news is that I’ve determined our location—more or less. We have a following sea to the south and now the Isle of Lords is behind us.” 
 
    “Behind us? We’re that far south?” Selena marveled. The spell was strong. Too strong. 
 
    “Aye, we are,” Julian said. “Too far south to make sailing to the Lords practical. We’d have to turn around to reach it, fighting wind and current along the way, and with the damage the Storm has taken, that’s not a smart proposition.” 
 
    “Where will we dock then?” 
 
    He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “The next closest island is Saliz. If this current holds, we’ll be there in three days.” 
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    The news sobered the entire crew. Selena could see it as she walked the decks. Every day the air was warmer, the cloud cover less heavy, but a pall hung over the Storm. Isle Saliz. Even if the Bazira adherent was no longer there, the island was renowned for its dangers, on land and in the water surrounding it.  
 
    The following morning, Cat was on her watch and would be until nightfall. Selena knelt in their windowless cabin and prayed to the Two-Faced God for guidance. Her emotions were at war: joy and hope battled fear and dread that she would be forced to take Accora’s life without provocation. The wound breathed against her chest, challenging her to feel anything but gladness that once Bazira blood was spilled, she’d be free.  
 
    The wound. It was the answer to every question.  
 
    There was a long mirror nailed to the back of the cabin door. Selena rose to her feet and faced it. It showed her reflection from the knees up. It was enough. She locked the cabin door and then disrobed. She did it fast, before her fear stilled her trembling hands.  
 
    The black crescent, like an obscene smile, was stark on her pale skin. She didn’t consciously raise her hand; it would do that on its own, she knew. Until it did, she stared, was drawn in, and then lost.  
 
    She was drunk. Head-spinning, stomach-roiling drunk. She took another gulp. It stuck in her throat, burning, while her body decided to accept it or not. By the sour bile that suddenly welled up under her tongue, the decision had been made. She staggered outside and heaved in the corner of the alley just in time. The rum burned on the way out as much as it had on the way in. She wiped her sleeve over her mouth. It was the only kind of burn she would ever know. She was certain of that.  
 
    She half-laughed, half-sobbed and blearily examined the bulbous white blister that rose from the center of her palm like a boil. The pain was bad—she had stifled a grimace at the table while the others watched her hold her hand over the candle and cheered her on. But it wasn’t a burning pain. Instead, it ached like stab wound and tingled with a thousand tiny pinpricks.  
 
    “But it doesn’t burn,” she muttered into the empty alley. “Illuria.” The blister receded and then vanished, and she slumped against the wall, fatigue now helping to steal her warrior’s grace as much as the night of drinking. 
 
    The door banged open and a man stumbled out, peering around. He spotted her and a grin spread over his face; a fissure of browned and missing teeth.  
 
    “There you are, lass. I thought you might’ve come this way. Need a bit o’ fresh air, eh? Or perhaps the candle hurt you worse than you let on?” he added with a knowing wink.  
 
    She held up her unblemished hand; the moonlight was bright enough. The man—Timon or Damon, she thought his name was—stared, aghast. Then he laughed and moved closer.  
 
    “So you’re invincible after all?” 
 
    “No,” she said, her thoughts going again to that horrible moment at Isle Calinda—six months gone and still as fresh in her mind as if it happened yesterday. She shivered. “No.” 
 
    “A wee chill?” The man loomed over her, a blurry dark shape to her rum-drowned vision. “Let old Tamon keep you warm.” He nuzzled her neck with bristly stubble. “I’ll take care of you, lass. Right here…” 
 
    She started to push him away but it was half-hearted. Why not? No man I could care about would ever want me, she thought. Another part of her whispered a warning that once the rum was flushed out of her, this would be a new kind of pain to remember. Then I’ll stay close to the rum, she replied. And nothing hurts worse than the wound. Nothing. 
 
    A shadow fell over them both and Tamon was torn off her. He staggered backwards and struck his head on the tavern wall. His eyes fluttered and then he sat on his rump, head lolling, as if he’d come out here to sleep it off.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Ilior demanded.  
 
    She waved him off. “Go ‘way.” 
 
    “Drunk? And where’s your Aluren dress?” 
 
    She peered up at him. “You know,” she said, “I see two of everything.” She laughed while some small part of her listened with horror at the words that came out of her mouth. “Even you, Ilior. I see two of you. Two heads, two shoulders, and two…wings.”  
 
    Ilior lifted her up. She gave no protest but let her spinning head rest against his fur vest.  
 
    “We’re going home now,” he said.  
 
    “Don’t take me back there,” she protested weakly. “It’s not my home.” 
 
    “You’re drunk and you smell like that man.” Ilior’s voice was the rumble of stones down a hill. “The Temple is your home. You’ll be safe there.” 
 
    She tried to protest but couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer. “Home was where my father lived.”  
 
    She wanted to add that nowhere was safe from the god’s wrath but cold darkness claimed her first.  
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    Selena staggered backward and crashed into the cabin wall. She looked down at herself in horror, at her wound that was swallowing her own arm up to the elbow, as if she’d been fishing around in her own chest cavity for some misplaced item. 
 
    She screamed and tore her arm free. It was rimed in ice.  
 
    Bazira ice, she thought. The icy magic Accora has wielded against innocents, no matter what she might say now. She has frozen the air in the lungs of her victims, she had stilled their heart with shards. I asked the god if killing Accora was the right thing to do, and it has answered.  
 
    Selena’s legs felt strangely weak, and the muscles in her shoulders were stiff from standing still, for what number of hours she couldn’t guess. She dressed without the aid of the mirror. Only after she wore her Aluren blue and silver, and with her paladin’s sword was strapped to her waist, did she regard herself once again. The god’s answer didn’t bring her peace despite all the reasoning in the world. She knew the truth.  
 
    Accora falls on your sword…or you do.  
 
    She went to her cabin door, ready to watch Isle Saliz draw closer. Her hand was on the handle when it turned. Selena gave a start as Cat came in.  
 
    “Oh,” Selena said. “I thought you had watch until nightfall.” 
 
    Cat nodded that she did, and covered her yawn with a gloved hand. She stretched out on her bunk and slept immediately.  
 
    Selena’s heart thudded dully in her chest. She went out, shutting the door behind her. Ilior met her in the dim passageway, coming to find her.  
 
    “Are you all right? You’ve kept to your cabin since this morning…” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, forcing a smile. “Only hungry.” 
 
    They went to the galley where Niven had left dinner for the crew in the oven to take whenever their watch ended. The last time she had been here was mere minutes ago, it seemed, and it had been breakfast in the oven.  
 
    Another day lost.  
 
    Her hunger died. Ilior was watching her closely. For his sake, she forced herself to eat, each bite turning to dust in her mouth.  
 
    After a time, Julian came in. He stopped when he saw them. He said nothing, took his share of the dinner from the oven and retreated, presumably to his cabin. Selena watched him go and then resumed picking at her food.  
 
    “He is silent to you,” Ilior said. “Since the merkind storm. Why?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Selena said, keeping her gaze on her plate. “I’m not surprised. He’s always been taciturn.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    She looked up at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What happened when he took you to his cabin? He said it was to warm you but how could he do better than the oven here?” He gestured at the wrought iron stove beside them.  
 
    “Skin to skin contact,” Selena said, hating how small and foolish her voice sounded. “I needed it. It’s what humans do to warm one another. There was nothing untoward about it.” 
 
    Ilior shook his head, speaking as if he hadn’t heard her. “I might be more pleased if he were of a different sort, but he speaks unkindly to you and shows little respect for your station.” 
 
    “You might be more pleased about what?” Selena asked.  
 
    “About how your thoughts are filled with him now.” 
 
    Selena stiffened. “That’s not true.” Then, “He saved my life.” 
 
    Ilior shrugged. “He hasn’t been paid yet.” 
 
    Selena bit back bitter words. “It doesn’t matter what happened. He is not Aluren. And even if he were, I have the wound. No man will ever want me, not while I have it. And I wouldn’t want any man to see it. Not ever.” 
 
    Ilior leaned back in his chair, his hands folded on his chest.  
 
    Selena felt another stab of irritation knife through her. “That is satisfying to you, is it?” 
 
    He stared at her, incredulous. “There is nothing about the wound, nor the pain it has caused you that is satisfying to me.” 
 
    “I know that. I’m sorry. I just…” 
 
    “I believe he is dangerous,” Ilior declared. “He saved your life and for that I am glad but I also don’t know why, given the way he sometimes looks at you.” 
 
    Selena glared at him, ignoring the voice that told her she’d said almost the exact thing to Julian herself.  
 
    Ilior weathered her stare with a shrug and said, “I sometimes doubt his motivations for helping you.” 
 
    There was a silence. The only sounds for a moment were the creaks and groans of a ship at sea. The lantern swayed above them, back and forth.  
 
    Selena regarded her friend who had been by her side, as he was now, for the last ten years. He was the rock she set her back to, unmovable and unyielding in his devotion as a mountain is unyielding to the elements. He was there when she needed him, as she had that drunken night so long ago when the wound was new. He was always there for her, beside her, dedicating his life to her instead of pursuing one of his own. He was willing to die for her, never asking for anything for himself beyond her safety.  
 
    I sometimes doubt his motivations for helping you.  
 
    “What does Vai’Ensai mean?” she asked him suddenly. “What is the exact translation?” 
 
    It took Ilior by surprise, she could tell. His face remained placid but his lone wing twitched. 
 
    “It means The Children,” he said, a small confused smile on his lips. “Why do you ask? I had thought that was common knowledge.” 
 
    Selena held his gaze. “On Isle Nanokar, in the library, I was told that Accora was interested in a journal left by a human explorer. A Guildsman. This human spent a year on the Cloud Isles with your people. The journal hinted at a discrepancy between the translation with which we are familiar, and the actual meaning of Vai’Ensai.” 
 
    “A human living in the Cloud Isles?” Ilior mused. “That is very unusual. It must have been a very long time ago.” 
 
    “During the Age of Sedition.” She reached across the table to take his hand. “Vai’Ensai means The Children? You’re certain?” 
 
    He glanced down at her hand clutching him. “It is my native tongue. Of course I am certain,” he said. “Siblings is another word altogether. But why let the Bazira’s curiosity for some old text upset you?” 
 
    “Because I…I don’t understand why you’ve walked with me for ten years, by my side every day. For ten years, Ilior!” Selena flinched, the volume of her outburst clanging around the small galley. “I feel,” she said in a calmer tone than she felt, “that there is an imbalance between us.” 
 
    “There’s no imbalance. The only reason I haven’t told you of my past is there’s nothing to tell,” he said. “My devotion to you was born on the battlefield when you slew the Zak’reth who cut off my wing. After that maiming, I can never go back to the Cloud Isles. That way lies pain. I’ve told you this.” 
 
    “But ten years?” 
 
    “Serving you gives my life purpose. You are, and you have always been, worthy of every moment.”  
 
    “You don’t long for home? Not ever?” 
 
    He smile was sad. “Of course. But it’s not my home anymore.” 
 
    Selena thought of the memory the wound dredged up. Ilior’s words were an echo of her own and she felt a tingle of shame burn her cheeks.  
 
    “Ilior, I’m so sorry I spoke like…” 
 
    He waved her apology away, his dark eyes sad. “You looked at it, didn’t you?”  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered.  
 
    “Did you touch it?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “My arm,” she whispered. “I lost the whole day.” She squeezed her eyes shut, as if that could blind her to the memories that lived in her mind.  
 
    “Now I understand.” 
 
    She wilted in her chair. “I’m sorry. Now that we are so close to Isle Saliz, I can’t help but feel everything is important. Even some misinterpreted translation. It’s the wound, Ilior.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “I can’t wear it much longer,” she said. “And I’m so lonely. Can I say that to you without hurting your feelings?” 
 
    “You can say anything to me,” Ilior said.  
 
    “As can you, my friend,” she said. To this, he only smiled.  
 
    Later that night, Cat slept in the bunk across from her and Selena was quickly following suit. Her eyes grew heavy as her conversation with Ilior drifted across her mind. Something about it kept pricking at her, like a burr in her boot.  
 
    Vai’Ensai means The Children, he’d said. Siblings is another word altogether.  
 
    Her eyes flew open. 
 
    “Oh, Ilior,” she said, her words whispers in the dark. “I never said the word ‘siblings’.” 
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    Isle Saliz 
 
      
 
      
 
    After three days of fair winds and a following sea, Isle Saliz appeared on the eastern horizon, just as Julian had predicted. To the southeast, the faint lines of Saliz’s sister isle, Huerta, were just visible through the haze of mist. It was growing warmer. Selena, standing on the quarterdeck, felt the encroaching heat as a tingle over her skin. She wasn’t comfortable but she no longer feared being debilitated by her chill and was able to leave her heavy cloak in her cabin. But the heat was apparent on the faces of her companions; sweat beaded every forehead and clothing stuck to the backs of the men who toiled to sail the ship that was damaged and already short-handed of crew.  
 
    “Watch the water,” she heard Julian tell Whistle as she went to the aft rail. “If something moves in it, I want to know. Any godsdamnn thing at all.”  
 
    Now that they had arrived, Selena felt she could not watch the island approach. At the rail, she watched the Black Storm cut a gentle wake behind them. Ilior joined her.  
 
    “It is like the quiet before the battle,” he said.  
 
    “Yes,” Selena said. “I feel as if storm clouds hang over the island. Perhaps that is the danger of Isle Saliz, but now… She is there, waiting for me. Now that I speak it aloud, I believe she’s been waiting for me.” 
 
    “For what purpose?”  
 
    Selena’s hand went to the pocket of her overtunic where the coin of Oshkat still lay. It had survived her fall into the ocean. She hadn’t thought of An-Lan’s reading in weeks, but now the seer’s words were coming back. Beware for the dark will try to swallow you, consume you, to make you something like itself. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she whispered. Selena remembered another of the images An-Lan’s smoke had shown her: the Sacrifice. He is wounded. He bleeds. He will die for you.  
 
    She glanced up at Ilior fearfully. “You should stay. All of you should stay here on the ship. I will fight her myself. It’s not safe—” 
 
    Whistle whistled. A short, shrill tweet.  
 
    Julian held up his hand and the crew froze at once. The water was dark blue and rolling with mild swells but closer to the islands it bore a strange, ruddy color. Like blood, Selena thought, turning around to look for whatever it was that had caught Whistle’s attention. Then she noticed Julian wasn’t watching the sea with his sharp eyes, but listening carefully. For long moments, only sounds were the creaking of the ship and the snap of canvas sails against the wind.  
 
    Selena went to the helm, beside Julian. “What did Whistle see?”  
 
    “I’ll be pricked if I know. But maybe it’ll keep on…”  
 
    The captain sucked in a breath and then Selena heard it too. A clacking sound at the bow, like someone tapping on the wood with a sharp stick. All heads turned to look and Whistle let out another blast, this one tapering away in breathy fear.  
 
    Selena saw an enormous red pincer, like that of boiled lobster, reach up and over the prow. A second pincer followed a moment later, and then the head. Six black teacup-size eyes appeared over a round O of a mouth that was clustered with spiny teeth. Its body was covered in segmented chitin plates in fiery red, and eight pointed legs clicked and clacked as it scrabbled over the rail. A hooked tail curved over the body; the tip was huge and bulbous, sprouting a black stinger as long as a dagger. It landed on the deck with a thud and began to scuttle.  
 
    “Fuck me dead,” Julian breathed, and tore aside his long coat to draw his scimitars while Svoz materialized beside him. 
 
    Ilior unsheathed his long sword. “It looks like…” 
 
    “Why, it’s a sea scorpion,” Svoz said airily. 
 
    Selena licked her lips and tightened her grip on her sword that she didn’t remember drawing. “There’s only one. Svoz, kill it,” she ordered as Julian shouted for the crew to get back.  
 
    “There’s only one now,” Svoz smiled broadly to show a row of black teeth. “They travel in schools. Or is it swarms?” He tapped his chin with a black nail. “Herds? I can never remember…” 
 
    “Svoz, shut up and get down there,” Julian said through clenched teeth. “We’ll back you up if you need it.”  
 
    “Back me up? Against one?” The sirrak snorted. “You amuse me, Captain.”  
 
    “Is it true they come in swarms?” Selena asked Julian without taking her eyes off the sea scorpion that was scuttling back and forth along the main deck like a roach searching for scraps. The crew had scrambled up the rigging and watched from above as the sirrak moved to do battle with it.  
 
    “Yes, but they live in shallows,” Julian said. “We’re too deep. I don’t know how this one found us. It must be a rogue or straggler.” 
 
    Selena watched Svoz stride to the scorpion and realized his weapon of choice this day was a cudgel, the head of which was the size of an ale cask.  
 
    “Svoz, no! Stop!” Selena shouted. “The deck!” 
 
    Julian made a strangled sound as Svoz brought the enormous cudgel down on the scorpion’s back. It exploded in a mess of shattered exoskeleton and greenish innards. Under the gore was a cudgel-sized crater of cracked wood. A pincer twitched in death throes. The sirrak raised his weapon again out of pure murderous glee rather than necessity.  
 
    Julian loosed the vilest oath Selena had ever heard and then said, “Svoz, stop! My deck, damn you!” 
 
    Svoz stopped his downward blow and rested the cudgel on his shoulder. He regarded the damage he had done with mock dismay. 
 
    “Oh dear. Do you have a throw rug? A mat, perhaps? None will be the wiser…” 
 
    “Bloody shit-eating bastard.” Julian started down the ladder but Selena grabbed his arm.  
 
    “Why is Svoz ignoring my orders but obeying yours?” she demanded. Ilior’s shadow fell over both of them.  
 
    Julian’s lip curled and he tore his arm from her grasp. “Maybe because you already have your own winged pet to do your bidding.” 
 
    Selena straightened. “Answer my question.” 
 
    “Because I bought him.”  
 
    The ship lurched; sending them all off balance, and there was a grinding sound beneath their feet.  
 
    “Bought him? With what?”  
 
    But Whistle was whistling again and Julian ignored her. “We’ve run aground.” He dashed down to the main deck and Selena had no choice to but to follow. “How in the bloody Deeps…?”  
 
    Julian ran to the rail and peered over. The deep blue water was gone, and instead the ship was cradled by the light, rust color of the shallows. The bottom silt was visible. Isle Saliz, once a distant mass of dark green was now looming before them in the early morning light.  
 
     “I don’t understand it,” Selena said. “We were two leagues out before the scorpion. It’s not possible…” 
 
    “It’s not possible,” Julian sneered. “And yet we are now a few hundred spans from the shore and my ship has bloody run aground. Grunt! Cat! Furl the—” 
 
    Ilior was suddenly there, his shadow falling over Julian. With one smooth motion, the Vai’Ensai reached down and gripped Julian by the throat and jerked him close. Every person on the ship froze, watching, as the air thickened with tension.  
 
    “She is a Paladin of the Aluren and a veteran of the Zak’reth war,” Ilior said, his voice dangerously low. “I grow weary of listening to you talk to her with such contempt.” 
 
    “Ilior, stop.” Selena pulled at his arm but it was unmovable as a tree trunk.  
 
    But while she struggled against the Vai’Ensai, Julian did not. His face was turning an alarming shade of red and the veins were beginning to bulge in his forehead but he made no effort to extricate himself from Ilior’s grip. Perhaps he knew it would be futile. Instead, he pulled the flintlock from his belt, brought it up between him and the dragonman, and aimed it square between Ilior’s eyes.  
 
    Selena gasped. “No, Julian. Ilior, stop…” 
 
    Ilior paid the gun no heed. “You will apologize,” he said, “and that will be the last thing you ever say to her.” 
 
    Julian cocked the flintlock.  
 
    The crew recovered themselves and surrounded the pair, brandishing their cutlasses at Ilior. It was Svoz who touched a weapon to Ilior’s neck, leveling the tip of his pike at the vein pulsing there.  
 
    “Tut, tut. Master Captain might blow your face off before I get to have any fun with you, but in the meanwhile, I feel I must make my new allegiances clear, brother.” He pushed the blade into Ilior’s neck just deep enough before drawing blood.  
 
    Selena slipped under Ilior’s arm to put herself between them. “Enough! Ilior, let him go! Julian, put the pistol away. Now!” 
 
    The Vai’Ensai released Julian with agonizing slowness and Selena was certain Julian was going to pull the trigger anyway. But when the captain was free he stepped back, taking in deep breaths without panic or loss of composure. He put his flintlock back in his belt and straightened his shirt that had been rumpled, all the while meeting the Vai’Ensai’s gaze. His expression blank, his eyes unreadable, but his trembling hands and tense jaw said that he was seething with fury. He shrugged his black long coat into place and nodded at Svoz who lowered his spear.  
 
    “You have three days to find your witch and kill her,” Julian told Selena, his voice flat and emotionless. “Then I sail. With or without you.” 
 
    He strode away without another word, Svoz at his side. The rest of the crew remained, their eyes on Selena, before Julian began barking orders. The crew moved off; Whistle the slowest, his eyes full of worry. The captain snapped at him and he jumped and scurried away, giving her one last glance over his shoulder. Niven remained by her side.  
 
    “I’ll go with you,” he blurted. His gaze darted to the jungle of Saliz and back to her again. “It’s my duty.” 
 
    “You will stay here,” she told him. “This is my battle and I will face it alone. I will not put your life in jeopardy.” The adherent started to protest but she silenced him with her hand held up. “I will not.”  
 
    “I can’t help but feel a terrible dereliction of duty,” he said. “But worse, I feel relieved. If I weren’t such a coward, I’d insist on going with you.” 
 
    “You are no coward. Your duty will be to take care of the crew until I return.” Her eyes sought the quarterdeck where Julian stood at the wheel. She saw Niven follow her gaze and quickly looked away. “How did Svoz come to serve Julian?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but if I had to guess, it would be when you fell into the water,” Niven said. He cleared his throat. “Captain Tergus was quite frantic over your accident.” He inclined his head and said in a low voice. “Quite.” 
 
    “Aye, frantic over not getting paid,” Ilior said.  
 
    Niven frowned and looked about to say more, but the Vai’Ensai glowered at him.  
 
    Selena watched the exchange while her pulse quickened. Frantic?  
 
    “Never mind,” she said, drawing herself up. “Please retrieve our belongings,” she commanded Ilior.  
 
    He seemed to relax ever so slightly. His mouth was turned down but Selena could see the satisfied smile in his eyes. “As you wish.” 
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    Sebastian watched Selena, Ilior, and the adherent converse briefly. The Paladin glanced his way, just for a moment and he swallowed hard. His throat ached where Ilior had choked him. He had almost killed the dragonman. He had been a hair’s breadth away from pulling the trigger when lack of air had made his vision swim with dancing lights. Then Selena had appeared.  
 
    And so I didn’t shoot. 
 
    He lit a cigarillo; he hadn’t had one in days and it scratched his raw throat.  
 
    Let it happen. Let it all happen, as it should. She’ll kill the Bazira and the island will kill her. My last job…  
 
    He tried to conjure the memory of his secret atoll and couldn’t.  
 
    “To the Deeps with it,” he muttered. He watched Selena descend belowdecks. “She can have it.” 
 
    “Dispensing gifts?” Svoz appeared beside him at the helm, hulking and red and glistening as though he’d bathed in blood.  
 
    “No,” Sebastian said.  
 
    “I do wish you hadn’t been so rash with the dragonman. I was ever so eager to enter the jungle with the godly bitch and kill many, many things.” 
 
    “We’ll go in.” 
 
    “Will we?”  
 
    “Aye.” Sebastian exhaled smoke from his nose in twin plumes. “To collect their bones.”  
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    Selena and Ilior left the beach at midday. Niven watched from the deck of the Storm as Selena marched across the rough, rocky sand and into the jungle where she was swallowed by the dense foliage. Ilior disappeared after her. The adherent longed to cry out, to tell Selena to stop, but the words stuck in his throat.  
 
    You can still go, he reprimanded himself. Get in the skiff and start rowing. It’s that easy.  
 
    But his fear was like strong hands, holding him down and gagging his mouth.  
 
    The party left behind was sullen, tense, and out of sorts. The crew eyed the waters around Saliz warily, jumping at each ripple in the silt, but Captain Tergus was the worst. His gaze had followed Selena long after the Paladin was lost from sight. Niven could have sworn the same longing to plunge in after her skirted behind the captain’s eyes. When Julian finally tore his gaze from the jungle, it was to curse that his beloved ship was aground. The Storm canted to the port side, its prow mangled, its yards missing, and now its deck was smashed. Niven was afraid for the tide’s return, fearful that Julian would take his ship and sail it away from Saliz’s dangers, leaving Selena stranded.  
 
    If they sail, I’ll go after Paladin Koren, Niven vowed. I cannot remain the coward. But marching alone into Saliz’s interior meant certain death. I can catch up to her if I go now.  
 
    He gnawed his lower lip, trying to muster the will to stand up, to break the grip of fear than anchored him down. Time slipped past and still he did not move.  
 
    The inherent nature of a thing cannot be changed, he thought bitterly. Easier to turn a mountain into a feather than to give me courage.  
 
    It was then he saw the figure at the shore, some hundred spans or so away. A woman, judging by the slight figure and billowing material of her simple white dress. Her hair was cut to her chin and as black as her eyes that appeared, from the distance, like two large pits of shadow. She must be wearing a pair of goggles, Niven thought. The woman stood still, calmly observing the party on the beach.  
 
    “Captain,” Niven murmured.  
 
    “I see her. Svoz,” Julian said. “Bring her to me. Alive.” 
 
    The woman tilted her head as though she were listening to something on the wind, and then walked back into the jungle, unhurried.  
 
    Svoz glided down from the grounded ship and loped along the shore to where the woman had been standing. He then turned to follow her trail into the rain forest.  
 
    “Is she the Bazira?” Julian asked.  
 
    It took Niven a moment to realize the captain was addressing him.  
 
    “Uh, no. I don’t believe so, Captain. She was not dressed in the Bazira raiment. And while I haven’t Paladin Koren’s talent for sensing our darker brethren, I did not feel the woman is dangerous. For what that’s worth.” 
 
    The captain snorted to show exactly what he thought that assessment was worth and Niven drew himself up. “Perhaps she is from the Guild. The goggles she was wearing would seem to suggest so.” 
 
    Julian rubbed his chin. “Maybe. A castaway. But why not seek us?” 
 
    “Pardons, Captain, but to a lone woman, a ship full of sailing men would not seem the safest situation in which to put herself. To say nothing of the sirrak.” 
 
    Julian smirked. “I should have sent you as envoy, then. She’d know she had nothing to fear.” 
 
    Niven felt his face redden. Svoz reemerged from the jungle, alone.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “A wily vixen, Master Captain,” Svoz called up. In one hand he gripped the carcass of some furry creature, its entrails dangling from its torn, limp body. “Gave me the slip, she did, which is not altogether easy, given my exceptional talents for perception and pursuit.” This he said over a mouthful of bone and gristle. “However, I found this delectable specimen. Not all was lost.” 
 
    Niven watched Julian bite back angry words. “How could she escape you? You found Selena in the bloody ocean, sight unseen.” 
 
    Svoz shrugged and swallowed. “I was bound to her by blood. This little flesh-tart left a trail in the sand but once I entered the jungle, the trail was lost. Not a bent branch to be found. My superior senses detected nothing but led me to this.” He held up the remains of the animal that Niven thought must have been some sort of small monkey. “A tasty dish, and dying of a broken appendage.” 
 
    “Perhaps she was a phantom or mirage, brought to us by the heat,” Niven offered.  
 
    “Or perhaps she’s as real as you or me, and cunning too. Svoz’s tasty dish was a gift to throw him from her scent,” Julian said. 
 
    “Of course.” Niven felt foolish. “What now? Do we try to find that woman? She could pose a threat to Selena…” 
 
    The captain seemed at a momentary loss but then shook his head. He lit a cigarillo. “No. Our plans remain unchanged.” He turned his gaze to the sea. “The tide will be in soon.” 
 
    “You plan to sail?” Niven asked, incredulous. “And just leave Selena here?” 
 
    Julian exhaled a cloud of smoke, not entirely careful of how much blew into Niven’s face. “I gave her three days, didn’t I? I don’t go back on my word. But Isle Huerta is less than a day’s sail away and my ship needs repairs. There’s a settlement on Huerta. A new one, run by a coffee farmer or some such. We’ll make repairs and come back to pick up whatever’s left.” 
 
    “You mean whoever’s left,” Niven said. 
 
     Captain Tergus glanced at Niven sideways. “Selena’s got my contract and promissory note,” he said. “Whether she hands them to me or I take them off her corpse is up to the gods.” 
 
    He moved away to consult with Grunt and Cur, gesturing with his hands at the island. Niven looked a final time at the teeming jungle.  
 
    He’s going to sail away! I could still go after her… 
 
    Whistle’s shrill blast cut the air and Niven thought his heart would stop. He sucked in a breath as the sea floor, visible in the clear, ruddy water, begin to shift in patches. Reddish silt shivered and fell away as dozens of sea scorpions, each the size of a small seal, emerged from under their camouflaged holes. They scuttled along the ocean floor, toward the Black Storm, and in moments the clacking, clicking sounds of their legs could be heard scrabbling up the hull. 
 
    “Men, to arms!” Julian cried. “Svoz, a sword, you bastard!” 
 
    The sirrak replaced his cudgel for an immense broadsword, and the crew dutifully drew their own blades. But the tide washing over the prow of the Black Storm was going to swamp them in a surge of snapping claws and poison barbs.  
 
     “There are too many, Captain,” Niven cried.  
 
    Julian’s eyes were full of panic as he watched the scorpions flood his deck. The sound of scuttling chitin on wood was almost deafening.  
 
    “Captain.” Niven clutched his arm. “We’ll be overrun.” 
 
    The main deck was now half-covered in fiery red scorpions; they scrabbled over one another, snapping their pincers at crewmen’s naked legs. More were boiling over the gunwales; an impossible number.  
 
    “We are overrun,” Julian breathed, and then he screamed. “Abandon ship! All hands, abandon ship!” 
 
    Even in his terror, Niven heard in the captain’s voice how much it pained him to utter those words. Then Julian was grabbing him by the scruff of his neck and dragging him to the rail, where he shoved him against the shrouds. 
 
    “Climb!” 
 
    Niven obeyed, jumping up onto the gunwale and holding tightly to the interlocking ropes. Around him, crewmen jumped into the soft shallows and began running up the beach but Niven was shackled to the shrouds by fear. Still more scorpions came over the side of the ship, snapping and darting their bulbous, barbed tails over their heads. Niven eyed them, then the drop to the beach, then the scorpions again. The sound of Svoz’s gleeful battle cry came from behind, and Niven turned to see Captain Tergus at the port side anchor, frantically hauling at the knot. He was surrounded; only Svoz’s swinging sword kept the creatures from swarming over him.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Niven cried.  
 
    Julian glanced up for half a heartbeat, incredulous, but did not pause at his task. “What am I…? Jump, damn you!” He swore as one scorpion breached Svoz’s defense and snapped at the heel of his boot but never ceased his work. Svoz sliced the pincer off and then ended the scorpion as Julian slowly let the anchor line down. Niven felt the anchor bang and then scrape the hull on its descent, and Julian cursed again, but did not hurry, even as Svoz began to falter under the sheer numbers of scorpions. Niven stared, wide-eyed and frozen at the sirrak’ s battle and then at the main deck. It looked and sounded as though it were afire, with hundreds of red bodies teeming over the planking, barrels, hatches; a fire that was roaring straight towards him.  
 
    Niven squeezed his eyes shut and jumped. 
 
    He landed in the shallows, in soft sand and warm water, and eased a sigh of relief. He wasn’t hurt. Scorpions scuttled here and there on the beach, but they weren’t giving chase into the foliage. Niven thought if he could make to the jungle… 
 
    A crushing weight landed on his back, driving him face down into the water. Sharp, stabbing pains knifed his back and legs, and water slipped into his open mouth and burned his nose. The scorpion scuttled over him with quick, insect-like movements that made him want to scream. The poison dart of the scorpion’s tail would find him at any moment; under the water he squeezed his eyes shut and his panicked mind offered a prayer to the Two-Faced God that his death would be quick. Then the weight was lifted off, and rough hands hauled him from the water. Svoz.  
 
    The sirrak clutched him in one hand by the scruff of his shirt and half-carried, half-dragged him across the shore, Captain Tergus ran beside them. From this vantage, the adherent saw the Black Storm overtaken with scorpions, and a crimson cascade plummeted down the side. They scuttled after them, but Svoz’s loping stride carried them off the sand and into the cover of the jungle and the scorpions did not follow.  
 
    Svoz dumped Niven to the ground, muttering vile oaths to himself over the number of injuries he’d taken in the battle. Beside him, Julian stared, horrified, as scorpions scrabbled over his ship. The other crewmen gathered behind them to watch.  
 
    “They won’t hurt it,” Niven offered in a small voice. “They might make a mess of the galley, but there’s nothing on the ship for them. Is there?” 
 
    “Probably not.” The captain saw his crew all accounted for and he nodded almost imperceptibly. The stony mask dropped back into place. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Niven ventured. 
 
    “We wait,” Julian replied. “I dropped the anchor so she can’t drift. And those bloody bastards can’t stay out of water forever. The high tide will come in and we can take her back. Get the Deeps out of these cursed waters.” 
 
    Niven mustered the courage to ask the Captain not to leave Selena stranded on the island, but the jungle’s cacophony of buzzing insects and birdcalls went silent. The broad-leafed plants around them shivered as two dozen men and women, dressed in woven grasses and painted in mud, ringed around them. Each bore a spear, or had hollow reeds to their mouths, trained on the crew. Svoz drew his weapon but one painted man snaked an arm around Whistle’s neck and laid a dagger of carved stone to his neck. Julian held up his hand and Svoz halted.  
 
    “Poison darts,” Julian muttered, and Niven followed his gaze to the men with reeds in their mouths. “Svoz might take down one or two, but the others will kill us.” 
 
    “That is certain,” said a quiet, feminine voice. The painted natives parted to let the woman pass, the same woman in white who had slipped away from Svoz earlier. Niven gasped in horror at the sight of her face.  
 
    She’s not wearing goggles… 
 
    The woman smiled softly. “You will be coming with us.” 
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    Insects whirred, chirped. They droned in the thick air or sawed their legs in unseen hollows until the noise was a cacophony. Some swooped across their path, flashing poisonous hues of yellow, black and purple. Dark green plant life surrounded them on all sides, as if they walked through a living cave. Bursts of color—some flowers with petals as wide as a man—lined the path or hung over them like parasols. The heat enshrouded them. Selena could feel the tingles of it on her skin and the air was thick and hard to breath. Ilior moved with vigor, pushing aside the dense flora when he could, slicing a path with his long sword when he couldn’t. The humid, jungle climate was akin to that of his homeland.  
 
    This is the closest he will get to it, she thought. No wonder he seems almost happy.  
 
    The cold draft in her chest silenced her unsettled thoughts where her own admonishments could not. She was close. She could sense it.  
 
    Ilior paused and snuffed the air. “Do you know where we are going?” 
 
    Selena glanced up to mark the sun in the sky and to get her bearings, but the canopy of forest made the midday seem as twilight.  
 
    “No,” she admitted. “But I do not fear becoming lost. The Bazira…she knows I am here. We will find each other.” 
 
    When night fell, they made camp in a natural clearing just large enough for one of them to lie down while the other kept the watch. Ilior argued to take first watch but Selena knew he was weary of hacking a path through the jungle for them. In the deep dark his shape was no more than an outline, his shoulders slumped and his voice thick with fatigue.  
 
    “I will take first watch,” Selena said in a tone that brooked no argument.  
 
    For once he didn’t protest. He sat down and endeavored to curl his large form into a position of comfort. Within moments, his breathing was even but Selena did not kid herself that he slept deeply. He was as he had been in the war: her soldier and this was their new battle. He would wake at the slightest whisper of his name and be ready to fight in an instant.  
 
    Selena sat on the damp ground and drew her knees to her chest. She tried to be watchful but the jungle had become the night and the night the jungle; a great beast of darkness that had leafy hands to brush across her skin, and snake-like vines that curled at her feet. The beast’s breath was the susurrations of the countless insects, and Selena fought the urge to build a fire or weave light to drive the darkness back. But fire was too dangerous in this thick foliage and the light would only draw more insects to her. She was already beset by flying pests that blundered into her cheeks, or those that purposefully sought out her warm blood.  
 
    Nothing I can do about a slithering snake or poisonous spider, she thought and shivered.  
 
    The blackness seemed to thicken. Instead of Selena’s eyes adjusting to the dark, she grew blinder. Shadows and dim outlines were all she could make of her Ilior and the forest around them. She drew her sword and laid it across her knees. A frog croaked. The cacophony of insects was steady. For that she was glad, as any approaching danger would silence the night creatures’ buzzing song. Or so she hoped.  
 
    Selena grew weary. The dark implored her to close her eyes. She blinked and shifted and tried to stay alert. She thought of the Bazira she had come here to kill and what it would be like to face her, to draw her sword against her or weave light and end her. Perhaps without provocation.  
 
    Or perhaps the dark priestess would view Selena as an enemy and strike first.  
 
    She is waiting for me. To kill me, no doubt. She is Bazira and I am Aluren. How can there be any end between us but death?  
 
    The thought was darkly comforting but not by much. It did not assuage the pang in her heart that told her she was no better than a hired assassin.  
 
    The oppressive heat of Isle Saliz couldn’t null the chill of her wound, but she was as close to comfortable as she was like to get, and she slipped into a half-sleep. Her thoughts broke apart and made no sense. A sea scorpion snapped at her heels and then burst into flames. Svoz’s cudgel broke the ship and the water poured in. Julian….Julian had sea-glass eyes, green and gray and hard… and his lips…snarling at her, then smiling, leaning in to kiss her… 
 
    Selena felt a tingle of warmth on her cheek, like a soft wind. But no breeze stirred the jungle air. She sat, unmoving, waiting to feel the little breath again or to know it came from her sleepy imagination.  
 
    It came again.  
 
    Selena cupped her hand and spoke the sacred word, Luxari. There was very little light to draw from. The blackness grew deeper around them as a small ball of light bloomed in her palm.  
 
    Selena saw black; black pits where eyes should have been in a pale face framed by black that was hair cut short. A face, inches from hers, peering at her sightlessly, guilelessly, head cocked to the side, breathing a gentle breath over Selena’s skin.  
 
    All this Selena perceived in the heartbeat before a scream tore from her throat. She jumped to her feet, her heart hammering inside her chest, her fingers curling around the handle of her sword. She snuffed her light in her panic, plunging them back into darkness. Beside her, Ilior was a flurry of scraping steel. Selena quickly conjured a new ball of light. The eyeless face was gone.  
 
    “What was it?” Ilior was calm but wary.  
 
    “A…a Haru,” Selena said breathlessly, willing her racing heart to calm itself. “Yes, a Haru. I believe so.” 
 
    “A Haru?” Ilior scanned the jungle.  
 
    Selena did the same, waiting for the eyeless woman or apparition to come again. The jungle sounds that had ceased were now coming back to life. Selena let her sword arm drop.  
 
    “The Haru are Aluren nuns,” she said. “Women whose devotion to the Two-Faced God is singular and without question.” 
 
    “Singular how?”  
 
    “The Haru cut out their own eyes as part of their initiation into the order.” 
 
    Ilior frowned. “That sounds…impractical.” 
 
    “It is believed that the removal of a sense heightens the others. The Haru remove their eyes to better Hear the god,” Selena replied. She held her light globe high, peering into the darkness.  
 
    “If she is Aluren, she is ally,” Ilior said. “Perhaps she hasn’t gone far. We can call to her, invite her to join us. Tell her not be afraid.” He glanced around. “Certainly she’s listening right now.” 
 
    Selena sheathed her own sword. “She might be Haru. She appeared so. But whoever she is, she approached soundlessly, sightlessly, without disturbing the jungle. She crept within inches of me. Invite her to join us without fear?” Selena shook her heard. “She could have slit my throat as an introduction. No, if she wants to reveal herself she will.” She addressed the jungle. “Show yourself. We will not harm you.” 
 
    The jungle made no reply.  
 
    The cloud of insects around Selena’s light globe cast chaotic shadows on Ilior’s face, etching his likeness closer to his dragon ancestors than a human one. “I say we keep going,” he said. “I’d rather face an enemy that I can see than jump at shadows.” 
 
    Selena agreed. She drew breath to tell Ilior to take point when the jungle’s teeming chorus disappeared, as though a veil of silence had been dropped down. Selena kept her light globe alive in her palm, illuminating a small area around them.  
 
    “Haruuk’sha bast!” Ilior swore.  
 
    They were surrounded. Pale men and women, their faces and bodies streaked with muddy paint, emerged to form a ring around the three. They carried spears, nets, some held reeds to their mouths. Poison darts. The thought scampered in and out of Selena’s fearful consciousness. The people wore nothing but grass skirts or loincloths over their nether regions; the women were topless, their breasts streaked with the same patterns as the men’s chests.  
 
    The islanders said nothing. They made no threatening moves but Selena knew that to fight meant death.  
 
    The human ring broke to admit one to step forward. A small, willowy figure in tan leggings and white dress stepped into the meager circle of light. The woman’s hair was black and brushed her chin, reminding Selena of An-Lan. But the woman’s eyes were missing and all that remained were empty bowls of scarred flesh.  
 
    “Paladin,” the woman said, addressing Selena with an inclination of her head. Her voice was low and rich and steady with no discernible accent. Her sightless eyes were black pits in the shadows. “I apologize for disturbing your rest this night but I must ask that you accompany us.” 
 
    “To where?” Ilior rumbled.  
 
    “To Accora,” Selena answered.  
 
    The sightless woman nodded. “She has been waiting for you.”  
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    Light seeped into the world slowly, filling in the cracks between branch and leaf and vine. They had spent the night walking amidst their captors. Captors or escort? Selena wondered; she and Ilior had been permitted to keep their weapons. The natives walked like silent ghosts through the jungle, saying nothing. The blinded woman called herself Ori, and walked with the same practiced ease and silence. No one spoke. Ori said that all their questions would be answered by Accora.  
 
    As the sun rose higher, Selena was able to observe their captors more closely. The native warriors showed no signs of heat fatigue. Selena noticed too that the mud that streaked their skin was intricate and artfully done; great whorls and shapes that reminded Selena of the windpaint of Nanokar.  
 
    Perhaps it works in an opposite manner—to deflect heat rather than capture it.  
 
    But Ori’s skin was unadorned. Sweat glistened on her lip but if the heat taxed her strength, she didn’t show it.  
 
    Some hours later, the jungle released them, growing sparse and thin before giving away to a wide, clear swathe. It appeared as if there had been a fire; sprouts of new green pushed up through dark ash. The forest resumed its dominion over the island some mile or two ahead but in this burnt ring was a large camp. More natives were going about their day amidst several thatch huts. Toward the center of the ring burned a fire pit, and off to the west, a pen made of fallen branches stacked eight spans high. None of natives gave the new arrivals more than a cursory glance.  
 
    “Is Accora here?” Selena asked Ori. 
 
    “Her home is a day’s walk. You must rest and eat.”  
 
    In the daylight, the pits where Ori’s eyes had once been were not so black and bottomless, but the scarred flesh was not so easy to look at. Selena wondered what strength it must take to blind oneself in such a violent manner.  
 
    That kind of devotion is admirable. Heroic, even.  
 
    Somehow Ori must have sensed the attention for she said, “I forget you are not of the native Yuk’ri tribe who are accustomed to my sightlessness. Forgive me if I made you uncomfortable.” She drew a strip of cloth from her tunic and laid it over her eyes.  
 
    “You haven’t,” Selena said, “but most Haru wear a veil. You are Haru, aren’t you?” 
 
    Ori gave the cloth a sharp tug. “Not anymore.” 
 
    She beckoned and the natives led them to the high-fenced pen.  
 
    “The lodgings are more crude than you are used to, I’m sure, but the Yuk’ri take what the forest lets fall and nothing more. This clearing, for example, was made during a lightning storm. For their peace of mind, you must reside here with the others.” 
 
    “The others?” Ilior asked.  
 
    “Those we took on the beach. Accora doesn’t tolerate intruders but she has decreed that none of those who accompany you shall die until she desires it.” 
 
    “Until?” Selena exchanged glances with Ilior.  
 
    “Bazira,” he muttered.  
 
    A large native man, his pale body painted in swirls and whorls of black mud, lifted a makeshift latch on the pen of uneven branches and opened a crude door. 
 
    “Paladin Koren!” Niven rushed forward. “Thank the god.” 
 
    Selena embraced the young adherent and regarded the rest over his shoulder—at Julian and the crew of the Black Storm. Grunt sat in a corner, watching everything and everyone with thoughtful eyes. Cat sat in an opposite corner, her expression wary and nervous. Spit dozed beside Whistle, while Cur paced, growling low in his throat 
 
    Julian sat with his long legs bent in front of him, his hands dangling over his knees. He raised one in greeting, his face unreadable. He met Ilior’s eye coolly. The Vai’Ensai’s lip curled in snarl.  
 
    The makeshift door shut behind them.  
 
    “Where is Svoz?” Selena asked in a low voice. Two natives stood guard; she could see their shapes through spaces in the uneven branches, and she had no idea if they spoke Tradespeak or not.  
 
    “I was ordered to banish him and I agreed. For now.” 
 
    “You didn’t resist capture?” 
 
    Julian shrugged. “Wasn’t any fun sitting on the shore with our thumbs up our arses, waiting for the tide to come in.” 
 
    Niven cleared his throat. He looked dirty and bedraggled; living in the wilds did not suit him.  
 
    “Captain Tergus is not being altogether genuine,” he said. “The plan was to wait until the tide came in and then sail to Huerta. For repairs,” he hurried to add when Selena glanced sharply at Julian. “Repairs and then a fast return. But the woman without any…that is…” 
 
    “Her name is Ori,” Selena said.  
 
    “Ori, thank you. Ori and her native friends arrived soon after you left. The sirrak wished to tear them limb from limb but Captain sent him away.” 
 
    “That was merciful of you,” Selena said dryly, moving to sit beside Whistle.  
 
    “Perhaps. Or perhaps it was incredibly stupid,” Julian said. “Who is this Ori? She doesn’t look familiar.” He cocked a dry smile. “And I never forget a face.”  
 
    “Ori was Haru.” 
 
    “The Aluren nuns who blind themselves?” Niven asked. “Of course. I’ve never met one in person. Such devotion…” 
 
    “Is insane,” Julian finished.  
 
    Niven shot him a dark look.  
 
    “The Haru are the most devout sect of the Aluren faith and therefore the most deserving of respect,” Selena said tiredly. Ilior sat beside her and she rested her head on his shoulder. “However, Ori claims she is no longer Haru.” 
 
    Julian snorted. “So she gouged out her eyes for nothing? This is why I don’t hold to any religion,” he said, leaning back and closing his eyes as if to take a nap.   
 
    Niven gave him a frown, then asked Selena, “Why would a former Haru serve a Bazira? Surely Ori hasn’t turned to the Shadow face…?” 
 
    “Remember Byric’s words,” Selena told him. “Accora may not be Bazira any longer.”  
 
    “And Ori is no longer Aluren.” Julian shook his head. “Got an island full of apostates. Except for you two.” 
 
    Ilior growled low in his throat. “I believe you’ve been instructed not to speak to her, Captain,” he began, but Selena laid a hand on his arm and Julian ignored him anyway.  
 
    “If your Bazira is no longer Bazira, what happens to your quest? You’ll kill her anyway? An innocent?” He snorted. “I doubt that.” 
 
    “She’s hardly an innocent,” Niven said. “Her past crimes can’t be washed away simply because she no longer answers to the title of Bazira.” 
 
    “Our Fourth Principle states otherwise,” Selena reminded him.  
 
    “What’s that?” Julian asked.  
 
    “The Fourth Principle states that there is always hope for those who have descended into darkness and our duty as Aluren is to light the way and guide them out.” 
 
    “And you believe that?” Julian asked quietly.  
 
    “Of course,” Selena said. “I believe I told you as much on Isle Uago.” 
 
    He regarded her a moment, about to speak. The small pen was quiet, listening to the exchange. He shrugged instead and settled back against the log wall, one hand on the hilt of one scimitar strapped to his waist, for the crew still kept their weapons. “This is the only religion I need.” 
 
    “Then I feel sorry for you,” Selena snapped. 
 
    Julian’s eyes were cold. “If you light the way for this wayward witch instead of kill her, what happens to your wound?” 
 
    Selena said nothing, no words came. She shook her head, and closed her eyes, precluding further conversation. She curled up tighter against Ilior, hoping to sleep but it eluded her. What happens to your wound? The question resounded in her mind again and again, refusing to let her rest.  
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    Night was descending when the natives opened the door to their makeshift cell. Ori stood among them, small and delicate and clothed in linen instead of grass and mud. The cloth that concealed her eyes was still in place.  
 
    “What is this?” Selena asked as the natives ushered her crew out. “What is happening?” 
 
    “Before you can be brought to Accora, the kafira must ask the native spirits for guidance,” Ori said. “You will not be permitted to bring your weapons.”  
 
    “What is a kafira?” Niven asked.  
 
    Ori turned her sightless gaze to him with uncanny precision. “You would call her a medicine woman in Tradespeak. She is a holy woman or adherent of the tribe, entrusted with communing with the island spirits.” She addressed Selena. “Accora has been good to the Yuk’ri tribe; they will not allow you to see her until the spirits have been consulted. It is not a dangerous communion,” she added. “You will be safe. I ask again that you leave your weapons…or we’ll have to assume the hospitality between you and the Yuk’ri is no more.” 
 
    “Hospitality?” Julian said. “We’ve been in an animal pen for the last ten hours.” 
 
    Ori turned to Selena. “I promise no harm will come to you. I can’t make the same promise if you refuse.” 
 
    Selena nodded at the crew to obey. They left their swords—including Selena’s sapphire-encrusted Paladin’s sword—in one corner of the cell. Julian laid down his scimitars with a readiness that told her he kept several other weapons on his person.  
 
    Good, she thought. And he has Svoz and I have my magic. We are not altogether defenseless should Ori prove to be false. 
 
    They were led across the encampment to a hut made from fallen tree limbs and dried leaves the size of paddles. Dusk was rapidly giving up the sky to night and the first stars were coming out. The moon was new; a bad omen, Selena thought.  
 
    Inside the hut sat three Yuk’ri natives, two men and one old woman. All three wore dark mud over their pale skin. The old woman’s breasts were exposed, in the manner customary to the tribe, but heavy necklaces of seashells and strange stones lay heavy over them. Her hair was silver and long, with shells and grasses braided into it in intricate patterns. Her eyes were clear blue and cold as the water in the Ice Isles as they watched Selena and her crew enter.  
 
    “Blue eyes?” Selena whispered to Ori. “The tribespeople are dark.” 
 
    “It is an anomaly among the Yuk’ri to be sure, and likely why she has become the kafira of the tribe. The island gods have marked her.” 
 
    Selena took her seat around the centerpiece of the tent: a ring of small white stones that glinted in the falling light. They were arranged in a perfect circle and as night cloaked the island totally, the white stones seemed to glow faintly in the dark.  
 
    The medicine woman struck flint to tinder. Sparks flared and burnt out in the dark and then a small flame burned on a small torch made of dried leaves. In its light, Selena stole a quick glance at Julian. He seemed apprehensive; not at all pleased with the situation and when he met her eye, he shook his head. But other Yuk’ri natives stood behind the crew, each holding their long spears and poison darts. 
 
    The kafira touched the torch’s flame to a nest of dried leaves amid the white stones, and a new flame ignited.  
 
    The natives passed a small sack of some substance among them. One took what looked like a small nut from the pouch, swallowed it dry, and then passed the pouch on. The pouch was not given to her or the crew. On the other side of the flames, the kafira set aside the small torch and took up a long pipe. A small bowl, no larger than a thimble, was set at the end, and this the kafira brought near the hovering fire.  
 
    “Akar godda deskaru’sheh,” she said and a lick of flame swept over the pipe bowl. The kafira spoke again in a reverent tone, perhaps giving thanks, and then she inhaled. She did not draw the smoke into her lungs, but her cheeks puffed, holding the pungent-smelling vapor in. Selena’s warrior instincts itched and her hand reached for her sword that was no longer at her side as the medicine woman released the smoke, blowing it out in an impossibly large cloud that permeated the entire tent.  
 
    The effects were immediate. Selena’s head felt lighter than air and she was sure that she would float straight off the ground. She gripped handfuls of the dirt floor to try to hold herself down. Then her fear of drifting away was replaced with awe, and the sensation of the sand in her fingers. It was as if she could feel each grain as it rolled across her skin. She smiled. To her left was some sort of commotion: Julian was trying to stand up, but the natives forced him back down with stony words and pikes leveled at his throat.  
 
    He’s going to be fine, she thought pleasantly. A wonderful sleepy feeling was stealing over her. She watched the fire and could almost imagine its warmth.  
 
    In the ring of white stones, the flame danced. The flickering orange and copper and white licks of fire took the rough form of a woman with a swirling gown. She danced and spun and wheeled about. Selena watched, delighted, even as some small part of her warned her that she was helpless, that she and the crew were being drugged and that the natives could walk the perimeter of the circle slitting throats and she wouldn’t know it until it was her turn.  
 
    She managed to peel her gaze from the dancing flame. The natives who guarded them seemed unaffected by the smoke and she remembered the strange nut they had consumed before the pipe was lit. They were immune, but this didn’t concern her. They made no threatening moves. Only watched. There was no danger, only joy. The rest of the crew were smiling and watching the fire with the same pleasant bliss; even Cur was chortling silently, and Spit stared open-mouthed, a rivulet of saliva hanging from his chin. Grunt appeared as content as one might after eating a huge, filling meal, while Whistle watched the dancing flame with unabashed awe. Cat’s dark blue eyes shone with unshed tears of peace. Ilior’s head was bowed, his shoulders free of tension, and a contented smile on his lips, as if some great burden had been lifted from him. Julian wasn’t smiling but he was no longer fighting to leave. Instead, he watched the fire in its ring of stones with a hard, unblinking stare, concentrating. 
 
    He looks like he trying to stare the fire down, Selena thought and sighed. He is so beautiful…  
 
    The fire pranced out of the white ring and into her lap. Selena exulted as the flames spun and whirled, pirouetting on her knee. She felt no heat, nor any tingle that meant heat was present. Only a feather-light touch. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen in her entire life and tears of joy and gratitude welled in her eyes that the Yuk’ri medicine woman should give them such an extraordinary gift. Her heart ached for Ori who was deprived the sight of this marvel, but the grief was short-lived as the grace and wonder of the flame enchanted her again.  
 
    She didn’t know how long the fire danced for her; perhaps a minute, perhaps hours. Time seemed to slow down and then speed up again as the fire spun out of her lap and onto Niven’s beside her. The young man’s cheeks were streaked and he shook his head, as if he didn’t deserve such a gift.  
 
    A rough wooden bowl of water was passed around. A native loomed over her and helped her to drink. Selena jerked as the water touched her tongue and the heavy cloud of pleasure she drifted upon was momentarily disrupted. The water burned as it went down, and tasted of dead things. But she was given only a small sip and then the native moved to Niven. Selena took deep breaths, willing her stomach to settle, and then heaviness stole over her. Her gaze wandered aimlessly, blearily. She saw the kifara sitting ramrod straight, her eyes shut and her mouth moving. Chanting.  
 
    I wonder what her spirits think of us. I wonder if they…I wonder…. 
 
    She found the ground rising up to meet her and then her cheek was pillowed on dried leaves that felt as soft as feathers. Her eyes remained closed longer and longer every time she blinked until she gave up fighting it. The last thing she saw before a sweet darkness covered her like an old quilt was Julian. The fire was taking its turn dancing for him but he seemed unimpressed by its magnificence. Sweat trickled down his temple and his eyes were hard as he stared at it, not giving in.  
 
    An unhappy man shuns such beauty, Selena thought. But another thought, whispering into the encroaching black, hinted that Julian might be safest of them all.  
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    Selena forced her eyes open. They seemed sealed shut and her head weighed a thousand stones. Her warrior instincts urged her to get her bearings, to find her sword, to escape. She’d been drugged last night. They all had. She remembered with chagrin how she’d been enamored with a dancing flame. A figment of her imagination or hallucination. Foolish. And dangerous.  
 
    She pushed herself off the ground to sitting. She was back in the makeshift cell. They all were. Dawn’s light had yet to break fully, but the sky was glowing in the east. A torch guttered somewhere nearby; the meager yellow light slipped between the branches. The others still slept, but for Julian. He sat slumped against the opposite wall, watching her through one good eye. His other was swollen shut. Dried blood stained his upper lip and chin, and a bright red rivulet was still leaking from his eyebrow. He held one wrist against his chest and even in the dimness Selena could see it was broken.  
 
    “What happened?” Her tongue felt too big for her mouth. She hauled herself to standing and staggered along the pen on leaden legs to collapse beside him. “Who did this?” 
 
    “Our native hosts,” Julian said.  
 
    “Why?” Selena turned his face this way and that, inspecting the damage. His black coat was streaked with dirt and he had dried leaves in his hair. “I saw you fight the fire—” 
 
    “It wasn’t the fire that was the danger. It was the water.” 
 
    Selena gently removed his good hand that was holding his wrist so she could examine it.  
 
    “The water? No, the dancing flame. That was the magic. Wasn’t it?” His arm was swollen but no bone jutted from his skin. A clean break.  
 
    “The flame wasn’t magic, but a leaf that makes you see senseless things when smoked. Common enough on most of these jungle islands, and some other islands too, where that kind of distraction is welcome.” He shook his head. “There was something wrong with that water. I saw it when you and the others drank.” 
 
    Selena started to protest but realized she had no argument. It might have been the smoke or the water or the chanting of the medicine woman. 
 
    It could have been anything, she thought. I was so oblivious. But Julian had not been.  
 
    “How did you resist? Did you not see the dancing flame?” Just hours ago that flame brought her such joy. Now it seemed silly to even say the words.  
 
    “I saw it,” Julian said. “But I knew it wasn’t real. I just concentrated on that and tried to keep my wits about me.” 
 
    “But how?” Selena asked.  
 
    A half-smile curled his lips. “Long years of practice.” 
 
    “Practice?” 
 
    “Keeping people out.” He tapped his forehead. “When the water bowl came around, I refused. Two big fellows tried to force it down my throat but I spit it in their face. That’s when things got a little out of hand.”  
 
    “I don’t remember that. I was already asleep,” Selena muttered with a disgusted shake of her head. “If the smoke gave us pleasant hallucinations, what did the water do?” 
 
    Julian shrugged. “You’d know better than I. But it didn’t seem very pleasant to drink.” 
 
    “It was not,” Selena agreed. “It tasted like something dead.” 
 
    “Aye. Whistle retched. That’s probably a good thing.” 
 
    Selena tried to think but her head was still muzzy and her body still felt as though stones were tied to wrists and ankles. “It was a foolish lack of caution,” she said, feeling her cheeks redden, “but if it gets us to Accora, it’ll have been worth it. For now, you need healing.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind, but you don’t seem up for it.” 
 
    That was true enough. The energy it would take to heal Julian—his wrist especially—was going to drain her dry. “I’m not going to leave you in pain.” 
 
    “Much obliged,” Julian said. “I don’t want the crew to wake and see me like this. They might cause a little more trouble.” 
 
    Selena reached for the ampulla at her waist. It felt as though it held a lake’s worth of water.  
 
    “Why haven’t you called Svoz from wherever you sent him and put an end to all of this? After they imprisoned you and your crew? After they beat you bloody?”  
 
    He shifted against the wall, wincing again. “Because you need to find Accora and kill her.” He tried another smile. “If I called Svoz and he ate a native or two, the chances of Ori taking us to the Bazira would be pretty slim, don’t you think?” 
 
    Selena frowned. It was true, what he said, but it wasn’t all of the truth. “Yesterday morning you were willing enough to leave me on the beach.” 
 
    “Aye. I’m curious.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    His insouciant smile slipped. “How this whole thing is going to turn out.” 
 
    Selena pressed her lips together and took up her ampulla. She poured a small amount of water into her palm, and then set it down to find the moon in the sky. “Illuria,” she murmured, and laid her wet palm to Julian’s temple.  
 
    The swelling around his eye vanished and she watched the cuts on his lip and brow close. Even after twenty years of healing it still fascinated her; a genuine joy. But her breath came short and she steadied herself on his arm as a wave of dizziness crashed over her.  
 
    Julian’s gaze flickered to her hand on his shoulder and then smiled lightly. A smile that softened his face. “You might should’ve done the wrist first?” 
 
    She snatched her hand away. “That will require more strength. I’m still impaired from the last night. I think I can mend your wrist but I’m going to faint after.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll catch you.” 
 
    Selena sat back on her heels. “Will you now?”  
 
    He met her eye for a hard moment and then sighed. “I’m sorry about what happened with Ilior. I shouldn’t have pulled my pistol on him.” 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t have,” Selena snapped. But she was too weary to stay angry. She sighed. “And he shouldn’t have grabbed you.” 
 
    “It’s what he does,” Julian said, nodding to where Ilior still dozed under the blanket of the kafira’s smoke. “He protects you.” 
 
    “Yes. Always.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he is weak, remember? He cares for someone other than himself.” She mustered her strength. “Ready?”  
 
    All the hard edges returned to his face. “Fire away.” 
 
    She poured more water from her ampulla, much more than she’d needed for his cuts and bruises. The water spilled over her hand that trembled. She nearly dropped the small flask. Julian made to take it by the second handle but she snatched it away. 
 
    “Don’t touch it. The first handle is for the Aluren,” she told him. “The second is for the god. The god’s hand and the Aluren’s pour together.” 
 
    “As you say.” 
 
    She gently turned her hand over his wrist, spilling seawater, and they laid her palm to the break. The skin felt tight and sharp tingles told her it was hot. She sought the moon and prayed for the magic. “Illuria.” 
 
    The orange glow emanated under her palm and she felt Julian’s body ease as the pain left him. Instantly, the cell began to spin. She fought the crippling weakness and managed to prop herself against the tree-branch wall but she slipped. Julian caught her by the shoulders, steadied her with his two strong hands. Her head bowed as she was too weak to lift it. 
 
    “I can’t…” 
 
    “It’s all right. You can rest. I got you.” 
 
    Her cheek touched worn leather and she smelled cigarillo and, less strong, the remnants of the kafira smoke. Julian’s arms went around her and she fit perfectly in his embrace. His heart pounded against her ear and she wondered, as blackness took her, why it beat so fast… 
 
    She awoke, confused and weary. Ilior’s arm was around her protectively. She blinked and looked up; the Vai’Ensai glowered and she followed his gaze to Julian. He sat where she’d left him, his face unblemished, his arms crossed over his chest. He caught her eye and looked away. The crew was already awake, moving with the same sluggishness she’d felt.  
 
    Ori came for them when the sun wasn’t yet at its zenith.  
 
    “Your kafira overstepped her bounds,” Selena said.  
 
    “She did what she had to do,” Ori replied, “to assess your worthiness.” 
 
    “And just how did she make that determination?” Selena asked. “By reducing us to fools, drooling over dancing flames?” 
 
    “It was inappropriate,” Niven said, pulling twigs out of his tangled hair. “Unseemly.” 
 
    “Necessary,” Ori said. “Come. We walk.” 
 
    The natives had broken camp that morning, and they marched behind and around the small group. Selena judged there was thirty or so Yuk’ri all told. They left the lightning-burnt ring and were once again swallowed by the jungle. Without Ilior to cut a path, Selena brushed aside branches and ducked under vines until her already weakened limbs were begging for respite. The crew faired worse, having to suffer the oppressive heat that stole the air from the jungle; she heard their panting breaths all around her.  
 
    Ori called a halt hours later, and Selena sat down heavily beside her. “You know what I must ask you,” she said when she caught her breath.  
 
    The blind woman smiled thinly. “Why an Aluren serves a Bazira?” 
 
    “Is that what you and Accora are? Aluren and Bazira?” 
 
    The other woman sipped from a water jug made from a hollowed gourd and passed it to Selena. “Bazira, Aluren. They’re just words.” 
 
    “They’re not words,” Selena said. “They are faces of the god.” 
 
    Ori began to speak but silenced herself instead. A tight frown marred her mouth. 
 
    Selena sat back. “You’re an apostate then.” 
 
    “To your thinking, yes. But in truth, it’s not possible for me to be an apostate.”  
 
    Ori took a deep breath, one that seemed to calm her. The tenseness around her lips eased and she smiled. There was an unassuming wisdom in the woman’s features when she was calm. Selena imagined that if Ori had eyes, they would be sharp and intelligent, but soft too.  
 
    “But it’s not my place to tell you of these things. Accora will be angry with me if I confuse you with lessons you have yet to learn.” 
 
    “I did not come to hear lessons from a Bazira…” 
 
    “No, you came to kill her,” Ori stated without malice, “as I did, two years ago. A folly. I was young and foolish. And angry. Fortunately, Accora saw me worthy of tutelage and took me in.” 
 
    “Why did you seek to kill her?”  
 
    “When a Haru nun reaches her twenty-fifth year, she must leave her temple and make a pilgrimage. It is a test of one’s ability: maneuver through the world, blind, having only the god’s voice as guidance.” She stopped and cocked her head. “You must know of this, Paladin, as a scholar of the faith.”  
 
    “Some. A Haru must complete a difficult task on this pilgrimage to show her devotion to the Two-Faced God. I always thought that strange. If blinding yourself doesn’t prove devotion, I don’t know the meaning of the word.” 
 
    Ori’s face under her cloth mask turned down. “The blinding is a devotion, yes. One that we make when we are impressionable and full of naïve exuberance.” 
 
    “You regret it?” Selena asked gently. 
 
    The woman was quiet for a moment and then said, “The blinding ritual is not…pleasant. I suffered great pain and so felt great anger when I should have felt bonded to the god. Anger does not breed a peaceful heart. I made my pilgrimage with the intent of doing something extraordinary so that I might Hear and be Heard and be rewarded accordingly.” The rueful smile returned. “I was supposed to commit some great deed for the god. Instead I felt owed. 
 
    “The Haru nunnery is on a small island not far from here. I followed rumors of a Bazira adherent residing on Saliz, and decided I, young and untested, would best her and spill her blood under a full moon. I thought,” Ori said, her voice low, “the god would be so pleased, it would restore my eyes. Instead, I found my true purpose.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “I served the god a long while. Now, through Accora, I serve only the truth.” 
 
    An apostate after all. 
 
    Selena thought of her own quest, what pleasing the god might bring for her. Her hand went to the place over her heart where the wound breathed its cold breath.  
 
    “Yes,” Ori nodded, as if she could see the gesture, “you and I, our paths are parallel and so it is fitting that you become Accora’s student as well. You have eyes, Selena Koren, and when you leave this island, they will be open.” 
 
    Selena started to protest, but Ori got to her feet and called the party to march again.  
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    They trudged through the forest as the sun sank somewhere on the other side of the canopy, until the jungle released them a final time to a wide, cleared swath of land. Ori lifted a delicate hand, pale in the wan light of the waxing moon, and the party stopped. 
 
    “We are here.” 
 
    A small stone castle, incongruous for Isle Saliz, stood squat and dark on the path before them. Selena could see a simple round tower, and an iron gate enclosed by a low stone wall. The courtyard was cleared of the jungle flora but for vines climbing up the tower in green spirals. A single light burned in an upper window of the tower and Selena was reminded of the spook stories her father would tell her on stormy nights.  
 
    She glanced around. Ilior stood with his hand on the pommel of his long sword.  
 
    “Your weapons were returned to you,” Ori intoned, “as a token of good faith.” She turned and her sightless eyes seemed to find Julian among the group. “But should you breech that faith, either by sword or magic, or by summoning that foul creature that serves you, there will be trouble.” 
 
    “They have no part in this,” Selena said. “I seek the Bazira alone.” 
 
    “That is not for you or I to decide. Accora will determine what part, if any, they play in your instruction.” 
 
    “Instruction?” Niven’s face was drawn with sweat, grime, and exhaustion. “What does she mean?” 
 
    “She believes I am here to learn from Accora, and not to….end her. I will not be made subject to a Bazira,” she said loudly for Ori’s benefit.  
 
    Ori did not reply. Instead, a soft, withered voice from behind them said, “You will…if you hope to live.” 
 
    Everyone turned to see the line of natives part to permit one of their number to step forward. The medicine woman, the kafira. She stood before Selena. Her blue eyes glinted from between the strands of her long, silvery hair. Selena stepped back, incredulous.  
 
    “Accora.” 
 
    “So I am called. By some.” 
 
    Selena swallowed and unsheathed her sword. The natives hefted their spears or put the dart guns to their mouths. Ilior, Julian, and his crew called cutlasses to hand in response until the foreyard of the castle was rife with tension. 
 
    The old woman held up a hand and the tribesmen quieted though they did not lower their weapons.  
 
    “Bloodshed now would be a waste,” Accora said. “You have come too far to lose your best chance at achieving that which you have dreamt of for the last ten years.” 
 
    Selena felt her mouth go dry. “Bloodshed is required,” she said. “Yours and Bacchus’s. I have been sent here by the Alliance of the Western Watch—” 
 
    “Of course, of course. Save your pretty Aluren speeches, Paladin. I know why you’re here.” 
 
    “To end you, old woman,” Ilior growled. 
 
    The old woman’s gaze went to him. She smiled to herself, a private triumph, and then continued.  
 
    “You are stronger than I,” she said to Selena. “Stronger than these who protect me. I am no fool. My protectors may kill one or two of your crew but you have only to speak a word and ribbons of light will burn us to ash. Speak another word, and a sirrak will appear to crush our bones. I know this. It is why I permitted Ori to return your weapons of steel and powder. It was useless to withhold them. To destroy us, you need them not.”  
 
    “Why bring me here if you know it means your death?” Selena asked, trying to inflect her voice with a boldness she didn’t feel.  
 
    Accora took a step toward her. Selena leveled her sword at her naked breast but the woman paid it no mind. 
 
    “Because, child, I have been waiting for this moment for three years. Because last night I saw into your heart and soul. I read your thoughts, your dreams, your memories. You sailed from your shining house of the moon with your heart full of hope, and that hope is at war with your truest nature. Murder in cold blood. The mighty Skye, who opened the hole in your breast almost as surely as the god did ten years ago, now decrees how it shall be closed.” 
 
    Selena’s sword arm began to fall. Behind her, Julian hissed a warning, but she hardly heard.  
 
    “And your High Reverent with her admirals and Justarchs and bickering Paladins. Fools, all. Kill Bacchus, they tell you, and your agony will end. Ha! You cannot kill Bacchus. Not with your light or your sirrak or your best intentions. He will rip you apart and piss on your bones, and your pathetic Alliance will pity the poor girl who died in glorious service to their cause. And with the same breath, they will sigh with relief that the Tainted One no longer haunts their hallowed halls with her dragon shadow following after. No, you cannot kill Bacchus. Not until I show you how.” 
 
    The silence in the night was thick. No one moved or spoke, but stood rapt—even Julian—as Accora stepped past Selena’s sword to stand close. Selena could feel the woman’s breath on her skin. Her eyes were clear and blue, but a zealous fire roared behind them. Selena saw herself reflected there and nothing else.  
 
    “Poor girl. A used girl. First in the war with the Zak’reth and now again. The Alliance is using you through Skye, and now I will use you too. I will hone your magic and teach you how to use it in ways the fools at the Moon Temple, in their pious ignorance, never imagined. I will turn you into a weapon that will kill Bacchus, for I know him best, and without my tutelage, your quest was doomed from the very beginning.”  
 
    She reached out and ran gnarled fingers over Selena’s hair. “And when it is done, my child, I will let you draw your pretty sword across my throat and you will never be the same again.” 
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    Bloody, bloody Bastian, 
 
    Killed the captain 
 
    The first mate said, 
 
    ‘What do we do?’ 
 
    Then bloody, bloody Bastian 
 
    Ran him through. 
 
    --child’s rhyme, circa 205 New Dawn Era 
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    Changing Course 
 
      
 
      
 
    Celestine walked empty halls that were full of echoes. Dust motes danced in the air, choking her, stinging her eyes. An echo rumbled toward her, like an avalanche. Her own voice.  
 
    “The god doesn’t demand perfection.” 
 
    “No, it demands more than that.” Archer’s voice, louder, deafening. “Connor and Selena Koren are living proof.” 
 
    As the last words faded like a thunderstorm that moves on, a shadow fell over her. A horned head, a wing, a strong arm. Selena’s Vai’Ensai, Celestine thought, and turned.  
 
    But Kyre loomed there, not Ilior. He raised a scaled, tree-trunk arm and pointed. Celestine swiveled to look and Connor stood on the quarterdeck of a ship, hands planted on his hips, a sword gleaming in the sunlight as bright as his smile.  
 
    Then Ilior’s voice spoke Kyre’s words, and they echoed from the deep caverns of time, where the dragons lived.  
 
    “I’m here for him.” 
 
      
 
    Celestine woke with a start, and sat up quickly in her small bed. In the weeks since Archer had sent a ship to Isle Devala after his son, the nagging itch in the back of her mind had become unsettling in its urgency. Until now. Now it was gone, and the truth came to her, like a flash of lightning illuminating a black sky. She gasped and threw off her coverlet.  
 
    “Sera!” she cried. Her sleeping gown flew off in a flutter of white linen.  
 
    The door opened. “Your Reverence?” 
 
    “Ready the sloop for the Citadel,” Celestine said, drawing on her leggings. “Now.” 
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    At the Citadel, Celestine hurried past captains and sailors and higher ranking officers, all of whom stopped to nod in deference to her station. More than one failed to conceal a knowing glint in their eye that the High Reverent was here again to visit the Admiral. Never mind that Archer had barely spoken to her in the weeks since Connor’s disappearance. Celestine ignored them all, intent on reaching her friend before the words behind her lips burst out of their own accord. At last, she reached his office and breathed thanks to the Shining Face that Archer was there, poring over a chart.  
 
    “Connor hasn’t gone to the Devala Isles. He’s going to Isle Uago.” 
 
    Archer didn’t glance up. “Uago?” he muttered. “What for?” 
 
    “Our last bird came from Uago. From Selena Koren. She hired a ship to Saliz from there. Connor will go to Uago to follow her trail.” 
 
    He shook his head, his gaze still on his chart. Lines demarking various routes and currents curved from Isle Lillomet, all pointing to the same destination. “That’s nonsense. She could be anywhere. Connor went to Devala,” he tapped the island chain in the center of a whorl of black ink, “so he can call storms and talk to animals to his heart’s content.”  
 
    Celestine leaned over the desk to face Archer, demanding his attention. “What does Connor want more than anything? What has he striven for his whole life?” 
 
    “To be a Paladin for the Shining Face of the god,” Archer began. “But he—” 
 
    “Exactly. To be a Paladin. And the Paladin he knows best, the one who has been living in the Temple for nearly his entire life is Selena Koren.” 
 
    “Koren is a Paladin for a god that doesn’t Hear him…” 
 
    “No, but this Wor’ri does. This is his chance to become a warrior for his own god, one that has blessed him with his own…unique talents.” 
 
    “All the more reason he’d seek out the druids on Devala,” Archer said. 
 
    Celestine bit her lip. Archer’s logic made sense and yet…He’s entirely wrong.  
 
    “He’s going after Selena Koren,” Celestine said. “I know it. I know him. Your son is a skilled swordsman, partly by inborn talent, but also because of his unrelenting drive. He wants to be distinguished, and not for his illness. To be distinguished in spite of his illness.” 
 
    Archer shook his head. “It doesn’t—” 
 
    “It’s the dragonmen,” Celestine persisted. “Kyre and Ilior. Connor knows that Kyre’s presence makes him different. Special. Only one other person—Selena Koren—has a similar companion. And Selena is not only a Paladin, but a Summoner. Once in a thousand years do the Aluren find a Summoner in our ranks. Connor knows this. He’s put it all together. He’s gone to find the one person who is as special as he is. I stake my Reverency on it.” 
 
    Archer held her gaze for a moment and she thought his legendary stubbornness was going to hold, but he crumbled almost imperceptibly. He picked up a parchment from among the countless strewn over his desk and handed it to her. “This came yesterday. From the Harbor Master. He was finally able to glean from the Tallstaff Company which vessel Connor took passage on. An eastern bound packet.” 
 
    “East,” Celestine said, scanning the paper. 
 
    “Aye,” Archer said. “The Tallstaff merchant said the packet’s final destination was the Lords in the Eastern Edge.” He rubbed his hands over his eyes. “Until this moment, I thought it meant Connor grabbed the first available berth on the first available vessel, figuring he could reroute on a different island. But now…” 
 
    “A vessel sailing to the Lords would have to pass by Isle Uago.” Celestine set the paper down and her heart ached to see the fear clouding her friend’s eyes. “The danger is great, but he is an expert swordsman. And he has Kyre. And he has his magic.” 
 
    “Magic he doesn’t know to use. And he has episodes. On Uago that kind of weakness…” 
 
    “You may yet find him on Devala,” she said, “but send a ship to Uago too.” She laid her hand on his across the desk. “For peace of mind, if nothing else.” 
 
    “Whose? Yours or mine?” Archer asked tiredly.  
 
    “Both. I love him too.” 
 
    The admiral met her eye and without looking away called for his page to bring in his officers. To Celestine he said, “Thank you, High Reverent, that will be all.” 
 
    The formality of his tone stung until she saw his half-grin and the light that warmed his brown eyes. She smiled back and took her leave.  
 
    In the hallway, Celestine felt a weight in her heart lift as she listened to Archer relay to his men a new set of orders that would send a flotilla to Isle Uago. She had no doubt that was where Connor had gone, and now that unease was settled, another took its place. Uago was far more dangerous and Connor far less world savvy than she had described.  
 
    Please, let it not be too late.  
 
    As she walked through the utilitarian Citadel, all brick and stone, inside and out, she distracted herself from worry with a different mystery. Why did the Cloud Isles send a Vai’Ensai to Connor? And did they send one to Selena ten years ago? She strove to remember what Kyre had told them upon his arrival; he’d been so reticent, answering few questions.  
 
    The stone and the fire sent me. 
 
    The words—describing some ritual—had meant nothing to Celestine and still didn’t, but she realized they weren’t important anyway.  
 
    “Why did they send you, Kyre?” she muttered aloud. “Why?” 
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    The First Lesson 
 
      
 
      
 
    Selena awoke as her chamber window showed dawn’s rays glowing in the east. She sat up and stretched languorously. The bed was stuffed with stiff straw and the linens were scratchy, but she’d slept as if on a pile of silk pillows. The heat of Saliz made the stone walls weep and her chamber smelled of mold, but it also brought her a small measure of relief from the constant cold of her wound. She should not have been so comfortable, she thought, in the home of a Bazira, and yet the morning’s light seemed a shade of gold she’d never seen before.  
 
    The god has sent me, through Skye, on the path to healing.  
 
    She rose and splashed water on her face from the basin set out by Ori. As she washed her face and neck, she wondered how the rest of the crew faired. Julian hadn’t been pleased last night that the plans had changed, that was plain. But when the natives brought from the old kitchen a feast fit for an admiral and a case of rum to wash it down, he was left with little choice but to accept Accora’s hospitality.  
 
    Choice had very little to do with it, Selena thought. They had no idea where on the island they were and, as Ori had reminded them, Saliz was not kind to those wandered its jungles aimlessly.  
 
    Julian had fumed, or at least Selena guessed he did. The blank mask had fallen over his handsome features, rendering him expressionless. But for his eyes. The gray-green color had become a murkier shade, as if dark thoughts passed behind them. Likely he brooded over his ship, burnt and broken and left on the shores of Saliz for scorpions to scuttle over. He drank little and ate nothing, watching in stony silence while his crew enjoyed themselves in their quiet way.  
 
    But the quiet was short-lived when the natives had joined them, filling the keep’s small feasting hall with their thick-tongued speech. They had exchanged their reeds of poison darts for reedy flutes, and there was music. Even dancing. Cat, Selena remembered with a smile, had swung arm-in-arm with Whistle, her brilliant orange hair like a burst of flame in the night.  
 
    Accora had warned Selena that her first lesson would begin at dawn so Selena had retired early, glancing at Julian before Ori showed her to her room. He stared at a candle flame, one hand on a flask of something strong, the other on his dagger that he’d laid on the table. He didn’t look up as she left the small feasting hall, but she thought she felt his attention follow her. Or perhaps it was her imagination. She fell asleep with the image of his face half lost to shadow and his finger trailing along his dagger’s edge, but still her sleep had been deep and dreamless.  
 
    Now Selena wiped her face dry and considered herself in the mirror. The wound remained hidden behind her bedclothes, its ugliness unable to mar her reflection. Her eyes weren’t shadowed with weariness and her hair fell along her shoulders in soft waves.  
 
    But Accora must know that I’m the god’s warrior.  
 
    She braided her hair and, for the first time in weeks, pulled on her chainmail shirt over her linen blouse. Over that, she smoothed her wool tunic, and strapped her sword to her waist. Now the mirror revealed an Aluren Paladin ready for battle. She nodded once, satisfied, and left her small room in Accora’s keep.  
 
    Ilior waited for her in the hallway. 
 
    Dawn’s light had not yet found its way into the crumbling keep and her friend was a hulking mass in the dimness. Irritation flared. Ilior always knew when to rouse himself to join her.  
 
    But my impatience with him is new.  
 
    “I hope you’ve reconsidered,” he said without preamble. “It’s not right being here. It’s feels strange.” 
 
    “I thought so at first too,” Selena said, “but the situation has changed.” 
 
    “Just like that?”  
 
    “I know that I am on the right path, Ilior. I slept well. Untroubled.” 
 
    “More witch’s potions perhaps,” Ilior said sourly. “You should have let me stand watch over you.” 
 
    Another stab of irritation knifed through her. The peace of her deep sleep bled away. “I must defeat Bacchus,” she said tightly. “She will show me how.” 
 
    “You believe her? A Bazira?” 
 
    “I don’t know that she is still Bazira—” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about her!” Ilior’s voice rumbled around hallway like an avalanche. “You trust too quickly.” 
 
    Selena clutched her elbows, her fingers digging in hard enough to cause pain. “Perhaps you’re right,” she said tightly. “But I learned much about Accora on Isle Nanokar. I learned many things there.” 
 
    I learned you lied to me… 
 
    Ilior crossed his arms, his lone wing twitching. “So. You go to meet her now?” 
 
    “Yes. She says I must train with her. Alone.” 
 
    “Already it begins. She is driving a wedge between us.”  
 
    She could scarcely see her friend in the dim light but she heard the pain in his voice. It is not Accora who is driving the wedge, she thought and her heart grew heavier when she thought of what more Accora might have learned about the Vai’Ensai. Things that Ilior knew as well, but that he kept silent about. Secrets he kept from her.  
 
    She drew herself up. “I need her to defeat Bacchus. That is what matters now.” 
 
    “What does she get from it? When Bacchus is dead, she will sacrifice herself to your sword? You believe that?” 
 
    “That is her promise.” 
 
    “A promise from a Bazira.” 
 
    “I’ll be cautious.” 
 
    “And I will stay beside you—” 
 
    “Not today!” 
 
    Ilior recoiled as if slapped and Selena felt as horrible as if she had struck him. But her voice was cold and stony in her own ears. “Nothing can interfere, Ilior. Nothing.”  
 
    She turned, leaving him in alone in the dark.  
 
    Accora met her at the kitchen door. The old woman studied the younger narrowly.  
 
    “You’re dressed for battle, but is it only a costume? Your eyes are heavy. If I had to guess, I’d say guilt haunts you. A wasted emotion that saps focus from your goal.” 
 
    “All I care about is closing the wound.” Selena said. “Everything else is trivial.” 
 
    Accora sniffed. “We shall see.” 
 
    She opened the door and led them into the outer bailey. Selena felt the heat of the jungle as a thickness in the air. The lightening sky was orange and purple with the dawn and smelled of rain. Accora wore gray silken robes that whispered as she walked, with blood-red embroidery about the neck and wrists. Gone was the paint she had worn to disguise herself as a native, and her long silver hair was plaited down her back. Her youthful beauty, refined and tested by age, was still very evident. 
 
    Their path wound behind the main house and was strewn with fallen rocks and weeds. Here and there, bright patches of green where the jungle sought to claim the castle seeped from under the outer bailey wall and crept up over the sagging stones.  
 
    “What is this place?” Selena asked. “Not one brick of it looks as though it belongs here.” 
 
    “That is true enough,” Accora said, “which is why I like it. This is Castle Penderlake. It was built during the Age of Horizons. That illustrious Age in which every lord from the Western Watch felt he had the right to plant a flag on every island in the Eastern Edge. Never mind if there were already people landed and settled on those islands since the Breaking. The rich merchants and lordlings from the four big islands claimed more than a hundred islands in the Eastern Edge as colonies of their own alone. Many were overthrown during the Age of Turbulence, of course. Many failed. Castle Penderlake—named for his lordship of the same—is the testament to one such failure. A perfect example of a man overstepping his bounds and so perishing for the hubris.” 
 
    “Perished how?” 
 
    “The Yu’kri are a peaceful people. Their ‘savage’ naked appearance is the result of living in such heat, the mud they wear to protect them from the bite of a thousand different insects. But when threatened, they show their teeth. Penderlake learned that. I learned that, when I washed ashore five years ago, half-dead of thirst and soaked to the bone with water I couldn’t drink.” 
 
    “Why did they spare you?” Selena asked.  
 
    Accora regarded her a moment with her sharp, bird-like eyes, and then waved a hand. “That is a long story and one that has no bearing on our present task. I came to show you this.” 
 
    They had traversed the entire circumference of the inner bailey and arrived at a structure Selena was certain had not been a part of Lord Penderlake’s original plans. Built into the space where part of the bailey wall had crumbled away was a little cottage made of glass.  
 
    Selena had visited the greenhouses on Isle Parish that the Guild kept to cultivate and study different flora from around Lunos. Those greenhouses were uniform in style—long rectangular structures with panes of clear glass supported by plain iron frames. Accora’s greenhouse gleamed like a multi-colored gem in the dawn’s light. The panes of glass were comprised of every color and were not uniform, but cobbled from different sources and patched together. Selena saw shards, large and small, melded like puzzle pieces with lead, and some smaller mosaics of multi-colored sea glass. Selena was awed at its inelegant beauty.  
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    Accora smiled thinly. “My collection.” 
 
    Selena followed her into the glass house through a door made of pale wood. Plants, flowers and small trees lined the walls and covered the tops of three tables that were laid end to end, and had likely once served in Penderlake’s kitchen. The foliage grew from pots made of glazed pottery Selena was sure the natives of Saliz had provided, and the air was perfumed with the scents of soil and flower. At the far end of the greenhouse, the shelves held jars and bottles, pots of unknown substances, and small animals that floated in thick liquids.  
 
    “This is my greenhouse,” Accora said, “but it is also laboratory and shrine: a shrine to learning and a place to give fealty to not the Shining nor the Shadow face of the god, but to the realm in between where balance lies. Where most life lives.” 
 
    “It reminds me a little bit of the library on Isle Nanokar,” Selena said, watching Accora’s reaction. “I think Byric would approve of your greenhouse.” 
 
    Accora smirked. “Don’t try to be sly, dear, it doesn’t suit you.” She sat on long wooden bench among the vials and bottles, and slapped her hands to her knees. “So Byric has spilled my secrets, eh?”  
 
    “Not all.” Selena remained standing, her hand resting lightly on her sword. “He couldn’t answer the one question I need answered more than any other.” 
 
    “And what might that be?” Accora asked. “No, no, let me guess. Byric told you that I arrived on that frigid island full of blasphemous questions and theories, and you left his cave worried that you’d been sent to kill an apostate.” 
 
    Selena crossed her arms. “That’s the short of it. Is it true?” 
 
    Accora smoothed her skirts over her knees. “No. It’s not.” She heaved a sigh. “Rest assured, sweeting, that when it comes time, you will plunge that pretty sword into the blackened, withered heart of a Bazira faithful.” 
 
    A peculiar sensation of relief and dread warred over Selena’s thoughts. “Why do you go so willingly to your own death?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Accora said. “Not yet, anyway. After your training, after you kill Bacchus…” She smiled to herself. “I will be ready for my rest.” 
 
    “If you teach me how to slay Bacchus, killing you after will not be easy.” 
 
    “Aye,” Accora said. “Another weakness, and one that is too ingrained to scrub out, I fear.” 
 
    Selena ignored the jibe. “If you’re still Bazira, why did Byric believe otherwise? He spoke at length about the doubts you had regarding both faces of the god.” 
 
    Accora waved a dismissive hand. “That was twenty years ago. The musings of a younger woman. A distraction.” 
 
    “A distraction from what?” 
 
    “From my task. Powerful Bazira adherents—such as myself—are often commanded to mentor younger pupils who show promise. I was so commanded, but my pupil was…difficult. I sought temporary relief on Isle Nanokar. A small rebellion against the duty, a rebellion that no doubt colored my discussions with Byric.” 
 
    Selena frowned. “Byric described you as fervent. He mentioned a book you tore a page from a rare book—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I ruined his pretty book.” She laughed dryly. “You should have seen his face. As if I’d pissed on the Chainbreaker Treaties, and then set them afire.” 
 
    “What was that page?” Selena asked. “Byric said it had Ho Sun writing on it. Did you find a translation? Do you still have it?” 
 
    “No,” Accora said. “I do not.” 
 
    Selena was about to press her further when the old woman waved her hands as if the questions hovered in the air around her head.  
 
    “There was nothing of import to that page but what I infused into it myself. No, I was intrigued, for a time, by silly fables and the like, but as I said, that was an exercise in distraction.” 
 
    “From your pupil,” Selena said.  
 
    “My nightmare.” Her eyes grew cloudy with memories and Selena wondered if the woman realized she was speaking aloud. “The atrocities a man can perpetrate on woman are inconceivable to the man. Pain is but a small part. I can abide pain. Bazira are trained to withstand agonies of the body. But there are deeper agonies that cut deeper than flesh or bone, and leave scars that never heal.” Her gaze flickered to Selena and Selena saw she meant for her to hear every word. “You understand the pain of an open wound. That is why I know you will succeed where others have failed me.” 
 
    “Bacchus,” Selena said, her voice low. “He was your charge.” 
 
    “Yes,” Accora said, and infused her voice with strength again. “Once returned to his service—after Nanokar—I stopped searching for answers to silly mysteries, because it was all rendered so trivial in light of what I faced with him. Fables and translations…distractions, all. There’s no power in old history. There is only what you take for yourself in the here and now. The longer I served Bacchus, the less and less power I had. I realized that if I were to survive, I’d have to leave my faith that did nothing to stop him from damaging me. And that’s precisely what I did.” 
 
    “Didn’t you just assure me you were still Bazira?” Selena asked. “I thought—” 
 
    “I am Bazira, but no longer of them. There is a difference.” 
 
    Selena nodded. “High Reverent Coronus told me that Bazira and Aluren are not merely the names we give to our magic, light or dark, Shadow or Shining. I am not called Aluren because I heal and call water and weave light. I do those things because I am Aluren. Being Aluren or Bazira is a mindset—or, more accurately—a choice that is made in your heart.” 
 
    Accora sniffed. “Perhaps your Temple is not entirely peopled with fools.” 
 
    “The High Reverent Coronus was returned to the sea before the war,” Selena said stiffly. “He is still mourned.” 
 
    “A pity. The Aluren are desperately ignorant these days.” Accora waved off Selena’s affronted look. “Take no offense. The Bazira are no better. Worse, even. While the Aluren kill themselves to the point of extinction for all their good-deed-doing, the Bazira cannibalize their own.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “The Bazira mentality is very much like that of a ravenous beast. The hungrier and more powerful the beast becomes, the less it is able to distinguish—or cares to distinguish—enemy from ally. But don’t mistake my departure from the Bazira temple as a sign that I’ve seen the light or the error of my ways, or any other such foolish claptrap the Aluren pass off as wisdom—or worse—dogma. Words mean very little. Names mean less. I wield the icy magic because my soul was born to the dark side of the moon where there is very little warmth and nothing that is bright or shiny or silvery.” She peered at Selena with mock curiosity. “Feel better? I didn’t need the kafira ritual to glean that you had reservations about killing me in cold blood.” 
 
    Selena was already adept at ignoring the old woman’s jibes, and instead thought of the larger implications. She is Bazira. There is no doubt.  
 
    “But I doubted Skye,” Selena said aloud, “because she and my wound are forever linked. That is unfair. I see that now.”  
 
    “Unfair?” Accora’s gaze turned to a large tray that hung on a wooden support beam. The tray displayed two dozen insects: beetles and boll weevils, moths and mantises, spiders and scorpions, each pinned to the board with nails or needles. The smallest of the specimens was bigger than her palm, the largest a kind of centipede that ran the entire length of the tray’s edge.  
 
    “Have you seen this? Part of my collection.” Accora rose to her feet to admire the insects. “Saliz’s most deadly weapons. Each one of these lovelies has the ability to maim or kill or sicken with its poisonous bite.” 
 
    Selena examined the tray. The pincers on one beetle looked sharp enough to take off a finger. Another, a black mantis, had a flat chitin-covered body and wickedly sharp mandibles beneath its bulbous eyes. 
 
    “That one is called a stowaway mantis,” Accora said, “named so because, unlike its green and pious brethren, this creature is secretive about its meals. It clings to its prey and nibbles away at its flesh much like humans might gnaw a leg of mutton. The victim does not feel that he or she is being made a feast as the poison in the stowaway mantis’s saliva gland numbs the affected area. Unfortunately, that poison is highly toxic and the prey begins to become feverish, sickens, and dies long before the little bug can finish its meal.” 
 
    Selena peered at the insect. “It is both beautiful and ugly.” 
 
     “How so?” 
 
    “Its form is somewhat beautiful: sleek and black. Almost elegant. The ugliness is in its purpose. To kill in such a horrible manner—secretive and covert—so that its victim doesn’t even know it is waging a battle for its life until it’s too late.” 
 
    “Aye,” Accora said. She regarded Selena with hard eyes. “The stowaway mantis changes the color of its skin in order to blend in with its host. An ingenious deception, is it not?” 
 
    Selena met the woman’s stare, wondering at her sudden intensity. “Is there a purpose to showing me this?” 
 
    Accora held her gaze a moment more. “When Bacchus is dead you will understand.”  
 
    An ugly, hollow feeling expanded in Selena’s stomach. “Understand what?”  
 
    “Everything.” She released Selena from her penetrating stare and resumed her seat on the bench. “But first, death must be achieved, mine and his. Mine will be simple. Bacchus’s will not. I will show you what I’ve learned so that you may defeat him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why else? Revenge.” Accora leaned forward, her eyes now full of icy zeal that erased any lingering doubt as to which face of the god she had sworn allegiance. “I want to see it happen. I want to watch his rotted soul slip from his body like a vapor, dissipating until there’s nothing left but a carcass to burn.” 
 
     The murderous hate in Accora’s eyes made Selena’s hand itch for her sword. “Revenge will not bring you peace,” she said quietly.  
 
    “Your sword will.” 
 
    The old woman went to a shelf upon which stood many glass vials, jars, vases, and bottles. She drew one small vial of yellowish-brown liquid and sat again. She indicated for Selena to do the same. 
 
    “Have you heard of the darkpool?” 
 
    “No,” Selena said. “Never.” 
 
    Accora sighed. “The Aluren do not send spies into Bazira territory, no matter the advantages.” 
 
    “We haven’t the Paladins to spare,” Selena admitted.  
 
    “It matters little. The Aluren will learn of the darkpools soon enough, much to their detriment.” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    “None know precisely what they are, or why the waters in them are so tainted. But they form in places where great death, pain, and destruction were wrought, that is certain. That they are powerful weapons for the Bazira is also certain, as the various effects of the darkpool seem to be uniquely tailored to Bazira magic. It is as if the darkpools were meant to be used as tools to those who serve the Shadow face. And its uses are as are numerous as they are dangerous.” 
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “Drinking a tiny sip of darkpool water opens up the mind of the drinker to the Bazira. Thoughts and feelings, memories and dreams…the Bazira may steal them all, depending on the amount of water consumed.” She held the small vial between two fingers. “I stole this from Bacchus five years ago. And two nights ago, I poisoned you with a drop or two while you sat, enraptured, watching a pretty little flame dance in your lap.” 
 
    Selena clenched her jaw. “Why? For what purpose?” 
 
    “Information, of course.” 
 
    Selena remembered the pirate captain, Jarabax, had told her that information was like currency, and Skye had been rich in it. She looked up from her thoughts to see Accora watching her with a dry twist on her lips.  
 
    “I don’t see how prying into our thoughts can offer you any advantage.” 
 
    “Do you not yet understand that my every action is done on your behalf? The advantages gleaned from that ritual were not mine, but yours. When used by Bacchus, the darkpool water has the capability to destroy you. I used it for your benefit. So that you may know if there are any among your crew who would stand in the way of your purpose.” 
 
    “My companions stand with me,” Selena began, but Accora spoke as if she hadn’t heard.  
 
    “Take Niven, for instance. Sweet Niven. He has his own secrets that he is trying so desperately to hide from all of you, from all of Lunos, for he feels exposure will mean his death.” 
 
    “You should not tell me this.” 
 
    “Do you know which of Captain Tergus’s mute crew is not quite so mute as you’ve been led to believe?” 
 
    Selena started in surprise, but quickly shook her head. “I don’t want to hear anymore.” 
 
    “Or why your devoted Ilior has stood by your side for nearly a decade? Are you not a touch curious to know the lies he’s fed you? Lies that you’ve swallowed without question?” 
 
    “Ilior…?” The doubts seeded when they discussed the Vai’Ensai translation bloomed, and the ache in her heart was swift and deep. 
 
    Accora smirked. “You have already been betrayed by those you trust. Don’t you wish to know how?” 
 
    I sometimes doubt his motivations for helping you.  
 
    Selena hugged herself.  “No. Not like this. This is wrong.” 
 
    “No, this is truth! And no game, girl. The eradication of your wound is at stake. Nothing less than that.” 
 
    The urge was great. Sour words to allow Accora to tell her everything were on her lips, and she nearly spit them out. Then An-Lan’s prophecy came back to her.  
 
    The dark will try to consume you. Make you something like itself. 
 
    Selena inhaled deeply, mastered her emotions. “That is between he and I and no one else. He doesn’t deserve this base treatment. I will submit to your tutelage in order to kill Bacchus, Accora. To eradicate my wound. But I will not let you tempt me with Bazira deceptions in the meanwhile.” 
 
    Accora sniffed. “Some would call that noble. I call it foolish.” 
 
    “Some would say of all of the those in that kafira tent, your secrets would be the most useful to me,” Selena said.  
 
    “Pity that you haven’t the Bazira magic to make use of the darkpool water in that manner,” was the reply, and Selena could see that her words had gotten under the old woman’s skin. “Shall I tell you what I saw of you, girl?” Accora sneered. “What I saw in your sweet, noble heart?” 
 
    “If you must. It won’t change anything.” Selena said.  
 
    “Won’t it?” Accora smiled snidely. “The Aluren are forbidden to fornicate with anyone who is not also Aluren, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Selena said slowly. “That is true.” 
 
    “And your wound…Besides the tortuous cold, it is an ugly thing. Hideous. Your Aluren brethren shun you for it. They’ve turned you into an outcast in your own Temple. But even so, even so…” Accora tapped a finger to her lip knowingly. “Even if there had been one brave Aluren knight in your dwindling ranks willing to try to overlook it, you would have rebuffed him because you know on singular truth above all else: that all good and decent people are repulsed by your wound.” 
 
    Selena’s mouth went dry and her throat felt as if she’d swallowed a stone. “There is nothing awful you can say to me that I haven’t already felt a thousand times over.”  
 
    “That may have been true…Until Julian Tergus.” Accora’s ugly triumphant smile widened. “Because of the darkpool water, I know that you sometimes dream of your captain’s arms around you, as if he could free you from the icy prison of your body with his touch alone.” Accora shook her head like a parent reprimanding a wayward child. “Foolish girl.” 
 
    Selena felt her neck and ears flush red. “I fell into frigid water and he was forced to warm me,” she said. “That is all you saw and that’s all there is.” 
 
    “Liar,” Accora said. “But more important is that he refused the water and so remains closed off to me. And that is dangerous. To both of us.” 
 
    “I don’t wish to discuss this anymore. We waste time,” Selena said. “You’ve taught me nothing but that I have even less cause to trust you than I did before. And there wasn’t much to begin with.” 
 
    “I don’t need your trust, girl,” Accora snapped, “I need your sword. Your magic. Your power. And you need me if your wound is to close. There is no trust, there is necessity. And my necessity required that I glean from you information that I might use for our protection and for your instruction.”  
 
    “There will be no further instruction if you poison us with that water again,” Selena said. “The eradication of my wound is everything, that is true. But I won’t pay for it with the souls of my friends.” 
 
    “Friends,” the old woman spat, but swallowed whatever else she had been about to say. She held Selena’s gaze a moment and Selena felt the silent truce between them. An accord based on mutual desperation and nothing more. The old woman was too proud or stubborn or Bazira to say it, but Selena saw that she’d earned the woman’s grudging respect. 
 
    Selena lifted her chin. “Let us begin.” 
 
    “Hmmph.” Accora gave her a final, imperious look and then held aloft the pallid, pus-colored vial. “The water gave you during the ritual the other night—this water— came from a darkpool that Bacchus now guards. After you kill him, you may destroy it, for what he is doing with it is far worse than the prying I did the other night.” 
 
    “What does he use it for?”  
 
    “Can’t you guess?” 
 
    Selena’s gaze went to the vial in Accora’s hand. The liquid inside was a sickly yellow color. Like the pus that oozed from the dead mermaid’s eyes.  
 
    “The merkind.” 
 
    “Aye,” Accora said. “It is terrible enough to drink the water. Quite another horror to be submerged in it.” 
 
    “Bacchus…he trawls for merkind, captures and then poisons them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Accora said. “The darkpool water has a horrifying effect on the merkind that it does not have on humans. It alters them, as you’ve seen, and when they are mindless, half-dead hungry things, he releases them back into the seas to hunt and kill.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Selena demanded, her hand clenched around her sword’s handle. “Which island?” 
 
    “Information. Do you see its value? It’s quite obvious to me that Bacchus’s location is all I have to ensure that neither you, nor one of your loyal friends, end me before my time. And besides, you are not ready to face him. You would sail to Bacchus, march into his foul temple, hold up your pretty sword in a challenge salute, and then you would die the most excruciating, debased death his blackened mind could devise. He would force you to drink from the darkpool and watch you dwindle into insanity. You would fight foes of his creation—foes culled from your darkest imaginings—and as you fight these phantoms, he will kill you.”  
 
    Selena shivered. “So much ugliness in this,” she whispered. “Celestine made it sound so easy.” 
 
    She expected Accora to scoff at this and was surprised when the old woman laid her hand on Selena’s. “Your people are fools or assassins in their own right, sending you after the likes of us.”  
 
    Selena pondered all of this for long moments.  
 
    The horror of your wound is no small thing. Great evil wrought it. Destroying great evil is necessary to close it. 
 
    She took a deep, steadying breath and raised her gaze to meet Accora’s.  
 
    “What must I do?” 
 
    “The key is your healing,” Accora said. “The dark nature of the Bazira enable us to use the darkpool for our purposes. Healing—the Aluren’s greatest power—is its corollary and its nemesis. You must use your healing to barricade yourself against Bacchus. From both the might of his blade and the insidious power of the darkpool.” 
 
    “Barricade myself?” Selena asked. “How?” 
 
    Accora rose from the bench. “Come. I will show you.”  
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    The sun was high in the sky as Selena and Accora arrived at the small yard at the rear of the keep, a dirt-and-rock-strewn area behind the main hall in the inner bailey. Accora had sent Ori—the Haru always hovered nearby—to fetch one of the natives, and Selena waited with the old woman in the thickening heat of Saliz for her first lesson to begin. Across the yard, Ilior stood, his massive arms crossed over his chest, still as a statue, watching. 
 
    “I demanded there be no distractions,” Accora said “I trust you will keep him away from Bacchus when the time comes. My old pupil will use your dragonman to destroy you and this endeavor will have ended before it has even begun.”  
 
    “I will convince him to stay behind.” 
 
    The woman sniffed. “As if it will be that easy.” 
 
    Selena’s gaze went to Ilior and An-Lan’s words came again.  
 
    The Sacrifice. He will bleed for you. He will die for you.  
 
    “I will order him to stay behind,” Selena said.  
 
    A small smile twitched at Accora’s lips. “Aye, you will. But he has his own duty, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Selena glanced sharply at her but Ori had returned to the yard with a hulking young native man in tow. The native carried an immense broadsword, old but clean, and he approached Selena and greeted her by nodding at her once, briefly, and then slicing that sword at her so that she felt the wind of it on her chin as she danced out of reach, scrabbling to draw her own Paladin’s blade.  
 
    The first lesson began.  
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    Jorqui was as large as Svoz, as strong as Ilior, and unbelievably fleet. It took everything Selena had to keep his broadsword at bay. She parried a thrust that came at her thigh and swung her own sword up and out, trying to expose the big man’s flank. But she hadn’t the momentum needed and he was too strong. Instead, he pressed his weapon down, pinning hers to the ground and then released one hand to deliver a startling cross blow that exploded across Selena’s cheek. Stars filled her vision, as she tumbled and then rolled out of reach. She came out of the roll with her sword up to block the blow she knew was waiting. Steel scraped against steel as the combatants stood locked, swords pressed together, but it didn’t last. The native warrior was vastly stronger than Selena; he shoved her off his sword and gave her a punishing kick to her midsection. Selena sailed backwards and landed on the hard-packed dirt. Her lungs constricted but took in no air. Choking on nothing, she rolled to her right and dirt sprayed her cheek as the native pierced the ground where her head had been a moment before.  
 
    Maybe Accora means to kill me after all, Selena thought, finding her feet.  
 
    She gripped her sword in both hands and sucked in deep breaths to help uncoil the knot of pain in her gut. She bled from a half-dozen different places; shallow wounds so far.  
 
    What happens when I tire?  
 
    As if reading her mind, Accora strode into their midst. “And so it goes until he wears you down or bests you with his strength and then kills you.” 
 
    “Then this lesson serves no purpose,” Selena said, still wheezing for breath. “I’ve been trained in swordcraft since a young child. I’m not going to get any better at it than I am this moment.” 
 
    Accora held up her hand. “Wait. Listen. Learn. I would not have been so eager to take you on as a pupil if you weren’t an expert swordswoman. But you will need to be more than that to defeat Bacchus.” 
 
    “I will weave light against Bacchus,” Selena said. “But I can’t against Jorqui; I don’t wish to hurt him.” She touched her hand to a bleeding cut on her thigh. “It doesn’t seem as if you’ve given him the same reticence.” 
 
    Accora rested her hand on the native man’s arm. Next to him, she was dwarfed: a sapling standing beside a great oak. “Of course not,” she said. “There’s no incentive to coddle you. When I saw him last, Bacchus was a span taller than Jorqui, and twice as large. He is…abnormal and not pleasing to look upon. I shudder to think what four more years of playing in his darkpool have done to him, but I can tell you that he won’t go as easy on you.” 
 
    “Easy?”  
 
    “The answer is healing. You must be able to heal your wounds as you fight if you hope to best Bacchus.” 
 
    Selena sniffed. “If that could be done, they’d be teaching it at the Temple.” 
 
    “Would they? What is the tenet of your faith with regards to the god’s healing gift?”  
 
    “The power of the god is too much for the human body to handle,” Selena said. “The price of healing power is the weakness it leaves behind. And that is balance.” 
 
    “That is foolishness,” Accora said. “Do you not weave ribbons of light in the thick of battle?” 
 
    “Yes, but that exhaustion comes later and is not so strong,” Selena said. “Healing creates an instant weakness.” 
 
    “As it should, it’s the stronger of the powers. But there is a way to postpone that weakness until the battle is done. You must treat your healing as you do your light weaving: as an offensive weapon.” 
 
    “If that were possible, I’m sure some adherent or Paladin in the centuries since the Breaking would have discovered it.” 
 
    “Some adherent did,” Accora said with a dry smile. “The fact that I’m not the adherent you had in mind makes it difficult to accept, yes? Leave it. Leave the notions of Bazira and Aluren, of Shining and Shadow behind you. There is only the magic, and it comes from the same source. All the tenets and scripture and edicts in the world aren’t going to chance the truth of that.” 
 
    Selena grit her teeth.  
 
    What Accora believes to be true and the truth are not necessarily the same thing. I trust the Temple’s teachings before I trust a Bazira.  
 
    The notion firmed her resolve and she faced Jorqui.  
 
    “We don’t have the time to argue theology and what you believe is not important anyway,” Accora said as she stepped out of the makeshift ring. “It’s what you can do that matters. Before you begin again, draw in the healing. Let it infuse you, keep it for yourself.” 
 
    “Draw it in? I have to use seawater from my ampulla. I can’t very well—” 
 
    “Ampulla,” Accora scoffed. “Drop it. It’s a hindrance. Makes for a pretty show but utterly useless.”  
 
    “Useless…” Selena felt the tingle of her cheeks burning. “You go too far, Bazira…” 
 
    Then Jorqui was there, his sword leveled. He nodded once, slowly, as if to say, Whenever you are ready. There was no malice in him, only duty, but whether she was ready or not, he came at her, his sword whistling as he swung at her legs and arms. She parried every strike but found her concentration split in two, as Accora’s instruction rattled in her mind while she defended herself from attack. A moment later, Jorqui’s sword sliced across her other thigh, splitting the skin in neat gash. Blood poured. Jorqui did not stop.  
 
    Selena gritted her teeth against the stinging pain; she could feel her skin tear open wider as she scrambled away from Jorqui’s next strike.  
 
    “Heal yourself!” she heard Accora screech from somewhere.  
 
    “I can’t,” Selena said, dodging and parrying from the native’s relentless attack. “I have to find the moon—” 
 
    “No! Say the word!” 
 
    No! I won’t befoul the healing with her blasphemy…  
 
    And soon enough Selena needed every breath she had to keep from falling to Jorqui. She kept her teeth clenched in sheer determination, and stinging pain flared across her face as Jorqui’s sword breeched her defenses. He had opened a gash that cut her from cheek to ear.  
 
    He will kill me, she thought and then there was no time for thought; she hoisted her sword up to block the native’s downward strike. The blow reverberated up to her elbow and she nearly lost her weapon. Jorqui opened another wound on her, and then another, until her blue and silver Aluren garb was a patchwork of bloody stains. Accora had been shouting at her but was now silent.  
 
    Maybe this was her plan all along. I am a fool… 
 
    There was a commotion in Selena’s periphery, though she couldn’t spare a second for it. She was going to die. Her arms were so weary she could hardly lift her sword and Jorqui, though he had kind eyes, seemed intent on ending her. Selena fell to her knees and hadn’t the strength to get up or slip out of the way. 
 
    I’ll have to burn him.  
 
    Selena raised her hand, the word to call light on her lips just as Jorqui’s sword came up…and then a shadow dropped between them and Selena saw a flurry of gray skin and a leathery wing.  
 
    Ilior.  
 
    Selena slumped back in the dirt. The Vai’Ensai charged at the native and Jorqui instantly gave up the fight, throwing his sword to the ground and then holding his hands up. Ilior wasn’t about to let him go so easy but Selena called him back, her voice weak with exhaustion. The Vai’Ensai did so, but reluctantly. He knelt beside Selena.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “She is having a lesson,” said Accora, her voice stony.  
 
    “He would have killed her!” Ilior thundered at her. “Under your orders!” 
 
    Accora paid him no heed but turned a sour face to Selena. “No interference,” she said. “From him or anyone else.” 
 
    Selena glanced up to see the crew of the Black Storm watching now too. Whistle and Niven shared stricken expressions, while Grunt rubbed his beard restlessly. Cat’s arms were crossed casually, but Selena saw daggers glinting, one to each gloved hand. Julian leaned against the wall of the bailey, not a care in the word, as he had on Isle Uago, looking like a dagger himself, sheathed in black.  
 
    Niven had crouched beside her and now his worried face filled her vision and drew her attention to the bloody splotches on her clothing that corresponded to deep, stinging pain on her leg, her arm, her cheek.  
 
    “Let the boy do it,” Accora said, disgusted. “You need your strength.” 
 
    Niven reached for the ampulla at his belt and sought the moon. Her wounds closed and the pain ebbed. She climbed to her feet even as Niven slumped with exhaustion, but Ilior was shaking his head.  
 
    “No,” he intoned. “I cannot let this happen.” 
 
    Selena felt Accora’s disapproving glare on her back. She was taken back to her youth, training with the weapons masters at the Temple, and being admonished when she failed to master a maneuver right away, or made a mistake that resulted in injury. The same urge to please awoke in her, just as strong and potent as it had been fifteen years earlier.  
 
    But she is no Aluren master. Discard my ampulla?  
 
    Accora nodded as if she could read her thoughts. “Or die at Bacchus’s hands.” 
 
    “She is going to die at his.” Ilior gestured with his sword at Jorqui. 
 
    Selena glanced at Julian. He had lit a cigarillo and inhaled, unhurried. “Too many distractions,” she murmured and got to her feet. “Ilior, leave off.” 
 
    “Selena…” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Pain shadowed his eyes for a moment before they hardened and did as commanded. He left the ring but remained in the outer bailey, watching her as Julian did.  
 
    “First, the healing,” Accora said. “Say the words, call the magic. No, put your hand down!” she snapped when Selena sought the moon. “Forget the moon. It’s there no matter how you flap and gesture at it. The healing magic is there no matter how much water you slop onto the wounded. Call the healing in the same manner as when you weave light in the midst of battle. Say the word. The word awakens the magic that lives within you. It’s already yours.” 
 
    Already mine? 
 
    The thought was hardly formed when Jorqui once again lunged at her, his sword biting at her forearm. She dodged, parried, and fell back. She tried to call the sacred word to her lips but it felt wrong, a betrayal, a blasphemy worse than taking reading of a Shaizan seer or carrying a sacred coin of Oshkat. She concentrated on keeping the native man’s blade off of her, while Accora screeched at her from the periphery.  
 
    The native came at her again and she blocked his first blow that seemed to have all the weight of a mountain behind it. He pressed her down so hard she fell to one knee, straining to prevent his broadsword from cleaving her in two. She knew she had no hope of pressing back so instead used Jorqui’s weight to her advantage. She let his sword slip and somersaulted away as he lost his balance and toppled forward. With the free moments that bought her, she reached for her ampulla.  
 
    Jorqui caught himself before he could fall, however, and he knocked the sword from her right hand and would have cleaved her shoulder had she not rolled, the ampulla tucked against her. His sword sliced her calf as she came out of her roll and blood filled her boot. She still clutched the ampulla, though the impossibility of using it was now clear. The native’s sword struck at her again and again like a snake; she had never seen a man so big move so fast. She had no weapon, only the ceramic flask she’d been given the same day she’d earned her sword, which was now lying in somewhere in the dust. Accora screamed at her to say the word, to call the healing from within. Jorqui bore down, and Selena dodged. Distantly, Ilior roared, Niven cried out, and then she went down.  
 
    Without thinking, to stave off the death in a final, defensive act, she held aloft the ampulla, like an offering to the gigantic entity that loomed over her. His sword smashed the flask to pieces. Its shards cut her hands before leaving them empty. From her periphery, Selena saw Ilior rush toward her as Jorqui raised his sword, but he would never reach her in time. Her hands still outstretched, Selena drew breath to fill them with light, to scream the sacred word, Luxari, and blind Jorqui or burn him if she had to, for it seemed he was intent on killing her no matter what Accora had said.  
 
    “Illuria!”  
 
    She gasped in shock as the word left her lips and again as an orange glow filled her hands closing her rent flesh and erasing the pain. Her heart thundered as she turned her palms in, Jorqui forgotten, and stared at the fading light and her whole flesh. Jorqui had stopped short too, but was recovering fast. Selena scrambled and called the sacred word for healing again. This time, the orange light emanated from several injuries Jorqui had opened on her flesh, and she felt an infusion of energy in her tired limbs.  
 
    “Get back!” she barked at Ilior, and the Vai’Ensai halted in his tracks. She saw the bright blue of the gem in her sword in the dirt and lunged for it. Her hand closed around the handle and came up on her feet after a graceful roll. She faced Jorqui, and with steady, strong hands, she raised her Paladin’s blade in salute.  
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Jorqui nodded and lifted his blade in an imitation of her Aluren address. For the first time she noticed sweat poured off his face and blurred the artistic whorls of mud on his chest. His breath came in great bellowing gasps. But Selena knew he was far from spent. The battle began anew, but this time she led the attack, running at the big man with her blade tip before her.  
 
    He knocked it easily aside, which is what she intended. Her boot found his exposed midsection and he staggered back while she brought her sword down in a counterstroke. Her blade sliced the thick muscle of his thigh, and while she had no intent to kill, the sight of his blood flowing was satisfying to her warrior sensibility. 
 
    The cut didn’t limit him, but he hesitated and she observed that he was trained to fight but had never faced a real enemy. Sparring was not the same as battle. The wound she’d given him shocked him long enough for Selena to channel some of her healing magic into her the wound that still weakened her. The torn skin of her calf knit itself and another surge of energy suffused every fiber of her being until she felt invincible. She gave a battle cry and flew at the native man.  
 
    The battle was not easy; Jorqui’s wound didn’t slow him further and his attacks on her were frighteningly brutal. But her sword bit at him more than his did her, and when he did bleed her, she healed herself. It took practice; she needed a few moments to guide the healing to where she needed it and she almost lost an arm giving it her attentions instead of Jorqui. But she began to find the rhythm, to build the healing into her sword dance. Jorqui began to tire. Selena did not. She had a suspicion that she would be exhausted when all was said and done, but until then, she was flying. Her sword was an extension of herself. She danced with it without thought, without needing to think, admiring as if from afar, the silver fire of it in the afternoon sunlight.  
 
    At last, Jorqui, wheezing like an old man, lost his sword to Selena’s merciless attack, and he fell to his knees, arms limp, head thrown back in utter exhaustion. Selena leveled the tip of her sword to his exposed throat. Sweat poured off him like rainwater, and she could see his pulse pounding in his neck where her sword was laid.  
 
    “Yield,” she told him, but he was already beaten. But so was she. 
 
    As a cheer rose up from Niven, as the crew banged their cutlasses together for her, Selena dropped her sword that suddenly felt as though it weighed a thousand stones. She fell to her knees beside her opponent. A frightening, bone-deep exhaustion that had been lurking like a stalking animal finally pounced. She bowed her head, her bleary vision seeing nothing but the dusty ground of the outer bailey…and the broken shards of her ampulla, lying in a puddle of seawater and her own blood.  
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    From the shadow of the keep’s north wall, Sebastian watched as the big native man yielded to Selena after a long battle that had nearly completed his last job for him. Until the end. In the end, Selena had appeared indomitable, and he’d inhaled deeply on his cigarillo to quell his accelerated pulse, watching swordcraft like he’d rarely seen it. Graceful. Exact. Perfect.  
 
    But the victory was not sweet to her; the cost was high. Something had happened, something momentous, though Sebastian was too far away to know precisely what. Her flask of seawater had shattered, and yet she called healing anyway. In that act lay her victory and a kind of defeat, he guessed. He’d had little business with Aluren since the war, but knew enough. The seawater was necessary to healing. Or had been. Somehow the old witch had shown otherwise.  
 
    Now, he watched the sword clatter out of Selena’s hand and she knelt in the dust beside the vanquished native man. She was bone-weary; it was evident in every slumped line of her body, and though the shadows of the day were growing long, he could see her face in the dying light. She stared at the broken shards of her holy relic.  
 
    She looks lost, Sebastian thought, and watched as the defeated native man carried his conqueror inside. Niven, Sebastian’s own crew, and the witch followed. The old woman wore the smile of triumph. Ilior brought up the rear and he smiled not at all.  
 
    There was feast much the same as they’d been given during their first night in the Bazira’s home. The feasting hall’s six wooden tables were arrayed with food and drink. Matted rushes rustled underfoot, and lit torches ensconced on the wall bore clouds of moths. Other winged insects buzzed in the air or scuttled across the floor, drawn from the jungle by the light.  
 
    As with the previous night, Sebastian paid little attention to the food and drink being set before him. Instead, he watched as Selena came down from her room looking better rested in body but no less troubled. Her eyes were shadowed and ponderous with thought. Her hair glowed in the torchlight in golden ribbons around her shoulders as she sat at a table with his crew. Whistle engulfed her in a gangly embrace that she returned half-heartedly. Niven sat across from her and Sebastian watched both Aluren share a thick, troubled look. Ilior was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Accora beamed at Selena like a proud mother, and plied them all with centuries’ old rum from dusty crates brought up from the keep’s cellar. The atmosphere in the hall brightened as the Yuk’ri and his crew passed the bottles. Sebastian didn’t like it. The strange juxtaposition of half-naked islanders surrounding them in the hall of a stone-and-mortar keep irked him. His crew eating and drinking—but mostly drinking—until they lost all sense of caution irritated him. Even Grunt, who was more cautious than the rest, chugged the rum like it was water. And Cat, with her strange orange hair and her gloves that she never took off, even as she broke bread; Cat who was as wary and alert as her name implied had a bottle of rum tucked into each of those gloved hands, and took turns swigging from each. None of his crew seemed bothered that the Bazira witch watched them all become as helpless with drink as they had been under her kafira smoke. 
 
    Sebastian swore under his breath and looked up from his untouched food to see that Selena was gone. Niven remained, staring morosely at his own plate. The adherent looked up and saw Sebastian watching him.  
 
    “She was still…weary,” he said with a wan smile. “It’s been a…strange day. I think I might…Yes. Good night.” 
 
    Sebastian’s gaze followed the young man to the upper level where the doors to the bedchambers lined the hallway. Niven slipped into his room. Selena’s was beside his, a thin line of light seeping from under her door. She was still awake, likely pondering the repercussions of the witch’s lessons. Sebastian had his own thoughts rattling his brain, thoughts that had only whispered before but were now clamoring like a lighthouse bell warning an incoming ship of sharp rocks ahead.  
 
    What are you waiting for? 
 
    His answer was to take a long swig of the rum someone had set before him. The keep’s walls were too close, and beyond them he could feel the jungle pressing in on all sides, choked with life and writhing in the hot dark. It was hungry and would swallow them whole; devour them with sharp teeth and stinging bites of poison. He longed to be aboard the Storm and the open sea. But his ship was wounded. Broken spars and missing sails marring her perfection.  
 
    Both marks under one roof. Finish the job and you’ll have more than enough coin to repair the Storm and make her what she was before. Find another place, another atoll. Buy your own godsdamn island.  
 
    “Or spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder for Zolin’s ice in my back,” he muttered.  
 
    He forced himself to take a bite of fruit. It was as tasteless as dust in his mouth. There was nothing left to do but to get as stinking drunk as his crew. 
 
    He pushed his plate and the rum bottle away. Instead, he drew a flask of gold whiskey from his coat pocket. Captain Tunney had given it to him on Isle Nanokar. Isle of Lords’ best, and not cheap, either. The flask was nearly full, as he never drank while under sail. The first two gulps burned, but the third was warm in his gut and, more importantly, it silenced the thoughts that tormented him.  
 
    The moths flitting around the torches made the shadows dance.  
 
    The night’s hours slipped past. He nipped steadily at the flask until his vision was blurred as though he were underwater. A fat moth blundered into his cheek. He snapped it up between two fingers and blearily peered at its struggle.  
 
    You could start over again, whispered a voice in his mind. A faint voice, hardly a whisper. With Selena. Tell her everything. If there is one person on all of Lunos who might forgive you… 
 
    A ridiculous notion. The dead—his dead, his victims—would not be so easily mollified. He’d buried them down deep but whenever he thought they were at rest, they came clawing out of their graves, blood-drenched and begging, their mouths open in silent screams.  
 
    If I tell her who I am, she will hate me. If I tell her why I’m here, she will kill me.  
 
    The moth fluttered frantically as he held it to the flame of one of the table candles. It burnt pungently and when it was a blackened, wingless little husk, he dropped it onto his food plate. Dust from its wings coated his fingers. He held them up for examination and saw Cat watching him. He wiped his fingers deliberately on his black long coat, and she looked away, disgusted. 
 
    Sebastian drank more. The hall grew quieter and torches sputtered. Natives slunk out. The more sober members of his crew staggered to their chambers. The rest slept where the rum left them.  
 
    The Haru came up behind Sebastian, asking quietly if he wouldn’t like to retire to his room. The black pits of Ori’s eye sockets seemed endless. He snapped at Ori to leave him be and watched her go. Ori. The Haru who served the witch. And the witch wanted him dead or gone. To keep Selena for herself, he was sure of it.  
 
    Selena… 
 
    As beautiful as his atoll, and just as impossible to keep. A strange ache gripped his heart and squeezed. 
 
    The flask was almost empty. His whisky-soaked thoughts swirled together in a maelstrom; one thought rising above the tumult to make itself heard.  
 
    The time has come.  
 
    The candles on the table drowned in their own wax, and Sebastian was left alone in the dark, thinking of what he must do. 
 
    The time had come.  
 
    “Svoz,” he whispered, “to me.” 
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    Accora walked among the rows of fauna in her greenhouse. Dawn’s light seeped through the multi-colored glass panes to drench the greenery in jeweled hues. She trailed her fingers over the broad-leafed plants and the feathery ferns, but kept her hands to herself near the blood roses. They had a tendency to snap. But she talked to them. She talked to herself. A habit born of long years in service to Bacchus. One did not converse with Bacchus. One heeded. One cowered. One begged and pleaded for mercy and was answered with pain. He did not know her worth. None among the Bazira did. High Vicar Zolin threw her to his mongrel and then walked away. Accora stopped and returned to the stand of blood roses.  
 
    “If Selena is half as strong as I think she is, Bacchus will die, surprised that such a delicate little flower has such a strong bite.” She teased the flower; it craned on its stalk for her flesh. “And Zolin will know it was a mistake to favor his rabid cur instead of its master.” 
 
    But Zolin was a tiny speck on the horizon of her thoughts. Bacchus loomed, obscuring all. She had thought of little else but his death over the last twenty years.  
 
    “I will gladly suffer Selena’s sword if I can watch that soulless monster bleed first.” 
 
    She let out a cry and snatched her hand back from the snapping blood rose. It tilted its bloom up, like a closed tulip, to let her blood slide down its stalk.  
 
    “Careful,” she murmured, dabbing her fingertip to her tongue. “She has lessons yet to learn.” 
 
    Accora continued down her greenhouse, arriving at the tray of insects impaled on pins. As Selena’s did, her gaze went first to the stowaway mantis.  
 
    “I had thought that Skye would’ve been the one to end him. She was powerful. Aluren. The High Reverent even.” She sneered. “The Aluren are blinded by their desperation.” 
 
     She thought to what she had read in Selena’s mind the night of the kafira ritual. That Skye had ordered their deaths—hers and Bacchus’s. Bacchus, she understood. But her? 
 
    “After all I have taught her.” 
 
    The betrayal stung but was not unexpected. She let her fingers trail over the glass, tracing the mantis’s body and smiled despite herself.  “Such is her nature.”  
 
    And if Skye was as Accora believed her to be, then Accora was but a pawn in a much larger game. “Selena too. All of us.” Her smiled faded. “But Selena will kill Bacchus and Skye’s game board will be absent one pawn.” 
 
    Selena will kill him. The thought gave her a pleasant shiver as she recalled how her pupil had mastered the healing. The shattered ampulla. It had cut the girl, but the wounds would heal and she would be stronger for it. Free of lies, Selena would know real power and she would need power in abundance to face Bacchus. But she had distractions. Ilior was one. Her captain was another.  
 
    Julian Tergus. A false name. Accora would stake her life on it. He’d resisted the water and in so doing, remained as a blank piece of parchment.  
 
    “And so dangerous to me. A captain with a mute crew has secrets, secrets that he gladly suffers beatings and broken bones to preserve.”  
 
    She thought of the mute crewman who was not mute. Such an interesting story she’d read that night when he drank from the darkpool waters. A story gleaned in bits and pieces but bloody enough for her to know that ‘Julian Tergus’ was up to no good. No good at all. 
 
     And the girl who called herself Cat. Accora moved to a shelf of vials and bottles. Her eye picked out the pumpkin oil easily. Its bright orange color was a beacon among the drabber concoctions. She turned the vial over in her hands.  
 
    “She is not his crew,” Accora mused. “She is something else altogether and dangerous. But not to me.” 
 
    The air shifted behind her. She smelled acrid, oily smoke, and a stench beneath that: the scent of hot blood. Accora dropped the vial of pumpkin oil; it shattered over the floor, splattering a sunburst over the planking. Quickly, Accora picked up a blown glass bottle from the table before her. It was sea blue with gold veins wound in and a stopper at the top, all exquisitely rendered. She’d kept it close, ever since Ori had found the crew on her beach and had had to escape a great, hungry beast that served the captain. 
 
    “Tergus is dangerous,” she said loudly, “to Selena and to me. I am right to suspect him.” She brought the bottle close, cradling it in both hands. “Aren’t I…Svoz, was it?” 
 
    Accora started to turn but her instincts screamed. She threw herself to the ground, rolling and cradling the glass jar, as the sword came down. It cleaved the small worktable beside her, and she was showered with soil and broken pottery. Her heart fluttered in her narrow chest and she scrambled under the closest table as fast as she was able. The ground was hard on her knees but she hardly felt the pain. The sword came down again with a deafening crack. Splintered wood and more dirt wafted down but the table held. The sirrak bent to peer under. He twiddled his fingers at her.  
 
    “Halloo!”  
 
    Accora fumbled at the stopper on the glass jar she still cradled as the table was torn away as if lifted by a fierce wind. Svoz held it with one hand and hurled it at the greenhouse wall. Accora flinched at the cacophony of shattering glass, and then scrabbled backward as the sirrak loomed over her. Blood-red and hulking, he gripped a long curved blade that was as long as his arm and he licked a forked tongue over his lips.  
 
    “Fast or slow? Which shall it be, witch? Slow would be my inclination. It’s been so long, I don’t wish to rush this unless I have to.” 
 
    “You think me feeble?” Accora said. “You think me a tired old woman, easily disposed?” 
 
    “If you have fight in you, old one, I welcome it. My orders were only to kill you.” He smiled wickedly. “My new master has not yet learned to be specific.” 
 
    “Your master. Of course.” She slowly got to her feet, her joints aching, her robes torn and dirty. “Well, I have fight in me, sirrak; more than you could guess. Bazira are trained from childhood in swordcraft. But alas, I have left my blade in my sleeping chambers.” 
 
    Svoz retrieved a slender short sword from the pack of weapons strapped between his wings. “Let it be known in your afterworld that I was honorable to the aged.” He laid it on the ground between them. “Go ahead. Take it. I swear upon my honor I will not slice you to ribbons until you are armed.” 
 
    “A sirrak’s honor,” Accora sneered. Still clutching the glass jar, she closed and then opened her other hand. “Krystak!” 
 
    Water, culled from her own body, rushed to her hand instantly, and her magic morphed them into daggers of ice that lanced out of her open palm. She did not wait for them to find their mark but scrambled to her feet and ran down the narrow path, Svoz’s screams of pain chasing after her.  
 
    She was almost at the door when a plume smoke burst in front of her. Her instincts—honed years ago in training with the Bazira—flared again, and she ducked as the curved sword arced out of the smoke, whistling just above her head. It struck a wooden support beam and was held fast. The smoke dissipated and Accora’s breath caught in her throat to see Svoz, his face contorted with rage and pain. On his midsection a white-gray splotch of frozen skin stood out from the red like snow in a puddle of blood. Accora turned and ran back the other way.  
 
    Another plume of smoke barred her way and another sword strike came at her own midsection. She curled away but wasn’t so fast this time and felt the agony of the sirrak’s blade bite her in the meat of her shoulder—what little she had left.  
 
    Blindly, she screamed, “Krystak!” 
 
    Svoz answered with his own roar of pain that seemed like to burst her eardrums. As the smoke cleared, she saw another patch of white, this time on his neck. He swung his sword back, shattering the glass tray of pinned insects hanging on the wall beside him. Accora fell at his feet to duck the return swing, and called ice again. From her prone position on the floor, the shards struck Svoz in his groin and he staggered backwards, unable even to scream, before toppling over a broken bench to land on his rump.  
 
    The magic was draining her. A terrible thirst wracked her and her skin felt tight and hot. She worked frantically at the stopper on the glass jar but the damned thing was stuck fast and her fingers trembled so she could hardly control them. Just as she was certain she hadn’t the strength to pull it free, the stopper loosened ever so slightly.  
 
    Svoz was climbing to his feet, scraping his sword along the ground as he picked it up. She expected a scream of rage or curses, or threats. She didn’t expect to hear him laugh. A bone-chilling chuckle that seemed to originate from the ground.  
 
    “Oh, very good, old one,” he chortled. “A low blow…I can appreciate that.”  
 
    “I have more…if you want them,” she panted. 
 
    He cocked his head at the glass jar she cradled. “What is that? A souvenir of the days when you were young and had more years ahead of you than behind? I’ve heard the aged are fond of knick-knacks.” 
 
    “Knick-knacks, yes.” Accora said. “This one…very valuable. It is from the desert isles of Juskara. Have you heard of them?” 
 
    “There is nothing that is unknown to me, witch.” 
 
    “Then you know the Juskaran isles are serviced by djinn. Djinn are like your kind: subservient and weak. Like you, they are beholden to their human masters. Like you, they are slaves.” 
 
    “A slave, am I?” Svoz scoffed lightly enough, but rage boiled beneath the surface. “Slaves are not permitted to indulge in their thirst for blood.”  
 
    “Aye,” Accora said. “Bound by blood instead of chains, but bound just the same.” 
 
    The sirrak’s face contorted into a horrifying snarl. “I’ll show you blood…” 
 
    Svoz lunged, his blade swinging, but Accora lifted the stopper out and held the crystal jar before her. Immediately, the sirrak dissolved into his customary plume of vile-smelling smoke and Accora feared he was escaping her. But the smoke rushed for the mouth of the bottle and poured itself inside. Svoz’s final scream of rage sounded as if it came from a great distance. With a satisfied tilt of her lips, Accora returned the stopper with trembling hands.  
 
    “You talk too much,” she told the bottle. “I’m certain I’m not the first to tell you that.” 
 
    The dusky smoke inside the bottle churned and rolled. The brilliant blue of the crystal was made dull by Svoz’s’ vapor and the jug no longer caught the eye with its beauty. It felt as if it weighed a thousand stones, and she thought to take it to the shore that night and send it to the Deeps.  
 
    “But I may yet need him. A bartering tool to keep the captain’s own sword from my back.”  
 
    “Accora?” Selena called from the front of the greenhouse. “I heard a crash…” Booted footsteps rushed toward her.  
 
    “Here, child. I’m here.” Accora set the jug behind two other vases deep on the shelf so that it was lost to shadow. “The gods be damned, I’m still here.” 
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    The Hardest Lesson 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tables were overturned or smashed, and the beautiful multi-colored glass of one wall was shattered where another table had been hurled through it. Selena rushed inside and a dozen Yuk’ri tribesman followed after. She called for Accora and heard the answer at the rear.  
 
    “Tergus did this to me,” Accora said. She clutched her shoulder and Selena saw blood seep from between her fingers. The Bazira waved irritably at the tribesmen and they reluctantly retreated, leaving the women alone.  
 
    Selena lowered her sword. “Julian did this? No. He wouldn’t have…” 
 
    “He would and he did. He sent his pet sirrak to kill me.  
 
    Selena glanced around. “Where…? Did you…best him?”  
 
    “In a matter of speaking,” Accora said. “I have him in my keeping and there he shall stay until we make new arrangements for the duration of our voyage.” She reached for the flask at her belt. Selena had learned that Bazira carry their own ampullas, but of fresh water, to replenish them after creating ice. Accora drank deep; her battle with Svoz must have been fierce.  
 
    “But…how did you defeat Svoz? And what kind of new arrangements?” Selena asked. The mounted frame had been shattered and the insects lay amid shards of glass. They looked as if they would get up and scuttle about at any moment. She shivered.  
 
    Accora was studying her through narrowed eyes. “Aye, if you ever want to feel the intolerable heat of this island or any other, you’d best heed my conditions. I won’t be besieged as second time.” 
 
    Selena sheathed her sword. “Tell me.” 
 
    “What I have done with the sirrak is of no concern. He will remain in my possession so as to ensure my safety, and as a matter of collateral. I will forgive Tergus for this morning’s incident, but only because he is the means to get us off Saliz. And we will leave Saliz after you’ve completed the second portion of your lessons. Three days should be sufficient, beginning this morning. Lastly, when we sail, it will be to Isle Huerta, where you will discard Captain Tergus and his crew and hire a new ship for the voyage to Bacchus. This proviso is not negotiable.” 
 
    Selena stared at Accora. Discard Captain Tergus. “There is nothing on Huerta,” she said finally. “It is a jungle, such as this.” 
 
    “Wrong. An enterprising young lord and his companion have settled there, bested the land, built an estate, and begun a fine mercantile business trading coffee and tobacco and chocolate to the entirety of the Eastern Edge. Unlike the unfortunate Lord Penderlake, the lord of Huerta has only conquered what he requires and maintains a healthy respect for the rest.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Huerta is but fifteen leagues to the southeast. Five years is long enough to learn of one’s neighbors, especially if they are merchants. An old woman can’t live on berries and crabmeat alone.” Accora smirked. “You have been too long preoccupied with sailing about the Western Watch, healing every sniffle and scratch in the hopes of closing your wound. The time has come for you to rejoin the world with me as your guide, and you will do it on another ship.” 
 
     “I don’t believe it,” Selena said, finding her voice. “Julian wouldn’t send Svoz to kill you.” 
 
    “Aye, he seems the sort to do the deed himself,” Accora said dryly. “This cowardice is unlike him.” 
 
    Selena shook her head. “You don’t know him. There must be a mistake.” 
 
    “A mistake?” Accora gestured around ruins of her greenhouse. “Does this look like a mistake? Or this?” She lifted her arm to show the bite of Svoz’s sword. “Sirrak’ah do nothing that is not strictly commanded by their masters. You know this. But more than that, you must take your leave of Tergus to protect your life as well as mine.” 
 
    “My life? Why? Julian has never threatened me. The only reason he commands Svoz is because he swore a blood oath to save me.” Selena crossed her arms. “Did that escape your notice when you pored over my memories the other night?”  
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    Selena briefly described the incident on the Crystal Sea, cherishing the small defense of Julian. But as Accora listened, her lips curled into a wry smile.  
 
    “He steals your sirrak right out from under you and appears as an angel for doing so. How convenient.” 
 
    Selena clenched her fists. “That’s not how it came about. He saved me. Svoz drew me from the water but it was Julian who made me breathe again, who tried to keep me warm.” Niven’s words came back to her. “He was frantic.” 
 
    She knew she had made a mistake then, as she had heard the thickness in her own voice. 
 
    Accora stared, disbelief pushing up the wrinkled flesh around her eyes. “Oh gods help me, I was right. You love him? Or is it merely carnal lust?” The old woman clucked her tongue. “You are a silly little fool.” 
 
    “I don’t…” Selena stammered. She couldn’t feel the heat of her flush but she knew it was there. “I need him. He is an able captain—” 
 
    “He is not what he seems,” Accora spat. “He’s dangerous. He’s manipulative. He has plans of his own.” 
 
    “Really?” Selena said. “Funny you should say so, as the entire crew believes the same thing about you. They all wonder—as do I—why you’re so intent on helping me. Why you’re willing to die on my sword after Bacchus.” 
 
    “I told you,” Accora snapped. “Revenge for the years of torture I suffered at his hands. But does it matter? Is there anything more important than the closure of your wound?”  
 
    Selena shook her head. “But Julian…” 
 
    “Must be replaced. He is not trustworthy,” Accora glanced around her shattered greenhouse, “to say the least.” 
 
    Selena took in the wreckage again. Svoz had done this on Julian’s orders. There was no escaping that. Ilior hated the captain. Niven feared him. And she herself vacillated between thinking he cared for her and believing she could walk off the face of the world and he wouldn’t even notice but for the payment he wouldn’t receive.  
 
    What does it matter what he thinks of me? He’s a means to an end, as I am to him.  
 
    “Whatever bond you think you have with him because of some transient moment of intimacy will seem as insignificant to you as it is to me once your wound is gone.” Accora said. “You stand at the threshold of a new life. No more shame. No more reminder of that day on Calinda. No more cold. Now then.” 
 
    Accora held out her arm for healing. Selena absently reached for her ampulla her heart ached anew at the revelations of yesterday’s lesson. Perhaps it was a fluke. I was tired, scared… She laid her hand on Accora’s arm, and muttered the sacred word without finding the moon. The orange glow knit Accora’s flesh.  
 
    “Good,” the old woman said. “Very good.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Selena said, snatching her hand back. “None of it. I don’t understand what’s happened.” 
 
    “You’re not required to,” Accora replied. “It’s too much for you. Think of it only as means to close your wound. Your wound.” 
 
    Selena closed her eyes. A swirling chaos, a maelstrom like that of the merkind, turned around her, sucking her down. What had happened with her healing was too big, threatened to drown her if she dwelled on it too long. But Julian….Her feelings for Julian surfaced at the threat of losing him.  
 
    She opened her eyes and found Accora staring at her, shaking her head.  
 
    “He wouldn’t care,” she breathed. “I know it. When he warmed me… I thought it mean nothing to me, but I…I was wrong.” She shook her head, tears falling on Accora’s sleeve that gripped her arm. “He wouldn’t care about my wound,” she whispered, pleading. “I know he wouldn’t.” 
 
    Accora was merciless. “Of course he wouldn’t. I told you. Your wound,” she said slowly, “is repulsive to everyone who is good and decent.”  
 
     Selena inhaled sharply. Then again, and again. She wiped her eyes. She nodded. “On Huerta. I’ll take a new captain.” 
 
    “Good. No distractions.” 
 
    “No distractions,” Selena whispered.  
 
    Accora withdrew something from a pocket in her robes and placed it into Selena’s hands. A vial of darkpool water, thick and yellow. 
 
    “Drink. You second lesson begins now. And we shall begin.” 
 
    Selena took the vial, turned it over in her hands. “I told you; you’re never to poison me with this again.” 
 
    “Drink it,” Accora commanded. “Not so that I may pry into your thoughts, but so that I may protect you from them.” 
 
    It didn’t make sense. Nothing did. Selena felt as though her mind was as exhausted as her body had been yesterday after the healing. She laid her hand over the cold draft over her breast. The wound exhaled, gently, smoothly, as it always did and always would unless she did as she was sent to do.  
 
    “Do you swear to me, upon the gods, that killing Bacchus will close this horror forever?” 
 
    Accora’s face was solemn. “Upon the gods, I swear it.” 
 
    Selena drank. 
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    Ori stood in the ring behind the keep where Selena had bested Jorqui. Selena didn’t remember walking there from the greenhouse. After she had put that foul vial to her lips, she remembered only fragments of the morning. The Haru woman wore a simple dress of billowing white. The black pits of her eyes and the black shine of her hair were stark contrasts in the sharp midday sunlight. She held her arms up to Selena, beseeching.  
 
    Selena walked towards her. “Ori?” Her tongue felt thick in her mouth and her stomach churned.  
 
    Only one span separated the women when a moment earlier there had been fifteen.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    The Haru said nothing but dropped her arms. A black millipede emerged from the darkness of her hair, marched down her cheek and under her collar. A blue beetle, bulbous and shining in the brilliant light, scuttled out of one eye socket and into the other. Selena watched, horrified, and then Ori’s mouth dropped open like a drawbridge and a swarm of insects blasted out.  
 
    Selena fell back, frantically swiping at the morass that engulfed her like a tornado. The stings came one after another, lighting her face and arms afire. She culled her healing but it wasn’t enough; they were razing her flesh. She stumbled backwards and fell to the ground. The agony prompted a scream and the swarm poured into her open mouth. She gagged and choked, her magic blown away by thousands of buzzing wings and gnawing mandibles. Through a veil of scuttling legs and biting pincers, she held up her hand and watched as the flesh melted away to bone… 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    The pain vanished. The deafening buzz went silent. Selena, gasping clean air, sat up and looked at her hand that was unmarred.  
 
    “By the gods…” 
 
    “You’re dead,” Accora said. She sat on a bench made from a fallen tree in the outer bailey. “While you floundered and flapped at invisible pests, Bacchus ran you through with his sword or stabbed you with daggers of ice until your heart stopped.” 
 
    Selena hauled herself to her feet. “How…?” 
 
    “The water, of course.” Accora said. 
 
    Selena’s stomach roiled with darkpool water and her mouth still remembered the sour tang of insects in her mouth, real or not. She bent over and retched but it brought no relief. When she had heaved nothing but air and bile, she straightened and wiped the back of her hand over her lips.  
 
    “How are you able to do this to me?” 
 
    “I told you; the magic of the darkpool is somehow attuned to that of the Bazira. I can feel it course through you after you drank it. A conduit has been opened between us, and all that is required of me is whatever my imagination can devise.” She sniffed. “You think that was bad? Bacchus’s mind is far more perverse than mine. He’ll cull nightmares that would make your captain’s sirrak weep. Or worse, he’ll use your own dark memories against you.” 
 
    Selena shuddered. “What do I do? I called healing, like I did when sparring with Jorqui…” 
 
    “You used it to heal wounds that did not exist, therefore it was useless. You must use the healing on the darkpool water itself.” 
 
    “Wounds that do not exist? I watched my flesh melt away, and felt every stinging bite. How is it possible to feel real pain when the injuries are caused by illusions?”  
 
    “The body only knows what the mind tells it. Since you were incapable of barricading yourself, you would’ve died had I not called off the swarm.” 
 
    “Barricade myself.” Selena shook her head. Her stomach felt clean and empty, but now it seemed she could feel the darkpool water coursing sluggishly through her veins. “It’s already in me. I don’t know how…” 
 
    “Did your Aluren masters teach you nothing? Do you even know why you are possessed of healing magic? Or how it works?” 
 
    “Of course,” Selena said. “Water is the blood of the god—” 
 
    “Oh the god, to the Deeps with your god,” Accora snapped. “Water is everything. The salt tears in your eyes when you weep are born of the oceans that swath Lunos. It is a second blood that flows in your veins. When you weave light, it is water that traps the illumination. When you heal, it is water that carries the healing magic to the wound. Water is the channel. The conduit. It is the means by which Bacchus will pollute your mind with terror. The darkpool. You must fight it by healing yourself, keeping yourself pure and untainted. If you do not, he will watch you exhaust yourself fighting imagined dragons and then he will cut you apart at his leisure. Cull the healing as you did when fighting Jorqui, and channel it. Feel it infuse your body, your mind.” 
 
    Selena sighed. “I don’t—” 
 
    “And do it now.”  
 
    Selena saw three red-armored Zak’reth warriors standing over a man who lay face down on the ground. One Zak’reth stood on his forearms to pin him down. A second Zak’reth had a hold of something that protruded from the prone man’s back, while the third raised his sword that glowed like fire. He brought his fiery sword down again and again, as if he were chopping down a tree. It was then Selena saw that the object the Zak’reth was holding was a wing. The man on the ground was no human, but a Vai’Ensai.  
 
    Selena watched, stupefied, as the Zak’reth’s sword came up and down a final time. The smoke of burnt flesh rose up from the wound. The Vai’Ensai screamed raggedly, and the second Zak’reth stumbled backward as the wing came off in his hands. The laughter of the third Zak’reth resounded from under his hideous lion mask.  
 
    A battle cry tore out of Selena’s throat and she flew at the armed Zak’reth just as he raised his sword to cleave the remaining wing. He changed his swing to block her, but it wasn’t enough. Selena knocked aside his blade and ran him through his heart. The other two struggled for their swords; the one holding the disembodied wing had to drop it to find his weapon. Selena killed him next, slicing his head off in one clean blow as the fool had removed or lost his gorget. The third, who had been standing on the Vai’Ensai’s arms, was ready for battle.  
 
    He had the mask of his helm lifted to reveal dusky skin and eyes that were dark maroon, like old blood. His face was that of a young man; not monstrous, not inhuman. But he smiled at her with a bloodlust that was frightening to behold; she could see it kindled in his eyes, as if the very thought of battle roused him the way a naked woman might rouse another man. He uttered a battle cry in his own tongue and then flew at Selena.  
 
    She barely held him off. The ferocity of his blows was incredible and it was all she could do to keep him from bleeding her. He knew he was overpowering her and he muttered something in his language, a parting salute. The killing blow was coming. In this flurry or the next. His burning sword would find her and she would die next to this fallen Vai’Ensai who was so far from his Cloud Isles.  
 
    And it was the Vai’Ensai’s wing that the Zak’reth warrior tripped on. His booted feet got caught up in the torn, blood-spattered membrane and he fell backward. Without thinking, Selena flipped her sword in her hand and flew at him. She drove the blade downward, between red armored plates over his chest, with all her weight behind it. He died with blood burbling out of his mouth.  
 
    That was red too.  
 
    The Vai’Ensai peered up at Selena. His face was more reptilian that human, but for his eyes that were looking at her as though he’d found something he’d been looking for a long while. He smiled with relief as she knelt beside him.  
 
    “You saved my life,” he said, his voice hoarse and his accent thick.  
 
    “Ssshhh,” she said, studying his wound. “Lie still. I have to help you.” 
 
    He smiled sadly, and suddenly it was Selena’s mother lying there in a pool of her own blood. A dagger protruded from her chest.  
 
    “You’ll be all right,” her mother said. She tore the dagger free and lunged at Selena.  
 
    Selena’s horror nearly killed her; she barely brought her arm up to ward off her mother’s dagger, and felt the blade scrape against her forearm. The pain was bright and helped her focus. She flipped backwards, out of harm’s reach. Her mother lay prone on the ground, swiping pitifully with her blood-stained knife.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Selena closed her eyes to that awful vision and inhaled deeply. The healing magic welled up in her, flooding her up to the crown of her head. The gash on her arm closed and the bloody apparition evaporated.  
 
    She turned to Accora, her hand clutching the hilt of her sword so tightly she thought her bones might snap.  
 
    “Never again,” she seethed, hardly able to find the words. “You will not do that to me again.” 
 
    The old woman sniffed. “Then you will die. You did better, but you still healed yourself after the fact. While you dodged your mother’s phantom blade, Bacchus beheaded you with a real one.” 
 
    Selena hardly heard her. The horror of those moments in her life did not fade as quickly as the visions. My mother… She had almost forgotten what she looked like, but the phantom of Accora’s creation was culled from her own memories and so perfect down to the last detail. And everything was just as it had been when she’d found Ilior on the Forgotten Isle, during the war. She felt a great wail of grief rise in her. Where was Ilior? Alone somewhere, hurt and betrayed by her suspicion.  
 
    Selena snapped her sword back in its sheath for she had unknowingly drawn it halfway out against Accora.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Accora called after her as Selena strode away. 
 
    “To find Ilior. To find Julian. The lessons are over. We sail to Huerta at first light.” 
 
    “The lessons are not over! You haven’t learned all that you need!”  
 
    Selena whipped around. “I’ve given you enough! First Julian and now this… lesson? It’s the wound’s horror all over again. I won’t willingly suffer it. I used the healing to make the vision disappear. That is enough. That is all.” 
 
    She turned again and stormed away. Accora’s shrill voice followed her.  
 
    “You have only begun to use your power. There is much you don’t know…” 
 
    Selena ignored her; the woman’s words were drowned in the pounding of her own heart. She found Ilior sitting alone in the feasting hall. His head hung listlessly and his shoulders were slumped. A bowl of uneaten stew sat before him. He looked up dully when she came in.  
 
    “I heard a commotion—we all did—this morning,” he said. “The greenhouse is destroyed. I feared for you, but then I saw you in the yard. With that woman.” He looked at her more closely and his face contorted in worry. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Selena threw herself against him, holding him tightly.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she said. “For everything.  
 
    “Then you will leave her? Or…” 
 
    “I need her to tell me where Bacchus is. Then…” Selena squeezed her eyes shut, “I’ll kill them both.” 
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    Awakened 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ilior retired to his room under Selena’s orders. He didn’t seem well, and not even the news that she’d be taking on a new captain and crew on Huerta did much to bolster his spirits.  
 
    “Go,” she told him. “Rest. I promise you, my training with Accora is over. I’m in no danger.” She forced a smile. Not until Bacchus. She expected him to have more questions but he only nodded and trudged to his room.  
 
    As she watched him go a tiny sliver of dread wedged itself in her heart. Something’s not right. She’d never known her strong friend to look so weathered, not even when suffering the cold of the Ice Isles. He’s tired. It’s been a long strange voyage. 
 
    The thought did little to mollify her worry, and she still had yet to tell Julian that his commission was over. Her heart ached in a way that was impossible to ignore any longer.  
 
    But instead of tracking Julian down, she distracted herself by helping the Yuk’ri clean the shattered greenhouse. Accora retired to her own chambers, but Ori was there. Selena couldn’t help but shiver as she watched the Haru sweep up the pile of dead insects. 
 
    “Accora must be distraught at the destruction of her collection,” Selena said, for the sake of conversation.  
 
    Ori turned her sightless gaze on her. “Once, she might have been. But you’re here now and her most fervent wish is almost come to fruition. All else—and all others—no longer matter.” 
 
    Selena righted a bench and sat down on it. “What will you do after this is all over? When she is gone?” 
 
    “It has not been discussed.” 
 
    “Will you return to the Haru cloister?” 
 
    “No,” Ori said. “I’ve walked that path already and will not retrace my steps. There is nothing for me there.” 
 
    “What of your home isles?” 
 
    “My home.” Ori said the word as if tasting something long forgotten but familiar. “The Ho Sun Empire was my home. Isle Sun-Ka. But once one chooses the Haru, there is no going back. I doubt very much my family would welcome me anyway.” 
 
    “Why not?” Selena asked, glancing quickly at her empty eye sockets.  
 
    Ori sat beside Selena on the bench. “Shaizan is the god of the Ho Sun Empire. The moon god is honored among the sailors and fishermen, but it is not held so high as Shaizan, the God of the Seeing Eye. When my magic revealed itself as healing rather than reading the stones or far-dreaming, my future was forever altered.” 
 
    “Were you shunned for Hearing the god?” Selena asked.  
 
    “No, but there was no place for me on Sun-Ka. Healers were welcome and wanted, but my devotion was more fervent. I couldn’t imagine a life in which I was not among those who shared the same magic. I wanted to learn everything, to devote myself completely to the Shining face. When a Haru missionary barge arrived, I was certain the god had Heard me and wanted me in its service as badly as I wanted to serve. I stepped aboard their barge almost before they had dropped anchor.” She smiled wistfully. “I was ten years old.” 
 
    “Did you know the price of that devotion?” Selena asked in a low voice.  
 
    “Oh yes. Every Haru woman on the barge but for one had given her eyes. And the order is strict but not merciless. I would train for many years until I fully understood what the ceremony would entail, and I was always free to leave should I decide it was too much to give.” 
 
    “I know little about the Haru. I had thought it old tradition that was mostly died out.” 
 
    “That is true. There are only a handful of cloisters all over Lunos, and all of them small. Mine had twenty nuns and that was considered plentiful.” 
 
    “I’m relieved to hear they did not force you to go through with the ceremony.” 
 
    Ori wore a strange expression; difficult to read without her eyes. “Sometimes the most efficient prison is one in which the door is left open.” 
 
    Selena frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Because I was free to leave whenever I chose, I felt powerful for staying. I felt special. We all did. The pride among us was evident everywhere: satisfied smiles and knowing looks shared among us when we embarked on healing missions to other islands. The Haru who wore the veils were revered among the villagers. Stared at with awe and even fear. Those of us who hadn’t yet undertaken the Devotion were jealous.” She shook her head. “Jealous. Can you imagine? I went on countless missions in the fifteen years before my Devotion. So many islands. So many chances to walk away.”  
 
    Selena shifted on her seat and Ori seemed to sense her discomfort.  
 
    “I have learned to live without my sight,” Ori said. “My other senses are heightened to degrees I never thought possible. And that is why the Haru undertake the Devotion. But after I carved out my eyes, another sense was awakened. One that neither I, nor the Haru, anticipated.” 
 
    “What was that?” Selena asked, her thoughts conjuring unpleasant images of just how one went about ‘carving out’ one’s own eyes.  
 
    “A sense of truth,” Ori said. “After the Devotion, I was alone with my thoughts. Among the Haru, this time is called the Silence, in which one rests, recovers, and listens deeply to the god. But I heard nothing. My healing magic was no greater than it had been. No secrets had been revealed. The god did not speak to me in the private, intimate way I had expected it to. I was just alone in the dark. And the dark breeds unpleasant things.” 
 
    Selena couldn’t help but think of the silence she’d felt for the last ten years. Unanswered pleas, unrequited devotion. When she’d finally learned from Skye what the god wanted to close her wound, there was joy, but also fear. And doubt.  
 
     “You have been influenced by Accora,” Selena said aloud. “It’s clouded your thinking and it’s tainting me as well.” 
 
    “My anger was aroused in the dark after my Devotion,” Ori said. “Long before I met Accora.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but coming to her instead of to the Moon Temple or another Aluren, only added fuel to your fire. A wise adherent might have been able to help you better cope.” 
 
    Ori shook her head. “I told you, the truth was awakened in me, and that truth is what fueled the fire. I sought to kill Accora, not only to further appease a god that seemed to demand so much, but to assuage that anger. Killing is the precise opposite of healing, but I had done everything else. There was nothing, in my mind’s eye, left to do…except kill or die.” 
 
    Selena looked away, remembering the dream of the pier that came to her often at night. In the dark.  
 
    Find the light or die.  
 
    She cleared her throat. “How did you come to serve the woman you sought to kill?” 
 
    The Haru lifted her linen shift to reveal a hideous scar along her leg. Selena grimaced at the gash of creased white skin, a deep furrow carved along the length of her thigh.  
 
    “It must look a fright,” Ori said, “but I can walk without deficit.” 
 
    “She healed you?”  
 
    “No, she is Bazira still, in many ways. She cannot heal.” Ori ran her fingers over the rough-textured skin. “I healed myself.” A strange smile touched her lips, one that was difficult to read without a reflection in her eyes. “Before there was you, there was me. I was to be her champion.” 
 
    Selena’s eyes widened. “You were going to kill Bacchus for her?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Haru said. “But that came long after. First, I hunted Accora. I was trekking through the jungle, seeking her home, and startled a wild boar. It charged and gouged me. The Yuk’ri had been following me since my arrival—I was not nearly as stealthy as I imagined myself to be. They killed the boar but could do nothing for my wound. They brought me to Accora. I had hardly a drop of blood in me left and my ampulla had been lost somewhere in the jungle. But she showed me what to do. She taught me I need not beg for what was already mine.” 
 
    Selena’s hand reached absently for the place where her own ampulla had been and she snatched it away. “Go on,” she said. “Tell me the rest.”  
 
    Ori smoothed down her shift. “I could not be Accora’s champion. I healed myself but it nearly killed me. Subsequent lessons found me…wanting. I’m not as strong as you are. I have no swordcraft to speak of, and I have no sight. But I could still see, in my mind, the horrors of the darkpool water that she fed me during my failed training. I could not withstand it.” 
 
    She tilted her head, as if she were looking up at Selena.  
 
    “But while I failed there, I succeeded elsewhere, in ways not even Accora knows. I am blind to the outside world, but I can see myself. At long last. I don’t know where I will go when Accora is dead, but I will not be lost.” 
 
    Selena lowered her gaze. “Healing has brought me no relief. Killing the Bazira is all I have left to do.”  
 
    Ori rested her hand on Selena’s; it felt light as a bird. 
 
    “You are as I was when I first arrived. Blind. I only fear that when your eyes are opened you will not like what you see.” 
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    The day passed slowly. When night fell, it cloaked the island in thick darkness that was full of chirping, buzzing sound. The air was heavy with water, and it seemed hard for Selena to catch her breath as she finally turned her steps toward Julian’s chamber in the keep.  
 
    The crew of the Black Storm had stationed themselves outside Julian’s door, taking cutlasses to hand when they heard footfalls approach. Since the greenhouse, a rift had opened between they and the natives. Tension hung as thickly in the air as the humidity, and there would be no more rum and feasting. For Selena, they put their weapons away, and parted to let her reach Julian’s door.  
 
    “He’s expecting me?” she asked, scanning their faces to see if she could read which one of them could speak. They looked the same as always, but for Grunt. The old sea dog nodded in answer to her question, his eyes fearful under bushy white brows.  
 
    Is it you? she wondered.  
 
    Her gaze went to Cur, to Cat, to Spit, to sweet Whistle with his open, guileless adoration of her. Does it matter? I’ll miss them all.  
 
    “There will be no retribution for Svoz’s attack,” she assured them. She started to say more but thought it best that Julian hear it first. “Go eat. I promise you, no harm will come to you from Accora or the natives.” 
 
    They shook their heads, collectively, all of them rooted to their post. To protect Julian. Cat narrowed her dark blue eyes at Selena and made a sign with her gloved hands.  
 
    We sail? 
 
    “Tomorrow. First light.” 
 
    Cat glanced at the closed door meaningfully and made another sign against her chest so that the others could not see. 
 
    Danger.  
 
    She shook her head of flame-orange hair, her eyes staring hard into Selena’s, as if willing them to communicate what her mouth could not.  
 
    Selena turned away. He saved her life too. Is there no one who sees what I see? Once they reached Isle Huerta, it wouldn’t matter anyway. 
 
    She rapped on the door. There was no answer. She knocked again and waited. Nothing.  
 
    “Is he not there?” she asked the crew with mounting irritation. She didn’t wait for an answer but turned the door handle and pushed. It opened to reveal his spare chambers: a bed, a chair, a table with a lantern, unlit. The room was empty. Black. Silent.  
 
    She left the empty chamber, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    “Tell Captain Tergus I wish to see him when he returns.” 
 
    Their faces revealed surprise and alarm, but she turned her back and hurried to her own room, three doors down the passage.  
 
    Her own chambers were cold and dark. It was nearly identical to Julian’s in its spare furnishings, but she had a balcony that overlooked the jungle to the north. Selena had intended to go straight to bed, to escape her turbulent thoughts in sleep. But the door that led to the small balcony was ajar. She slipped her sword from its scabbard and crept across the rushes. She pushed the door open slowly and stepped onto the balcony. It was shrouded in darkness. Above, the night sky that was strewn with stars. Below, the jungle looked like a broiling mass of dark green clouds. The ground was lost to shadow. She thought she sensed something there, behind her, or lost in the shadows of the balcony. She turned…and a knock came at her door.  
 
    She jumped and laid a hand over her pounding hear. He’s come already? The knock came again, and it was soft. Hesitant. She opened the door to find Niven standing there.  
 
    “Forgive me, Paladin,” he said, “but I must speak with you. Please.” 
 
    “Of course,” Selena said, both relieved and disappointed it wasn’t Julian she ushered into her chambers.  
 
    Niven paced the room, his hands turning over one another. “Thank you for seeing me. I have been so…unsettled since yesterday. Since your battle with the native man.” He looked at her, his blue eyes bright with fear. “You know why, I think.” 
 
    “Please, sit,” Selena told him and indicated a chair near the room’s lone table. She had gathered the broken shards of her ampulla and they now lay spread over it.  
 
    He obeyed, eyeing the ceramic pieces as with wide eyes. “What happened, Paladin?” he asked as Selena pulled a second chair beside him. “What does this mean? Does the Temple know? The High Reverent…?” 
 
    “Of course they know,” Selena said. “They must. Over centuries, some adherent or Paladin must have discovered what Accora knew. Impossible to think otherwise.” 
 
    Niven’s hand went to his own ampulla strapped securely to his belt. “But we are taught…that is, we carry the seawater…” 
 
    “There is a reason for the deception,” Selena said, “though I can’t fathom what it could be.”  
 
    “Deception?” Niven seemed as fragile as the ampulla, as if he would shatter at the lightest touch. Her own anger and fear were at the forefront of her thoughts, but right now he needed comforting. Healing.  
 
    “Do you remember when you first Heard the god?” she asked gently. “For me, I was eight years old, sitting in my mother’s garden. The flowers were dying from neglect because my mother was…not well. I wanted badly to heal these wilting flowers, just as I dreamt of healing the sick and injured as a Paladin for the Shining face. It had been my life’s purpose for as long as I could remember. I pricked my finger on a thorn and as the blood welled, I fervently asked that the god Hear me and it did. The orange glow came and the little cut vanished.” 
 
    “That was the Shining face making it known that it Heard you. The first time is like that for all of us,” Niven said. He heaved a sigh and his shoulders came down from the vicinity of his ears as the tension eased slightly.  
 
    “Yes. And that is what happened yesterday, Niven,” Selena said. “Nothing more, nothing less. The god Heard me and granted me tremendous power without seawater nor finding the moon in the sky to channel the magic. The only mystery is why that happened, not that it happened.” 
 
    She watched him closely, wondering if he would hear the doubt behind her words. But a brilliant smile brightened his face like the sun breaking through a terrible storm.  
 
    “You are so wise, Paladin Koren. The god is so…vibrant in you.” He took her hand in both of his. “I know your suffering is nearly at an end. I can feel it.” He rose from the chair. “Thank you, Paladin, and good night. Hear and be Heard.” 
 
    “Hear and be Heard, Niven,” Selena said, holding her smile until the door was safely closed and she was alone. Then it slipped off her face like a paper mask, and she turned to the broken ampulla. She gathered the pieces in a small burlap satchel and stowed them in her small trunk with her other belongings, and returned to the balcony where she had been when Niven interrupted her. 
 
    The jungle teemed below, and above the moon was full and bright. In years past, even with the wound bored into her chest, the sight had always given her a measure of peace. Now, she felt as though she were tossed on a turbulent sea and the small boat that carried her was breaking apart like ceramic shards… 
 
    Movement came from behind, and Selena whirled, sword at the ready. She peered into the dark.  
 
    “Who’s there?”  
 
    He emerged from the slant of darkness and approached, slowly. He wore his usual long black coat and his scimitars hung from his waist. They glinted dully in the starlight.  
 
    “Julian,” she sighed and sheathed her sword. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “That old witch has Svoz,” he said. His voice sounded strangely thick. “I want him back. She can’t take what doesn’t belong to her.” 
 
    “You sent Svoz to kill her,” Selena said. “Didn’t you?” 
 
    “Aye, and what a coward I’ve become. You,” he said. “You’ve made a coward out of me.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Are you all right?” she asked, stepping toward him. He took an answering step back into the shadows. “It’s so dark,” she said. “I can barely see you.” 
 
    He said nothing, but seemed to be waiting for her to speak. Waiting for something; his body radiated tension like a sun. When it was clear he wasn’t going to answer her, Selena mustered the will to say what she had to say.  
 
    “I have ended the lessons with Accora but I still need her to bring me to Bacchus. She won’t tell me where he hides until we’re under sail. To protect herself. She has nothing to fear from me—yet—but it seems she does from you.” 
 
    Julian crossed his arms tightly across his chest as Selena often did when she was trying to keep herself from shivering. “And?” 
 
    “We will sail to Isle Huerta,” Selena said. “There, Accora will return Svoz to you, I will pay you what was promised…and then I will take another ship.” 
 
    He stared at her for a moment, his gray-green eyes glinting coldly.  
 
    “It’s better this way,” Selena said. “You and the crew. You’ll be safe. It’s…better.” 
 
    “Better.” Julian barked a harsh laugh and then released her from his stare to brace himself on the railing. His fingers clutched it so tightly; she could see the whites of his knuckles even in the dimness.  
 
    She stepped closer to him, her heart thudding behind the icy chasm of her wound.  
 
    “It is Accora’s edict that I end your commission, not mine. I’ll miss the Storm. And the crew. And you, Julian. I’ll miss you. I don’t know what happened or how…” She swallowed with difficulty. “I don’t want things to end badly between us.” 
 
    He made a small, strangled sound. “Gods, Selena…”  
 
    Pain twisted his features as Julian suddenly withdrew a dagger from some catch on his wrist. The blade glinted in the starlight, wicked and cold. Her gaze flickered to it and back to his eyes, but before she could speak, he knelt swiftly at her feet. He laid down the dagger, then his flintlock beside it. He unfastened his sword belt and laid his scimitars beside the rest.  
 
    “I pledge my blood and steel to your cause,” he said, his head bowed. “I will sail you to Bacchus and I will help you kill him, or die in the attempt.” 
 
    A life oath. Selena shook her head, stunned. “You don’t owe me this.” She thought of their argument in his cabin after she’d fallen in the water. “You told me we were settled.” 
 
    “I was a bloody fool.” He looked up at her. “About everything.” 
 
    “Julian, I…I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    He got to his feet and turned away, carving his hand through his hair. “You can tell me what happens to me when you sail away on the deck of another man’s ship.” 
 
    The words sent a shiver down Selena’s spine, only this time it was a pleasurable sensation, and she found she had no words.  
 
    “It’s too bloody dark out there,” Julian muttered, facing the shadows of the jungle, his back to her. “So bloody dark.” He turned and walked passed her, stepping over his weapons. “I should go.” 
 
    Selena followed him inside. “Julian, stop.”  
 
    “Selena—” 
 
    “Less than a week ago, I trekked into the jungle while you stayed behind,” she said. “Now you pledge your life to me? I don’t understand. What changed?” 
 
    “Not a damn thing,” he said. “Not one bloody godsdamn thing. I could have laid my swords at your feet the moment I met you. I should have. Instead I lied to myself, every day. Every hour.” 
 
    Selena felt a warm tingling in the pit of her stomach. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Don’t look at me like that. Please,” he said. “I’m not…Let me help you. That’s all I ask. Say yes, and then I’ll go.”  
 
    “I don’t want you to go.” Selena stepped closer to him, her heart pounding so loud she was certain he could hear it.  
 
    “Just say yes,” he begged, looking as he had when the merkind’s maelstrom was breaking his ship apart. “Helping you…it’s the only thing I can do. The only thing worth doing.” 
 
    He was so tall; she tilted her chin up and leaned in. She could smell the sea on his black leather longcoat. “Julian…” 
 
    “Let me,” he whispered, his lips brushing against hers with every word. “Say yes. Please.”  
 
    “Yes.” She parted her mouth and he kissed her hard. She felt it in the pit of her stomach and clung to him lest she melt out of his arms. “Yes,” she whispered, when he buried his face in her neck, kissing her ear, her chin, her throat. “Yes. Gods, yes.”  
 
    She said it again and again, until she had forgotten why. She said yes to him, to the feel of his arms around her, to the salt of his skin, the sound of his breath rasping in his nose as kissed her. It had been ten years. A decade. She couldn’t fathom it. The last time she’d known the touch of a man, she’d been eighteen years old, newly ordained and about to be shipped off to war. They all were being sent, the young Paladins in the Temple. The last of the Paladins, each wanting to experience one of life’s pleasures before their own lives were corrupted by war or stripped away entirely. She and Isaak—he also barely eighteen years old—had taken their months’ long flirtation from the training grounds to his bed, to fumble awkwardly but sweetly until the dawn came and the bells tolled that it was time to set off.  
 
    Now she had Julian and he was no untried boy. She pushed his black coat off his shoulders and then tore off her Aluren overtunic and sword belt. The sword clanged to the ground and the tunic fell away, crumpled and forgotten. They embraced again, crushing their lips together, and in the confusion of aching need, they simply fell to their knees.  
 
    He pulled her onto his lap so that she straddled him, his mouth moving over hers, his hands reaching around to grasp her thighs, to pull her closer. She ground her hips against his and lifted his shirt over his head. She reveled at the feel of him, his muscles hard beneath smooth skin. He was scarred here and there, but free of inky black tattoos but for one on his shoulder. Mina in small, flowing script. His sister, she thought and then his hand found her breast, his fingertips brushing the wound, jarring her. She took his hand away from the cold draft.  
 
    “It must…repulse you,” she breathed. 
 
    He shook his head. “It doesn’t. It won’t.”  
 
    He’s brave, she thought. That is why he is unafraid. Accora was wrong. Wrong about everything.  
 
    “It must stay on,” she said of her linen undershirt, “to protect you.” 
 
    He nodded and kissed her again, kissed her as though he were drinking her in. They fell back onto the rushes and the weight of his body on hers was a kind of ecstasy all its own. Their need grew frantic and he tore at the catches on his belt, and pushed his trousers down just enough. He was hard and hot, and a fresh swell of desire crashed over Selena at the thought of what was coming next.  
 
    “The bed?” he asked, his voice raw with want.  
 
    “No,” Selena breathed. “Here. Don’t stop.” 
 
    He tugged her underclothes off her hips and then held her face in his hands, meeting her gaze with his own unwavering green-eyed beauty. “Selena…” 
 
    She closed her eyes and bit the slope of muscle between his shoulder and neck to keep from crying out. The perfect heaviness of him, over her and inside her; it was nearly too much. She clutched his back, her nails digging into his skin as he groaned into the tangled mess of her hair and began to move.  
 
    Her ecstasy came swift and hard, rocking her until she was delirious. He shuddered shortly after, kissing her silent when she whispered his name, and then lying still, breathing heavily, breathing in time with her.  
 
    And Selena swore that while she’d shared the powerful vitality of Julian’s body, she had been warm. 
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    After the last swell of pleasure rolled through him, Sebastian lay for long moments over Selena, his face against her neck and his hands in her hair he’d waited so long to touch. It was still braided but they’d made a mess of it. He moved off of her, still trying to catch his breath, as a fresh agony swept in to steal the peace she had given him. Her kiss alone had been the most exquisite thing he had known in so many dark years, but it turned sour in his mouth as a question resounded again and again in his mind with a voice that sounded like Mina’s.  
 
    What have you done? 
 
    He held his head in his hands. Selena had risen from the floor, what little clothing left on her askew and rumpled. She went behind a small partition, to the privy. He heard the rustle of soft material and she emerged wearing a plain silken shift. The outline of her breasts through the thin dress was obvious even in the dim light cast by the lamp and despite his anguish, desire flared in him again. He quickly looked away.  
 
    “Julian?” 
 
    Julian. His false name. The ocean of lies between them seemed boundless. She knelt on the bed and held out her hand to him. Against every instinct, he rose and took it and let her draw him close.  
 
    “This is better, yes?” she said, indicating the sleeping dress.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. Better. He wanted to tear it off her and kiss her everywhere. Kiss her on that damnable wound even, and… 
 
    Make things worse? Betray her a second time?  
 
    Mina’s voice was just as he’d remembered it: sharp and smart and dry.  
 
    “Julian, what is it? What’s wrong?”  
 
    “You’ve had…a tough time of it.” A tough time? He wanted to kick himself. “I meant, with your healing and Accora…I shouldn’t have taken advantage.” 
 
    Selena frowned and sat back on her heels on the bed. “You did not,” she said stiffly. “I’ve endured loneliness for far too long, but I did nothing I didn’t want to do…” 
 
    “No, I know that. Gods, I meant…” He shook his head. “It was…” 
 
    “Perfect,” she said. “It was perfect, Julian.” She glanced down at her discarded Aluren tunic. “Though it remains to be seen if the god agrees. We are forbidden to have relations with those who are not Aluren.” 
 
    “You think the god will punish you again? After ten years?” Anger suffused him in a great sudden burst. “For what? For breaking some stupid rule? You’ve endured enough.” 
 
    Her smile returned and with it, his anger faded, as if she were some calming balm that smoothed out all the sharp edges of him. “We all have endured much. Since the war.” Her gaze went to the tattoo on his shoulder. “Will you tell me about her?” 
 
    “No,” Sebastian said automatically. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Talking about pain can help to lessen it.”  
 
    “Not this time.” 
 
    Selena touched her fingertips to her lips, and then to Mina’s name. “I hope she is at rest now.” 
 
    She’s not, he wanted to tell her. None of them are.  
 
    “And I want to help you,” she said, and her smile turned sad. “To close your own wounds. How can I help you? What is it you want more than anything?” 
 
    He reached up and untied the knots that held her braids in place and her hair fell over her shoulders in gold ribbons. He took them in his hands, brought them to his face to inhale deeply. Salt and wind and her own sweet scent beneath.  
 
    “Peace,” he said. “I want peace. I want you. You remind me of a place…” 
 
    She was so close that the slightest movement toward her brought her lips to his, silencing his words with her perfect mouth that had never uttered an ugly, snide, or hateful word.  
 
    The kiss deepened, became sweeter, then harder. He lay her down on the bed and she raised her sleeping gown high enough to reveal everything but her wound. Her body beneath him stole his breath. He’d never lain with a woman who had muscles as she did: lean but strong. Or calloused hands that wielded a sword; that weaved light. That healed. He imaged that’s what she did as she touched him, healed him in great crescendos of pleasure that left him drained and heavy and content in a way that he hadn’t known since before the war. 
 
    I’ll fall on my own sword before I let her fear me. There’s no betrayal. Sebastian Vaas is dead. He died the moment I lay my blade at Selena’s feet. No, when I first beheld her.  
 
     He drifted to sleep with Selena clutched tight in his arms. This can’t be wrong. It can’t be, and yet he dreamt of Mina and she wept. 
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    Sebastian woke to Selena’s body jerking awake.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” she asked. 
 
    “Hear what?”  
 
    “Downstairs. It sounded like breaking glass.” 
 
    Sebastian listened for half a second. “The crew. Drunk again.” 
 
    “No, it’s…” 
 
    A muffled scream came from below and the sound of more glass shattering. Men’s voices, loud and bellowing, followed.  
 
    They locked eyes a moment longer and then flew apart to dress. He retrieved his weapons from the balcony and then donned his long black coat.  
 
    “Bloody bad timing,” he muttered.  
 
    She nodded. He saw the passion they had kindled this night was still smoldering in her eyes.  
 
    “It was a lovely night,” she said and then belted on her sword.  
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    Sebastian followed Selena out of her chambers in the keep, a knot of tension twisting in his gut. Her face was drawn and determined, her blue eyes were no longer the color of stunning waters around his atoll, but the cool steel of a warrior preparing for battle. But even before they saw the enemy they faced, he knew there would be no battle. Not the sort where you shoot and cut until you’re dead or your enemy is. No, Sebastian knew Selena wouldn’t let it come to that. His crew was down there. The native people who had opted to serve the old Bazira woman instead of gutting her and feeding her old bones to the sea scorpions, they were down there. Selena wouldn’t let any one of them be endangered if she could help it. The knot in his stomach twisted tighter as they slipped out into the walkway 
 
    The walk that led to sleeping chambers circled the main hall one story up; Sebastian and Selena kept out of the torchlight and peered cautiously over the rail to watch the standoff below. The feasting hall was overrun with rough-looking men—pirates, Sebastian thought—and Bazira, the latter in black and red, brandishing silver blades and spitting deadly shards of ice from their open palms. The latter were grubby, their clothing shabby, but their flintlocks looked oiled and new. Twenty men in all. Sebastian’s crew had taken cover behind overturned tables and benches, Grunt warding them with an outstretched arm to remain still. Three natives lay on the floor, their blood darkening the hay around them. A fourth was held in the arms of a weeping Yuk’ri woman. The dead man’s chest bore a pale patch of gray, and even from their vantage, Sebastian could see the man’s staring eyes were rimed with frost.  
 
    Sebastian scanned the Bazira for the red haired woman—Jude. Jude Gracus. The woman who knew his true name, who could destroy everything he’d built with Selena with a breath. There is power in knowing the true name of another, Svoz had told him once. Bloody Deeps, he was right. 
 
    But it was a man wearing a sleek black overtunic with blood-red edging who stepped forward. A curved sword was belted at his waist on one side, a small water flask on the other, and a flintlock strapped to his thigh. His pale hair was pulled mercilessly tight from his face and tied at the base of his skull. He scanned the room over a hawkish nose, strolling on his heels, hands clasped behind his back, as if he were a prospective buyer of the people who cowered before him. 
 
    “I want the Aluren Selena Koren,” he explained to the room that had grown still. Even the Yuk’ri’s woman’s sobs had quieted. “I want her now, and if you produce her without causing me trouble, we will leave the rest of you with your lives.” 
 
    Sebastian gripped Selena’s wrist. Wait, he mouthed, and jerked his head at the nearly two-dozen men who blocked the front entrance. He pulled his flintlock from the small of his back.  
 
    “I’ll shoot the Bazira bastard,” he breathed. “You light them up.”  
 
    “There are too many.” 
 
    “Don’t do it, Selena.” 
 
    “Do what?” She smiled sadly. “Make myself weak to be kind?” 
 
    Sebastian bit off a retort as below, Niven rose from a crouch to a half-crouch. “You are not welcome here,” he said, and cringed at the mocking laughter that greeted his words “N-Now go before…there’s trouble.” 
 
    The Bazira adherent with the pale hair looked past Niven. He raised a black-gloved hand and pointed to one of the crew.  
 
    “That one.” 
 
    Two other Bazira strode forward. They flipped a bench aside to get at Cat. She bared her teeth and loosed two throwing knives, one from each gloved hand. One thwacked harmless into the overturned wooden bench. The other buried itself to the hilt in one man’s thigh.  
 
    “Bloody bitch! Krystak!” Ice lanced from the man’s hand as Cat reached for her cutlass. It clattered to the ground and her glove came off with it. Cat clutched her hand to her chest with a grimace of pain.  
 
    Beside him, Selena gripped Sebastian’s arm in a vise. She wouldn’t wait much longer and if Cat died while they watched…Then I’ll be pricked. We need a bloody godsdamn diversion. 
 
    Spit crouched beside Cat. He spat and slashed with his blade, but the other Bazira knocked it aside and shoved the scrawny man over a fallen bench. He grabbed Cat by her shock of orange hair and dragged her forward.  
 
    “Gareth,” he said, bowing to the first Bazira. He thrust Cat forward. 
 
    Gareth nodded once, satisfied. “Hush now, love,” he murmured, as Cat struggled wordlessly in the other man’s arms. Gareth laid his open hand over her heart. Her face turned gray as ice crystals fanned out from under his fingers. Gareth turned his steely gaze to Niven. “Get your Paladin. Now.” 
 
    Above, Sebastian scanned the room for Ilior. The dragonman was nowhere to be seen. He hangs around like a rotten tooth until he’s actually needed… 
 
    Selena turned to him and kissed him fiercely. “Keep them safe.” 
 
    He could scarcely draw a breath and then she was gone, slipping out of his reach and hurrying down the stairs into the thick of the pirates. He wanted to scream a curse, or tackle her to the ground, but even in his panic he knew that keeping out of sight might be the only advantage they had.  
 
    If I lose her I am lost.  
 
    “I’m here.” Selena strode into the room below, her hands held out. “I am Paladin Koren. Let her go.” 
 
    “Are you now?” Sebastian heard Gareth say. “I expected a pious old marm who’s only ever been on her knees to pray, but you’re far more luscious. You will speak no word of magic or she dies.”  
 
    Cat struggled weakly against the man’s hand. The icy fan around it spread to her shoulders and she trembled violently.  
 
    Sebastian took stock of the men blocking the door. Twenty was too many, even on his best day; even if they didn’t have ice daggers as well as steel or flintlocks. But if he had a diversion…He silently cursed the old witch for stealing his sirrak and knelt to take careful aim with his pistol. “Touch her and you die,” he quietly promised the man named Gareth.  
 
    “Did Bacchus send you?” Selena demanded. 
 
    “Aye. You were never meant to make it this far,” Gareth said, scanning the assemblage curiously. “But our good Reverent is not afraid of you. To the contrary, he is hungry for you. Come along, now, sweeting and no else dies.” 
 
    Sebastian laid his finger on the trigger. There was still no sign of the bloody dragonman. “Svoz,” he whispered. “To me.” Nothing. He swallowed a vile curse.  
 
    “Let Cat go,” Selena said below.  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Gareth shoved Cat into Selena; if she’d planned to weave light, the chance was lost as she was forced to catch the smaller woman. Sebastian’s mouth went dry and fear coiled in his gut like a writhing snake as the pirates closed in around her. They bound her hands behind her and gagged her mouth with a rag. One of them stripped her of her sword and it vanished into their ranks.  
 
    Sebastian’s hands holding the flintlock trembled until he willed them still. He cocked the pin and then a strangled cry came from under the balcony where Sebastian could not see. Accora pushed her way forward.  
 
    “No!” she cried, flying toward Selena. “Not like this! Not like this!”  
 
    “The apostate.” Gareth nodded at his men. “Bacchus misses you, mother.” 
 
    Sebastian had never seen the old witch so undone. Accora closed both fists and opened them again, sending shards of ice into the pirates and Bazira in frantic bursts. It was the diversion he had needed before Selena was bound and gagged.  
 
    “Not like this! Not as a prisoner!” Accora shrieked, and bolts of ice flew from her palms, striking at least three in the chest, felling them instantly.  
 
    Gareth seemed unimpressed by the display and left Accora to his men. He moved unhurriedly to stand behind Selena and gave her a rough shove to get her walking.  
 
    “I warned you.” Sebastian pulled the trigger.  
 
    The back of Gareth’s head burst with a small explosion of blood and brain and bits of skull. He fell into Selena, knocking her into the men in front of her. But the loss of their commander didn’t break their discipline as Sebastian had hoped. Other Bazira gripped Selena by the arms and hauled her toward the door, Accora’s ice daggers following them after, until one large pirate clubbed the old woman on the back of the neck. As she crumpled to the ground in a flutter of gray robes, the big man tossed her over his shoulder and followed the rest out of the keep.  
 
    Sebastian tore down the stairs. Why are they running? Why aren’t they staying to fight? The window nearest him shattered and a glass bottle stuffed with a flaming rag rolled next to feet, and then he knew why. He had time enough to get his arm up to shield his face and then the world turned red and hot and sharp.  
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    Niven watched the grubby men drag Selena out of the keep. He had never wished so mightily for a weapon, and then realized the floor was littered with dead Bazira; Accora’s frantic bursts had been more deadly than any expected of the old woman.  
 
    Niven scrambled to Gareth. Blood leaked from under the ruins of his skull. Niven swallowed hard and unsheathed the dead man’s sword just as the window nearest the front door exploded. A bottle stuffed with a burning rag crashed through it and rolled across the wooden floor toward Captain Tergus who had appeared out of nowhere, a smoking flintlock in his hand.  
 
    The smell of oil was pungent. The blast was a clink of breaking glass and then a roar. Niven saw Julian sweep his long black coat over his head, and then Niven had to recoil. He shielded his eyes as a thousand droplets of flaming oil splattered him. When he looked again, Julian was on fire.  
 
    Niven scrambled to his feet, and tore off his blue and silver overtunic. He smothered Julian’s shoulder but the skin peeled off his neck in blackened curls. Nivine reached for his ampulla but there wasn’t time. Julian staggered to his feet, snarling curses and pushing Niven away.  
 
    Niven gripped Julian’s shoulder, squeezed his eyes shut, and uttered the sacred word. The orange glow came, smothering the burnt flesh and leaving much of it whole. Niven stared at his own hands and then Julian shoved him and raced to the back of the keep.  
 
    “Through the kitchens!” the captain shouted, and then ran the opposite direction, toward the front door that was all but obscured by smoke and fire.  
 
    Behind Niven, a native woman screamed. A second bottle smashed another of the windows that lined one wall of the feasting hall. Another followed, and then another. The bottles rolled this way and that, and Yuk’ri and crewmen scrambled away from them as if they were slithering snakes. A table burned from the first explosion; fire licking upward and spreading outward, fed by the hay strewn over the floor. Flames raced over it in every direction.  
 
    “Get back!” someone cried—a man’s voice, though Niven didn’t recognize it.  
 
    Niven, still stunned by what he had done, thought to follow Julian through the front, but Cat was dragging him the other way, toward the kitchens in the back—a path that wasn’t yet burning.  
 
    The second explosion lit up the room, heating the air with roaring flames and spitting burning oil and shards of glass. A third bottle ignited shortly after, and Niven and Cat were thrown against the wall. Niven bit back a scream as hot oil spattered his face and the back of his neck. Cat shrieked.  
 
    The room roiled with biting smoke and then the final bottle exploded on the other side of the room near the stairs that led to the upper floors. The walls’ musty tapestries were afire, as were several of the dead bodies. Niven’s eyes watered at the stench of burning flesh and he ran blindly, crashing into Cat, stumbling through the kitchen, and then he was outside, sucking in clean air. Many Yuk’ri and the rest of the crew were scattered all over the grass of the inner bailey, well away from the burning keep.  
 
    “Niven!” 
 
    Grunt lay with Whistle’s head in his lap. The boy cradled his arm that was burnt bare of clothing, his face a grimace of agony. His flesh bubbled; sickening white blisters boiling up even as Niven watched. “His back too,” Grunt cried. “I can feel the heat.” 
 
    Niven’s own face and neck were spotted with burning oil droplets, but he ignored the pain that must be nothing compared to Whistle’s arm. Niven started to reach for the moon and his ampulla, but instead heaved a deep breath and laid his hands on the boy. He muttered the word and the healing glow dutifully came, emanating from under his palm and spreading over the wounds. The flesh knitted itself in some places but remained red and raw up to his elbow. Too much oil on his skin. Niven thought of Selena’s lesson with Jorqui. He asked for healing, and then held on to the answering glow.  
 
    The pain in his own face and neck vanished and Niven felt infused with power. With his newfound energy, Niven called for more healing magic and then sent it to Whistle. His flesh’s angry red shade lightened to pink, and then to his natural color. He stared at his own healed flesh while Cur, behind him, sank to his knees in relief. Grunt stroked the boy’s hair and murmured soothing words.  
 
    Niven looked around at those gathered on the grass, and hurried to a Yuk’ri man’s whose hands were raw and red. Niven healed him while the keep burned like a stone oven, full of flame.  
 
    “Ilior! Where’s Ilior?” he cried just as a huge single-winged shape loped down the small hill, into the jungle where the pirates and Bazira had gone. Cat tore down the hill after, a cutlass in one hand and a small knife in the other. She was missing one glove and her bare hand was as orange as her hair.  
 
    Was she burned? Is that oil? He sat back on his heels, exhausted from healing and his nerves jangling from the attack that had been so sudden and so violent.  
 
    Now that Whistle was safe, the crew of the Black Storm had gathered their weapons to follow. Grunt pushed a sword into Niven’s hand and Niven took it. It was a Bazira’s curved blade.  
 
    “And you,” Niven said. “You can speak.” The old sea dog didn’t reply but turned and loped down the hill and Ori was suddenly at Niven’s side, her white shift smudged with soot. “He can speak,” he told her, bewildered.  
 
    “Strange night. Strange tidings.” The black pits of her eyes danced with the flames of the burning keep. “And what about you, Aluren? Are you ready to fight?” 
 
    Niven glanced down at his hand that had healed without moon or seawater, and that now gripped a sword. “Yes.” He swallowed hard. “Yes,” he said again, louder. “Paladin Koren needs me.”  
 
    He hefted his borrowed sword and ran down the hill, toward the wilds of Saliz’s jungle.  
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    I’m in Svoz’s realm, for failing to fulfill the blood oath. Sebastian’s ears rang and his neck screamed in hot agony, but then the smoke from the first bottle’s explosion dissipated enough to reveal he wasn’t dead. He was on fire. His long black coat had protected his face from the blast but he was sure his hair would go up like Boris’s had on Isle Nanokar. Niven appeared. The adherent smothered the flames with his Aluren garb and prayed for healing.  
 
    Sebastian felt the glow soothe his skin and the shock of the pain released him enough to get his bearings. Those miserable shit-eating bastards had dragged Selena from the house. He tore away from Niven as more windows shattered and glass bottles rolled at his feet.  
 
    Keep them safe, she’d said.  
 
    “Through the kitchens!” he told the others, then left them to either obey or die. He’d done his part.  
 
    He raced across the hall, hurdling the dead. Sebastian stopped long enough to grab Gareth’s flintlock and that of another dead pirate beside him, and then more explosions lit up the keep. He threw himself into the stony inner bailey as the feasting hall became an inferno of orange flame and sizzling oil.  
 
    Sebastian rolled and came up on his feet. Men loped out the darkness with flaming glass bottles in hand. Sebastian took aim with his newly acquired pistols and pulled the triggers. There had been six men in all, then there were four. 
 
    The survivors hurled their missiles at the keep, shattering windows as Sebastian dropped the smoking pistols and replaced them with scimitars. He cut down the pirate nearest him, slicing the man at neck and belly. The other three men turned tail and ran, following the group that headed into the jungle. Sebastian gripped his blades tighter and gave chase.  
 
    The jungle sought to take back the stone-and-mortar keep; foliage crept out of the denser forest a few hundred spans from the outer bailey wall, and reclaimed the land a few paces after that. Sebastian plunged in. Dark shapes loped in front of him and shouts of men rang out and were immediately swallowed by the thick air and thicker plant life blotted the sky above and the ground below. He fought to keep the men in sight lest the jungle swallow him whole. Vines curled around his boots to trip him and he had to hack and slice at wide-leafed plants that barred his way. 
 
    When the jungle finally thinned, the sky showed the first hints of dawn in the sky ahead of him. Sebastian inhaled the greatest of scents: ocean air. A hundred more steps and the forest broke to a narrow beach of pale sand. On the Harrowing Sea, a huge frigate sat at anchor less than a half league out, like a floating black castle draped in linen. Her three masts were heavy with square sails, her gunwales loaded with cannon. On the northeastern curve of the beach, black-clad Bazira climbed into skiffs while the pirates who served them strained to shove them off. Sebastian recognized his own olive skin and dark hair among the pirates and guessed they weren’t pirates at all. Bazira recruits. Bazira fodder. He spat and ran harder.  
 
    A glint of pale hair was visible in one of the dinghies for a brief moment and then obscured again. Selena. A red haze erased his thoughts and he started down the beach when a huge shape loped past him, flashing steel. Ilior stormed the men at the skiffs and loosed a roar as strong as the crashing surf but that ended in a choking gasp. Three Bazira adherents ringed around him. Lances of ice bolted from their open palms that left white patches on his gray skin, and drove him to his knees.  
 
    Intent on their prey, the Bazira didn’t see Sebastian until it was far too late. They died quickly, his blades puncturing lungs and severing spines. From a departing skiff, another adherent barked orders for the Farendii pirates to stop him. Soon Sebastian found himself fending off six or seven cutlasses at once. He spun and ducked and danced. His scimitars arced through the air in twin paths, or split apart to bite and cut in a masterful sequence that required his next adversaries to trip over the dead to get to him. Flintlocks fired. Several kicked up little bursts of sand as they hit the beach. One hit the shooter’s own man. One grazed Sebastian’s thigh, though he hardly felt it. He moved too fast to think but in the periphery of his awareness he knew that the dinghy that held Selena had shoved off and would soon be too deep to reach.  
 
    The last man fell and corpses ringed Sebastian. Men he might have sailed with or drank with or fished with, had war not torn his life apart, lay dead at his hand. Gasping like a bellows, he turned to the shore. All dinghies had shoved off. The boat that held Selena—and Accora too, the old woman slumped against the younger—was fifteen spans out now. Ilior remained crouched on the sand, unmoving, his skin a patchwork of white and gray. 
 
    “Get up or she’s lost,” Sebastian snarled, and lunged into the surf.  
 
    He took four strides through knee-high water when a magnificent pain flared behind his eyes. Purple and yellow stars burst in his vision and hot blood gushed down the back of his skull. The strength in his legs seemed to drain out with his blood and he fell to his knees. His scimitars disappeared beneath the boiling surf as a rough hand gripped his hair from behind, forcing him to stand. The pain in his head was like a thousand bottles of hot oil bursting at once. His attacker spun him around and Sebastian watched with a dull fascination as the man brought up his cudgel for the killing blow. 
 
    “That’s enough out of you,” said the man voice in his ear and in the heartbeat before the Farendii smashed his head open, Sebastian marveled how the night’s perfection could be so utterly destroyed in a handful of minutes. 
 
    “Krystak!”  
 
    The man arched his back, a grimace of pain contorting his features. Ice rimed the man’s open mouth. The cudgel splashed and then the man did, falling face down into the surf.  
 
    Sebastian felt like doing the same.  
 
    “Sebastian Vaas,” said a woman’s voice, cool and amused. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    The world was spinning madly but Sebastian saw a slender form, a curved silver blade, and red hair that glowed like dying embers. The woman stood beside him but at a careful distance.  
 
    “Jude Gracus,” she said. “We met on Isle Kabak.” 
 
    “I know who you are,” Sebastian muttered dully. He swayed on his feet. The boats were escaping; small shadows gliding toward the larger Bazira frigate. Only one skiff remained ashore, manned by six men, all Bazira. 
 
     “My lord, the Vicar, was right,” Jude said. “The weakness in you…I can smell it like the blood you bleed for Selena Koren. It was her head you were supposed to give me. Instead, you nearly lost yours.” She made a tsking sound with her teeth. “Not the stuff of ballads, Bloody Bastian. 
 
    His knees wanted to buckle and he let them. The water came up to his waist, swirling darkly about him.  
 
    “You were a failed experiment. Bacchus will see to your salvation, and the Vicar will reward me for doing what you could not.” She jerked her chin. “Pick him up.” 
 
    Sebastian felt rough hands grab him under his arms; men he hadn’t known were there. Pain assaulted him from a thousand places, but his head throbbed murderously. He retched. From pain. From failure.  
 
    Just like Mina. You couldn’t save her either.  
 
    Jude’s voice sounded sour. “Unbecoming. You’re such a beautiful creature, Sebastian Vaas. Or you were.” Now that he was safely bound with rope at his wrists, she drew near, and ran her fingers over the burnt skin of his neck that Niven hadn’t been able to heal. “I’ll take care of you, love.” 
 
    The men dragged him, and Sebastian watched the ground skim from surf, to sand, to planking. He was tossed onto a dinghy. Thank the gods, he thought. If they were taking him to the Bazira ship, they were taking him to Selena.  
 
    Wait. Rest. Bide your time until you see the opportunity to strike. 
 
    He almost laughed. In his current state he couldn’t strike a match.  
 
    And besides, said Mina, who seemed to have taken permanent residence in his mind, Jude will tell Selena everything, and then what will you do? 
 
    It didn’t matter, he realized. Selena could live long years hating him, so long as she lived.  
 
    He wondered about Ilior left on the sand to die. Or perhaps he was already dead. Good, came the thought from the ugly part of him that hurt so badly. Another voice reminded him of Selena’s grief should the dragonman perish. Then let him live. Get the crew and the natives and the Storm and come find her.  
 
    Bazira adherents pulled across wind-tossed water as the sun broke fully in the east and he saw how foolish an attack from his little ship would be. The Bazira ship was a black, winged beast in the orange light behind it. It boiled with sailors, Bazira, and enough cannon to blow the Black Storm to kindling in one blast.  
 
    Sebastian’s eyes wanted to close, to block out the sight and sleep, but he forced them open. The deep pain in his head warned him that if he fell asleep, he might not wake up again. The dinghy scraped against the black hull and Sebastian looked up. They had arrived at the frigate. Silver lettering at the prow named her the Fast Lady. 
 
    Under the tinny ringing in his ears he heard Jude say, “Put him in the hold with the others.” Two large men hauled him aboard the Bazira ship. He closed his eyes and slipped away for a bit, only half-conscious of hatches opening, footsteps stomping, and the smell of oakum, hemp, and the sound of snapping canvas.  
 
    When he opened his eyes to total darkness a few moments later, Sebastian felt a shard of fear slip into his heart. I’ve gone blind… But then shapes resolved themselves as he was forced to kneel on planked wood. He was aboard the ship, belowdecks, in the hold as Jude had commanded. A light flared and he winced as pain in his head flared with it. Rough rope bit his skin at the wrists and was pulled tight. 
 
    Selena was there in the small hold, and Accora too, both bound. Both gagged. The old woman sat slumped, defeated, staring at nothing. Selena’s eyes were shining and she shook her head, despairing to see him there.  
 
    Jude Gracus climbed down into the hold and knelt beside Sebastian. “Have you two met? I think the answer to that is yes and no. Lovers and strangers, both. Marvelous. And I think, the gracious hostess that I am, I should make the proper introductions.”  
 
    She tapped her lip with a finger, a slow smile spreading across her face. “On second thought, I think she should hear it from you. I want you to do two things for me,” she said to Sebastian. “The first is that I want you tell Selena Koren your name. Your true name.” 
 
    Sebastian raised his head that felt as if it weighed a thousand stones. He met Selena’s gaze that still, for a precious few more seconds, regarded him with affection.  
 
    With love, he thought dully. She loves me.  
 
    “The second thing I wish for you to tell her is what, precisely, you were hired to do and by whom.” Jude stroked his hair; it felt like hammers bashing his skull but paled in comparison to the pain that was to come.  
 
    “Tell her, sweeting. Tell her everything.” 
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    Dangerous Games 
 
      
 
      
 
    Niven raced through the jungle with the crew of the Black Storm, leaping over stands of greenery and ducking under boughs of moss-covered trees. The dawn had come but the interior of the rain forest was still dark. Shapes loomed out at him, and while the insect cacophony went quiet at their passage, he could hear the squawking calls of birds heralding the morning, and—much closer—slithering, hissing noises that sent his skin to crawling. He gripped his borrowed sword tighter, sometimes using it to hack awkwardly at a leafy obstacle. His heart hammered in his chest, but he told himself it was from the mad run. Isle Saliz’s heat was intense within the jungle; sweat poured off his brow and trickled down his back, under his linen shirt. He felt naked without his Aluren overtunic but was glad it wasn’t there to snag on branches or stifle him further. 
 
    But if I have to fight, I wouldn’t mind a full suit of armor, heat or no heat.  
 
    The other crewmen ran with him in a loose group, some ranging ahead, some fanning to the side. Niven hoped one of them—Grunt perhaps—knew where they were going. But even to his untrained eye, he saw the signs of passage from others: bent and broken plant stalks, muddy footprints, and freshly cut wounds on plants or branches.  
 
    He ran on, harder, endeavoring not to cut himself with the curved Bazira sword in his hand. But shame burned his face as much as the heat of the jungle as a small voice told him he ran because if he stopped the jungle would eat him alive. Going on was the only option.  
 
    No! This time I will not fail her. I won’t.  
 
    “This way!” Grunt, from somewhere ahead. Niven still couldn’t believe the man could speak but there was no time to ponder the why of it. He did as the old sea dog—who was as spry and fleet as Whistle—had commanded.  
 
    Niven could hear ocean crashing on shore, like some distant mirage, and ran harder. Something seemed to jump up and bite him on the back of the thigh. Needle-sharp pain flared, and he nearly fell. But whatever had bit him—and he wasn’t about to turn around and look—couldn’t hold on, and his leg was released. The pain faded to a mild annoyance and he breathed a grateful prayer to the Shining face. Ahead, the jungle ended, and beyond that, there was the sea.  
 
    Dawn had come, brightly here in the open air, and Niven saw a Bazira ship, like a bruise on the horizon, sailing away. No… 
 
    The beach was littered with the dead. Niven counted ten bodies: three Bazira and seven pirates—Farendii by their olive coloring and dark hair—leaking blood into the gritty sand. Cat sat off by herself, her elbows resting on her knees, her dark blue eyes on the retreating Bazira ship. One hand still wore a glove but the other was bare, and in the light of day, Niven saw her hand wasn’t burned or iced, but stained orange. The same shade of orange as her hair.  
 
    But it was the sight of Ilior, crouched near the shore, and made the adherent’s heart plummet. He dropped his sword and ran to the Vai’Ensai.  
 
    “They have her,” Ilior rasped. “They have her…. We have to…must…” 
 
    Ilior’s body was a patchwork of white, but surprisingly that didn’t bother Niven. He was strong enough to heal every wound; he knew that now. But the pall of illness that hung over and around Ilior bothered Niven very much. Ilior’s eyes were rimmed yellow and his gray skin looked dry, despite the humidity.  
 
    He forced a comforting smile on his face, the same he used during his years of healing in the Forgotten Isles. A smile meant to say, “It’s not that bad,” when in truth his stomach churned at the gruesomeness of his patient’s wound.  
 
    He’s sick, and I can’t heal whatever he’s got.  
 
    He laid his hands on a particularly wide patch of white on Ilior’s shoulder. It was as cold as the ice that had created it. Niven said the sacred word. He held the healing, felt it swell within his heart like hope or happiness, and then channeled it into the Vai’Ensai. Every one of the icy patches faded from Ilior’s skin. The illness remained, just as Niven knew it would.  
 
    Ilior nodded in thanks, and stood up. Niven noticed he leaned on his great sword to do it. The crew of the Storm gathered round. “We have to go after them.” 
 
    Grunt nodded vigorously and looked at Niven. He raised his bushy brown expectantly.  
 
    “I…I don’t know,” Niven replied. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “We have to follow them,” Ilior said. “There is nothing else to do.” 
 
    “But how?” Niven asked. “We don’t have a ship…” 
 
    Grunt grunted loudly and pointed south.  
 
    “The Storm, yes,” Niven said, wondering why Grunt was keeping up the charade that he was mute. Perhaps out of habit, but Niven thought the old sea dog kept glancing at Ilior fearfully. “But we don’t have a captain. It looks as if they took Julian too.” 
 
    “His name isn’t Julian,” said a voice. A female voice. Cat sat and watched the Bazira ship. “His name is Sebastian Vaas.” 
 
    The air seemed to tighten and Niven felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.  
 
    “What did you say?” Ilior whispered. 
 
    Cat kept her eyes on the horizon. “He is Bloody Bastian. The Black Star of the Eastern Edge. My prey, and escaped. Again.” She shook her head with its shock of orange hair and tossed a throwing knife into the sand in disgust.  
 
    “No,” Niven said. “Paladin Koren would not journey anywhere with…that man.” 
 
    “She would,” Cat said without looking up, “if she didn’t know it was him.”  
 
    Niven stared at nothing, shocked at the revelation from Cat, shocked that Cat was the one who uttered it. “Who are you?” 
 
    Cat didn’t reply. She took off her other glove and tossed in the sand beside the knife, then ran both orange-stained hands through her cropped, orange-stained hair.  
 
    Ilior stood as still as stone, but for his wheezing breath. “What is going on here?” he asked finally, his voice dangerously low. Cat was further down the beach but the crew was near. He rounded on them, towering over the all. “What game is this?” he seethed. “What are you playing at? Tell me now!” 
 
    “Ilior,” Niven said, hearing the tremor in his voice, “they can’t speak…” He looked at Grunt. “Can they?” 
 
    Ilior was too enraged to hear Niven’s question. He took hold of Spit by the collar and the man was too frightened to do more than stare at the dragonman’s snarling visage so close to his own. “You knew. You always knew…”  
 
    Spit shook his head frantically, and Cur unsheathed his cutlass. Ilior knocked it away with his forearm as if it were a buzzing insect. 
 
    “Why was he on Uago?” the dragonman demanded of all of them. “Why did he agree to sail her to Saliz? You know, don’t you? Don’t you?” 
 
    Whistle wept silently, his face buried behind Cur’s shoulder. Grunt stepped forward and shoved Ilior away from Spit. Ilior was ill enough that he actually fell to one knee. Or perhaps it was the enormity of the situation that drained his strength. Niven’s own legs felt weak.  
 
    Sebastian Vaas. It can’t be…. 
 
    “They didn’t know.”  
 
    Ilior whirled around and stared at the old man. “You…Lies upon lies,” he seethed. “The girl and now you. Who else? Who else among you has betrayed her?” 
 
    “I told you, they didn’t know.” Grunt jerked his bearded chin at the crew. “Look at them.” The men who had sailed with him for years wore identical expressions of shock. “Sorry, lads,” Grunt said. “I truly am.” 
 
    “You’re sorry,” Ilior snarled. “Since you can speak, tell me this: he was hired to kill her, wasn’t he? By the Bazira?”  
 
    Hearing the words aloud made Niven’s stomach queasy. “No,” he said. “It can’t be true.” 
 
    Grunt shook his head. “We waste time. That ship is sailing away and we know not where it goes. We can’t lose sight of it.” 
 
    Ilior strode to Grunt and gripped him by the shirt ruff.  
 
    “I should kill you now. He was hired to kill her, wasn’t he? Wasn’t he?” 
 
    “Aye,” Cat told Ilior. “Sebastian Vaas was charged with killing Selena and Accora. Hired by the Bazira on Isle Kabak.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Niven asked.  
 
    “Because I’ve been hunting Vaas for three years now.” She shook her head. “And now he’s slipping through my fingers.” 
 
    “He’s not the same man they sing songs about,” Grunt said. “He hasn’t…worked in four years.” 
 
    “Until Selena,” Ilior snarled. He glared at Grunt a moment more and then released him. 
 
    “He’s still worth thousands in gold,” Cat said. She got up, brushing sand off the seat of her boy’s trousers. “We’ll take the Storm. I can captain her. If we hurry, we might be able to keep sight of the Bazira frigate. Might.” 
 
    Ilior nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “I want to save them both,” Grunt told Cat, “but I can’t let you take Sebastian. He’s worth more to me than your bounty.” 
 
    “You going to try to stop us?” Ilior growled. He hefted his sword. “We will get back to the ship, and you will crew it. Under Cat.” 
 
    Niven moved close to Grunt. “We’ll lose them both if we don’t hurry,” he said quietly. “Julian…” he cleared his throat, “I mean…Sebastian can take care of himself, yes? We can sort the rest out later.” 
 
    Grunt scratched his beard. “If the wind changes, we’ll lose them for certain.” 
 
    “Yes. Good,” Niven said, though in reality not one thing about this situation was good. The crew eyed Cat with hostility, Grunt with mistrust and betrayal, and Ilior looked ready to run them all through at the slightest provocation. “Well,” he said, forcing another of smile, “let’s sail.” 
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    Cat stomped over the decks as she barked orders and inspected the Black Storm. 
 
    “Pity we haven’t time for repairs on Huerta,” she told Niven. “The topsails we’ll manage without, but it’ll be dodgy with only one staysail.” 
 
    “I have no idea what that means,” Niven replied.  
 
    Cat rolled her eyes. “It means we’re going to be slow and clumsy, and the Bazira vessel has a fantastic head start.” 
 
    Ilior stopped his work letting out the foresail. “But we can still catch them, yes?” he asked. The crew scurried behind him, readying the ship for sail. Ori helped with as much facility as if she had her sight.  
 
    Cat chewed her lip. “It’s not so easy as that. We have half of Saliz’s coast to sail around just to get on their same wind. If they’re on the same wind and not vanished. Otherwise…” 
 
    “There is no ‘otherwise’,” Ilior said. “We follow them and we catch up.” 
 
    “Aye, I’m as eager as you,” Cat said, “but I’m telling you what we face. Best to know where they were headed and stay far astern of them, out of their sights.” She glanced around. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “To Bacchus,” Niven said. “Gareth said he worked for Bacchus.” 
 
    “But which island?” Cat asked. “The old witch was supposed to tell Selena—” 
 
    Ori slipped up between them. She had appeared to them in the jungle as they passed through on their way to the Black Storm like a ghost. Without her to guide them, they would’ve lost valuable time trying to make it to the southern shore where the Storm was anchored. But once aboard, she remained aloof. Niven had almost forgotten she was there.  
 
    She turned her sightless gaze to the horizon, as if she could see the horizon. “I know where Bacchus is.” 
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    Escape and Capture 
 
      
 
      
 
    She leaned in to him and gently laid her lips to his cheek, kissing him softly. When she started to pull away, he held her hands tightly. Their eyes met and for a second, she was inexplicably terrified.  
 
    “No, don’t be scared,” he whispered and then kissed her hard. His mouth was warm on hers; she could feel the heat. For the first time in a decade, she could feel it. She melted against him.  
 
    A flash of steel in the lower periphery of her vision, and then a sharp, glassy pain as his blade slipped under her ribs. He held her as she slid to the floor, cradling her all the way down. His breath was hot against her cheek, and she could feel that too.  
 
    “Selena…” 
 
    His hand holding the blade twisted, came free, and then plunged in again and again… 
 
      
 
    Selena woke from her doze with a start. The ship had lulled her into a shallow sleep but her bonds sent slivers of pain down her arms and shoulders. She was on her knees, her hands tied behind her to some post or beam. The dream made her gasp through her nose as the gag was still tied tightly around her mouth. It tasted foul and dry. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had water.  
 
    She raised her head slowly, wincing at the stiffness in her neck. The hold was dim with only slants of light finding their way in between the planks of the deckhead. He was across from her, watching her. He wasn’t gagged and when he moved to speak, she shook her head at him.  
 
    The time for him to speak to her was long past. 
 
    Selena squeezed her eyes shut to the pain that gripped her heart in a merciless vise. She looked instead to Accora. The old woman had spent most of their voyage—nearly two days, Selena guessed—staring vacantly at nothing. Lost. But now she was working her jaw side to side, over and over. The gag had loosened and that had given the old woman new fire. Selena’s own bonds were tight and unrelenting. She dozed again.  
 
    She dreamt of another kiss. It was exquisite in every way and then Julian’s hands closed around her throat and began to squeeze…. 
 
    She woke with a start, her chest hitching. Julian’s face was a mask of anguish as he watched her.  
 
    His name is not Julian. She looked away. 
 
    The sunlight that found its way into the hold was grayish and dull now, and she imagined a sky of clouds. The air smelled thick, as of rain, but Selena couldn’t be sure. The hold was full of foodstuffs that scented the air: sacks of dried beans, barley, cured pork. After the first day, her stomach had complained for smelling what she could not eat, but now her thirst commanded attention. Only twice had Jude Gracus come down to allow them to relieve themselves, but never to offer food and only enough water to drink to keep them alive. She taunted Selena. The Bazira woman caressed Julian’s face that was ashen gray and ran her fingers over the burnt skin of his neck as if he weren’t injured. All the while calling him ‘Sebastian’ with a triumphant pleasure, as if she had created him herself.  
 
    My name is Sebastian Vaas. I was hired by the Bazira to kill you. 
 
    Selena hadn’t believed it. Julian’s pledge to serve her and die for her had been too real, too full of desperate sincerity. Their lovemaking had been too perfect; his eyes had regarded her with a depth of feeling that was impossible to counterfeit. Or so she’d thought.  
 
    They hadn’t gagged Julian. When Jude was gone, he was free to tell her that it was all a lie. But he did not. Selena had stared at him, beseeching with her eyes, waiting for him to recant. His answer was in his silence, and did not look away or bow his head in shame. He met her stupefied gaze unflinching, as if her horror were a punishment to be borne. And when he’d had enough, he whispered only, “I never could. Never.” 
 
    Selena was glad for her gag then. His name is Sebastian. Your Julian is gone, she thought. Then, I must not weep or I will never stop.  
 
    Accora was making muffled grunting sounds. Selena turned her head in time to see the old woman had finally worked the gag down to her chin. She inhaled several times and then smiled in tired triumph. She worked her hands back and forth behind her, muttering the Bazira sacred word to freeze the ropes that bound her.  
 
    “You must not despair,” she told Selena. “I thought we were done but no…These Bazira, they are stupid with arrogance. They underestimate us. We will—Don’t look at him!” she hissed when Selena’s gaze drifted to Sebastian. “Waste not one more thought on that betrayer.”  
 
    Not betrayer, Selena thought. Trickster. Trickster and Supplicant, both, just as An-Lan said. She was right about all of it. And who shall be the Sacrifice? She offered a silent prayer to the god that Ilior remain safe on Isle Saliz. But was her god listening anymore? Shaizan, the Ho Sun god told her the truth. The Shining face was silent.  
 
    “He is what I knew he was,” Accora was saying, “a danger.” 
 
    “And what are you?” Sebastian asked. He sounded weak. “You set Selena on Bacchus as much as the Alliance did. And for what? What do you get when she fights him?” 
 
    Accora ignored him but whispered her sacred word again, and worried her wrists behind her back. “Healing,” she told Selena. “You stormed away from me like a child throwing a tantrum, and so never learned the final lesson. It’s your healing. It is what stands between you and Bacchus’s deadly visions.” 
 
    The woman’s urgent, hopeful tone sounded ridiculous in Selena’s ears. She felt helpless, her prayers silenced, her sword stolen, and her hope and love stripped away until she was left raw and broken. The Shining face had forsaken her. It was as plain as the hole in her chest.  
 
    Or is this the punishment for breaking the edict? I slept with a man who is not Aluren? Is the Shining face so wrathful…? 
 
    “No!” Accora seethed. “Do not give up! I can read your eyes that your will is dying. It’s not over yet. We are not done.” And as if to emphasize her words, the rope that had bound her wrist cracked and shattered, frozen by her ice. She smiled triumphantly, holding up her bloodied wrists, scratched raw. “You see?”  
 
    She crawled across the hold; her gray robes now torn and grimy. “We will yet prevail.” Accora loosened Selena’s gag. Selena worked it down to her chin and sucked in deep drafts of air.  
 
    “How?” she croaked. “How will healing block Bacchus’s visions?” 
 
    Accora tugged on Selena’s ropes. “I’m too weak,” she muttered. “They don’t feed an old woman? Krystak.” Selena winced as ice lanced over her wrists. “Draw it in,” Accora said, “hold it, and when the terrors come at you, use the magic to undo them.” 
 
    “But how?” Selena asked. “I can channel the magic to a wound. How can I channel it to something that only exists in my mind?”  
 
    Accora took Selena’s chin in her hands, hands that felt dry like old paper. “You are stronger than you believe. Stronger, surely, than the Alliance or Skye or your precious Ilior know. That is why they fear you. That is why the first two sent you to die, and the third seeks to keep you from knowing your true self.” 
 
    A thumping came from overheard and both women jumped. “They’re loose,” she whispered, and Selena could feel a little bit of give in the ropes on her wrists. Accora replaced Selena’s gag, also looser now. She patted her cheek. “We’re not done yet.”  
 
    Sebastian snorted. “We.” 
 
    “Yes,” Accora hissed. “The we of she and I. You? You’re dead, Sebastian Vaas. I can smell it on you already.” She quickly returned to her place, adjusted her gag, and clasped her hands behind her back.  
 
    Jude Gracus slipped into the hold and surveyed her captives. “We’ve arrived.” She turned her dark-eyed gaze on Selena, and said with a mocking smile, “Welcome back.” 
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    The sun was setting as Jude took them in a skiff from the Bazira ship to the tiny little island where Bacchus lived. Four men rowed, four others sat with hands on the hilts of their curved blades, eyeing the prisoners who sat huddled in the middle. Selena watched the island draw near. She had never been this close. During the war, she’d been leagues away, safe on a ship while her spell destroyed the Zak’reth and the villagers alike.  
 
    Isle Calinda.  
 
    Then we came at it from the southeast, Selena thought trying to keep her thoughts occupied. Her heart was racing. Judging from the setting sun, we’re now sailing from the northwest. We are coming to dock on the other side of the island from where I…From where I… 
 
    Her thoughts tapered off to nothing. It was useless to keep the horror at bay when the water was littered with bodies.  
 
    Hundreds upon hundreds of bodies.  
 
    Men and women, human and merkind; the waters off the shores of Isle Calinda were a floating graveyard. Glazed-eyed corpses, their mouths agape, bobbed and bumped into the skiff. Their skin was a ghastly yellow-gray, their eyes milky and staring. Dead merkind floated past, leaving trails of scales, like little flecks of copper or ash, behind them. By the looks of their clothing, the humans were pirates and peasants alike, most of the Farendii. Selena saw a woman bob off the starboard, her tattered apron billowing around her. But every dead body shared the same sickly appearance, as if they had been hollowed out by some unknown force and then filled to bursting with the pus and ichor of rot. The stench was overpowering.  
 
    This is the power of the darkpool, Selena thought, which was quickly followed by another: Accora said a darkpool forms where there has been terrible pain and death. I made this, then. Ten years ago.  
 
    She looked to Accora and the old woman’s optimism in the ship’s hold had been muted by the bobbing corpses that surrounded them.  
 
    “What you are seeing,” Jude told her prisoners from the prow of the boat, like a tour guide, “is the might of our great Reverent. These,” she waved her hand to indicate the dead, “are his experiments. They did not displease him. Their greatest crime was that they outlived their usefulness to him. Accora can tell you what he does when you displease Bacchus.”  
 
    Accora turned away and watched the dead float by.  
 
    Jude cocked her head, a thought occurring to her. “Is that what you’re up to? Revenge? Is that why an old Bazira has allied herself with a young Aluren? You need Selena’s light magic and quick sword to kill our mighty priest?” She laughed, full and throaty, and looked to Selena. “And what did she promise you, Paladin? We know your Alliance gave you two targets and yet Accora still lives. Is that out for the mercy of your shining little heart, or is it something else? What has Accora bartered her life for? What could she possibly have promised you?” 
 
    Jude didn’t wait for an answer but turned next to Sebastian who sat with his head bowed.  
 
    “And here you keep company with Lunos’ most notorious assassin. What, did you fuck him? Yes? Of course you did, never knowing that the handsome rogue you spread your legs for was sent to kill you. He spared you because he’s rife with frailty, but he took the job, didn’t he?” She laughed again. “Ah, sweeting. You’ve surrounded yourself with liars and betrayers. Meeting Bacchus will be something of a relief, I think. He will make it very clear what he wants from you. You won’t like it, I promise, but at least it will be an honest pain.” She settled herself in the prow. “Take comfort in that, if you can.” 
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    Twilight came on, its gold and purple hues muted by fat storm clouds that rolled in from the east. They passed three other hulking ships, all unmanned and at anchor. The ships were big but not so large as the frigate; four-masted barques with black hulls and black sails.  
 
    Three ships that size could hold fifty men or more, Selena thought, and shivered. This mission was hopeless from the start.  
 
    The skiff ran aground at dusk. The party came ashore hurriedly, none wanting to touch the befouled water that surrounded Isle Calinda. The prisoners marched across the grainy sand beach that was dotted with stands of dried grass, and into the forest of birch trees that made up most of the island’s interior.  
 
    Selena trudged behind Sebastian. Now that they were out of the dark hold, she could see how badly he was injured. Blood caked his neck and his thick black hair was matted at the back of his head. A burn on his left shoulder had eaten away at part of black long coat. The skin beneath looked angry and red. But it was the head wound that worried Selena. Where he’d once been graceful he now stumbled every third step and she heard him mutter to himself.  
 
    The Trickster. Sent to kill me. He was there to kill me.  
 
    She kept her gaze on the ground from then on, as the night’s shadows grew thicker all around them.  
 
    After an hour that seemed like a week to Selena’s weakened body, they came upon a camp in the woods. She felt another shroud of despair fall over her. Dozens of campfires kept the darkness at bay and she could see men—perhaps one hundred and fifty or so—milling about. Most were pirates but enough wore the Bazira red and black for her to feel defeat was a certainty rather than a possibility. Tents were erected between the trees, some large, some no more than lean-tos. Jude marched the prisoners into the thick of the camp, to the largest tent. Men watched them pass; their eyes glinted in the firelight as did the curved blades at their waists. Selena shivered.  
 
    “Here,” Jude said, and the three were forced to the ground around a fire that was fueled by broken branches and smaller kindling from the forest around them. The leaves smelled pungent as they burned but the smell of rabbits, roasting on two spits, overpowered all. A tall tree marked the edge of the clearing on one side, the tent on the other. Two large men in black—both meaty and thick—rose from turning the rabbits on spits when they saw Jude, and gave her brief bows of deference.  
 
    “My lady,” said one. “The Shadow face Heard you and granted you much success,” said one, his eyes raking over Selena. The other cut meat off the rabbits—a meal likely intended for themselves—and gave them to her on a tin plate.  
 
    “News from the temple?” Jude asked, biting into the juicy flesh. Selena’s empty stomach clenched at the sight.  
 
    “None, lady.” The Bazira wore a trim beard that was too thin for his wide face. “Reverent Bacchus waits for you patiently.” 
 
    Jude took a long pull from her water skin. “Reverent Bacchus has no patience,” she said. “He gave me a week to retrieve the Aluren bitch and I did it in four days.” Her imperious gaze swept over Sebastian and Accora. “And I bring him our wayward assassin and our insubordinate Reverent, as well.” 
 
    “He will reward you well,” said the other man. Tall and pale, the bulk of strong muscles strained under his black overtunic.  
 
    “He’ll let me live.” Jude finished her meal and tossed the plate to the ground. “The Aluren’s friends might follow. From Isle Saliz. Send word to the outposts; the northwest post first. If there is so much as a shadow on any horizon, I want to know of it.” She stretched like a cat and yawned. “I’m weary. I believe I shall retire.” 
 
    The pale man nodded. “And them? Food or drink?” 
 
    “No,” Jude said. “Better to keep them weak until Reverent Bacchus determines how to make use of them.” She knelt between Accora and Sebastian. “We have a long walk tomorrow. Best if you get some rest.” She pivoted to Selena. “Unfortunately, the trek will be harder on you, sweeting, as I doubt very much Menak and Devon, here, will allow you much sleep.” 
 
    Fear clenched an icy fist around Selena and shook her hard. The two men’s faces alit in surprised pleasure at Jude’s words.  
 
    “What? No. Why?” Sebastian’s face had drained of color and he struggled to sound challenging. “Doesn’t Bacchus want her whole? Is he afraid to face her when she’s strong and…and…” 
 
    Jude caressed his cheek. “Aren’t you a sweet one? So considerate.” Her caress turned into a slap. “And so much weaker than High Vicar Zolin ever imagined. Bacchus will remind you that you cannot alter your true nature; changing it from day to day as if it were a costume. Your heart-wrenching performance as the concerned lover is embarrassing, Sebastian, to all that you truly are. As for her,” she nodded at Selena, “Bacchus only wants her alive. He cares not how used she is when she falls at his feet.” 
 
    Selena tried to swallow the jagged lump of dread that rose in her throat but she was too parched. And weak. I’m too weak to fight. She struggled at the ropes on her wrist. Accora had loosened them but only enough so that she could feel her hands again. She could not break free. She watched, blood thundering in her ears, as Jude rose to her feet to depart. 
 
    “A good night to you, men,” she told her Bazira. “Heed my words well: she must live or Bacchus will flay the flesh off your bones and feed it to his pet merkind. And then he will make you suffer.” 
 
    “Yes, lady,” the bearded man said behind an eager grin. 
 
    Jude turned to go and then stopped. “Oh, but I would request that you take your pleasure here.” Her smile was like Svoz’s before a kill. “Sebastian wants to watch.” 
 
    “No,” Sebastian breathed. “No, no, no…” 
 
    Selena’s heart raced in her chest until she nearly dizzy, as Jude retreated to her tent and the two men turned to her. She scrambled backward, kicking at the ground with her heels, but the pale man hauled her to her feet and slammed her against the tree at the edge of the clearing. Dull pain thrummed in her head but was distant and small compared to the fear that stormed over her as the man pressed his body against hers.  
 
    Behind them, Sebastian screamed. “No! Leave her alone! Leave her alone, you shit-eating sons of bastards! Do something, witch, godsdamn you! Help her! Help her!”  
 
    Selena heard the agony in his voice; it seeped through the cracks of her terror that intensified as the first man began unbuckling the belt at her waist. She fought at the loose ropes around her wrists and the gag in her mouth, but she was pressed hard against the tree and could hardly move.  
 
    Accora…her hands are free. She looked to the old woman who was staring at her intently as if to say, Wait.  
 
    Gods, how long? was Selena’s mute reply.  
 
    The Bazira lowered Selena’s gag. “Give us a kiss, love?” 
 
    Selena bared her teeth. “I give nothing.” 
 
    “Fool, Menak!” spat the bearded one behind him. “She’ll speak her magic.” 
 
    Menak scoffed without taking his eyes off Selena. “You’re the fool, Devon. She needs her hands for magic, don’t you, sweeting?” His smile morphed into a menacing visage. “But bite at me and I won’t be so gentle.”  
 
    He pressed his mouth to hers, worming his tongue past her teeth. Selena tried to turn her head but he held by the jaw until she thought the bones would snap. His mouth tasted of sour rum and old tobacco, and her stomach twisted with revulsion.  
 
    Ilior, where are you? 
 
    Ilior was not by her side. There was only a Bazira witch and Sebastian now—a notorious murderer—and Sebastian had gone mad.  
 
    “Don’t touch her!” He screamed and writhed and kicked and struggled against the ropes as if possessed by a maniacal force. “Don’t you fucking touch her!”  
 
    Menak paid him no mind, but ended his assault on Selena’s mouth in his own time. “Ah, delicious. It’s true, Devon. Aluren wenches are so very sweet.” 
 
    Selena spat his sour saliva back at him. “Only a coward takes what isn’t given,” she said, her voice tremulous. “Give me my sword and I’ll show you how sweet I can be.” 
 
    Menak laughed lightly, unperturbed and unhurried. He wiped his cheek on the back of his sleeve. “Now, now, you’ll have a sword to play with soon enough.” He ground his hips against hers. She struggled harder and a scream of fury tore from her throat.  
 
    It mingled with Devon’s cry of pain. Menak turned and Selena could see Sebastian kicking at the fire, sending small flaming embers airborne. The bearded man, Devon, pawed frantically at the back of his neck, and danced around the camp, scrabbling to loosen his shirt where a burning ember had fallen down his back.  
 
    Menak sighed, annoyed. “Stop playing, Devon,” he said, and turned back to Selena. “No more interruptions.”  
 
    Over his shoulder, Selena watched as Devon unsheathed his sword and strode toward Sebastian.  
 
    Then Accora rose to her feet. 
 
    The Bazira men were on opposite sides of the small clearing and distracted. Accora pulled down her gag and held out her hands that none had noticed weren’t tied, one to each man. She closed her fists and then opened them again.  
 
    “Krystak!” she screamed and shards of ice, one after another, lanced out of her open palms.  
 
    Menak was struck in the back, Devon in the chest. He dropped his sword just before he could club Sebastian with its pommel. His mouth hung open as if on a broken hinge and he pitched forward. His last breath wheezed out of him on a cold draft.  
 
    Menak jerked against Selena and grunted in pain. “Old bitch,” he seethed, turning to draw his sword, and then screamed as Accora sent daggers of ice between his legs. He curled to the ground, holding his nether regions and writhing.  
 
    Selena took a deep breath. Menak’s weight was off her and she no longer felt as if she were being buried alive. But she could hear voices at the edge of their clearing. Other Bazira, hearing the commotion.  
 
    “Run now, girl,” Accora said, a smile touched her lips. “I told you we weren’t done. No, not even the assassin gets his comeuppance today.”  
 
    “Go,” Sebastian told her weakly. His exertions had left him drained. “Run, Selena,” he told her. Begged her. The Bazira were coming. “Run!” 
 
    Selena ran.  
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    Sebastian watched Selena slip out of the clearing. Her hands were still bound but she had escaped those men. He thought he might weep with relief. The man who’d had Selena against the tree was clutching his cock and screaming.  
 
    Sebastian smiled grimly and then snapped at Accora. “You waited long enough.” 
 
    “And you did nothing,” she replied. “Die, Sebastian Vaas. That’s the best thing you can do for Selena now,” she said, and then turned to face Jude who was striding out of her tent.  
 
    Bazira flooded the clearing with her, swords drawn. Jude’s gaze flickered to the place where Selena had been, then to Devon’s corpse, then to Menak who had ceased writhing, but whimpered like a beaten dog.  
 
    “You thought you suffered before?” Jude screamed at Accora. 
 
    Bazira surrounded the old woman. One man struck her across the face.  
 
    Bastards. She’s nearly seventy years, Sebastian thought.  
 
    She crumpled to the ground like a marionette whose strings had been cut. But she wouldn’t go under.  
 
    “You…are no woman,” she seethed at Jude, “…to allow such…atrocities… on other women.” 
 
    Godsdamn bloody right.  
 
    Jude snarled and kicked Accora in the stomach. The old woman gasped and curled around Jude’s boot.  
 
    Jude barked orders at the Bazira, sending almost one hundred men after Selena.  
 
    “She can’t get far,” Jude muttered to the small group of men she’d kept near her. “This island is too small.”  
 
    “Then why do you look so bloody scared?” Sebastian asked.  
 
    Jude sneered. “If only you knew what awaited you, Sebastian Vaas. Bacchus is eager to meet you.” 
 
    “Bacchus doesn’t give a shit about me,” Sebastian said. “It’s Selena he wants and you let her get away.” He cocked a smile. “Your priest doesn’t sound like a very forgiving sort of fellow.” 
 
    Even in the dark of night, the red on Jude’s cheeks was apparent. She shifted, acutely conscious of the Bazira listening.  
 
    “Your glib tongue will be the first to go if you are insolent to Bacchus,” she said, and then smiled, catlike. “But let us not bicker. More important is settling the debt you owe our Vicar.” Her breath plumed in the air that had grown suddenly cold. “Zolin suspected you would betray him. Does that surprise you?” 
 
    “No,” Sebastian said. “He told me as much but sent me out anyway. Seems you Bazira are very good at wasting time on fruitless endeavors.”  
 
    Jude took a step forward, towering over him. Above and beyond her, the sky thickened with storm clouds and air became heavy with water. 
 
    “You’re special, Vaas, and you can’t perceive the favor I’m doing you. You would have tried to create a pathetic life for yourself, following your Paladin lover around Lunos, picking up the pieces of her as the days passed and still her nasty little wound remained. You must be quite smitten to risk our wrath for such an empty, fruitless existence. But Selena is going to be with Bacchus now. Menak and Devon? What they were going to do to her was merciful compared to the violations Bacchus has in mind.” 
 
    Sebastian snarled. “Shut up.” 
 
    “He will hurt her,” Jude said. “He will hurt her in ways you cannot conceive, and in witnessing such, you will be punished before you can be welcomed into the fold.”  
 
    “I said, shut up,” he said through clenched teeth. His head was murderous in its pain. “I won’t… join you. I am not Bazira.”  
 
    “Not Bazira. You have forgotten your true nature, tried to discard it as easily as you did your name. The High Vicar, in his wisdom, suspected you had, and now leaves it to Bacchus to reacquaint you with all that made you the subject of minstrels’ songs and children’s rhymes.” 
 
    “You’re too late,” Sebastian said, reeling as the world tried to spin away from him. “Vaas is already dead.”  
 
    “Is he?” Her lips brushed his ear and her breath was hot on his skin. “Then why do you look so bloody scared?” 
 
    The sky tore open then and the rain came down.  
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    The Coin that Cannot Be Spent 
 
      
 
      
 
    Selena stumbled and nearly fell for the fifth time in twice as many steps. She struggled hard against the rope that bound her wrists behind her back and was rewarded with the feeling of her skin scraping off until she felt the blood pool in her palms. She didn’t dare use her light weaving as Accora had used ice to sever the bonds. Without control, she could disintegrate her own hands. She ran on.  
 
    Hundreds of booted footsteps thundered behind Selena, trampling dead leaves and breaking branches in their pursuit. The men’s voices, loud and brash and ugly, were like cracking whips, spurring her on. She leaped over fallen trees and ducked low branches. The birches were like pale sentries as she passed them. The moon—a tiny sliver of a waxing crescent—kept ducking behind fat rain clouds so that she could hardly see three spans in front of her face. A twig scratched her cheek and she flinched at how close it had come to her eye. She lost her balance and tumbled down, only just managing to twist so that her right shoulder took the brunt of the fall.  
 
    The Bazira were getting closer.  
 
    I have to break free or I’m dead.  
 
    Selena squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated weaving the smallest ball of light she could. 
 
    “Luxari,” she whispered.  
 
    Her skin screamed in white hot agony but the ropes were burnt through instantly. She arms fell apart and she nearly wept with relief until she heard the men’s voices call out to one another. The light had alerted her pursuers to her location. Selena scrambled to her feet and ran.  
 
    With her arms free, she was much fleeter and surer of foot. She slipped through the trees and heard the Bazira fall behind. The trees released her to the beach and panic stole the slim sliver of relief she’d known. Seventy spans of gritty beach gave way to the water that was foul with corpses and stunk of everything rotten. She thought to run parallel to the woods and then double back in but the Bazira had fanned out and were drawing down fast. Lack of food and water had left her with shaking limbs; she didn’t think she could run much further if she tried. 
 
    The calls of pursuit drew closer. The Bazira had almost reached the beach. Desperately, aimlessly, she ran for the edge of the corpse-strewn water. The filthy tide lapped at her boots. Swimming it would kill her; she knew this as surely as she did her own name. There was nowhere to go and the Bazira horde was coming out of the forest.  
 
    No! I will die fighting the Bazira, as befitting my station as an Aluren Paladin. 
 
    She held her hands aloft, one over the other, fingers curved slightly, and started to utter sacred word to weave light…just as the meager moon disappeared behind thick storm clouds. Selena realized with deepening despair that there wasn’t enough light to weave against a hundred men or even fifty. As the first Bazira adherent breached the forest, Selena thrust her hand to her belt, instinctively reaching for her sword that had been taken.  
 
    God, please help me!  
 
    Through the material of her overtunic, she felt something round and heavy against the back of her hand and thrust her hand inside the pocket. Her fingers closed around the coin of Oshkat.  
 
    “The coin that cannot be spent,” she murmured.  
 
    The horde broke free of the trees. There were only fifty spans of beach between them and her, fifty spans between life and death. The glint of their steel swords and maces gleamed brighter than the coin in her palm. The face of some Zak’reth lord or general was etched into it, scowling at her.  
 
    Hopeless. Selena let the coin fall through her fingers where it landed soundlessly in the sand. 
 
    An instant later, a reverberant whump sounded from behind her accompanied by a great splashing of water.  
 
    “Yai kah!” screamed a hundred voices in unison, like a thunderclap.  
 
    Selena recoiled and then froze, rooted in place by old memories. In front of her, the Bazira horde that was on the beach—to a man—stopped short. Those racing out of the forest behind them crashed into their brethren and for a few precious moments there was a chaos that would have been comical in other circumstances.  
 
    Yai kah! Selena had heard those words screamed a thousand times during the war. She still heard them sometimes in blood-soaked dreams. To hear them now… a sliver of terror slipped down her back. She turned. 
 
    Behind her, one hundred Zak’reth soldiers stood in perfect, orderly rows in the shallows. Their spiked plate armor was of red steel only the Zak’reth blacksmiths know how to forge. Their swords, pikes, and maces seemed dipped in blood under the moonlight. Their helms, forged to resemble ferocious beasts of nature and legend, looked afire. Tiny pinpricks of yellow light glowed from between slits in the helms where the warriors’ eyes should have been. A scream caught in Selena’s throat and her hand reached again for her absent sword.  
 
    One Zak’reth stepped forward; a general or commander. His helm resembled a dragon with a gaping mouth from which protruded a sharp, two-pronged tongue that was a sort of weapon unto itself.  
 
    “Erch’ki, Komdarh?” the Zak’reth asked of Selena in a voice that seemed to come from the ground. Its yellow eyes flickered.  
 
    Orders, Commander? Selena heard it clear in her mind. The Bazira were coming out of the trees, regrouping, a battle cry rising up among them.  
 
    Selena drew in a breath and screamed, “Attack!” 
 
    “Yai kah!” 
 
    She cowered as the Zak’reth troops surged out of the shallows, parting around her to bear down on the Bazira. None touched her. None hurt her. The wind of their passing was so light, she wondered if it even existed or if it was merely the wind of the storm that had broken over the island that she felt. But the smell helped her memory-tossed mind know that they were real. The Zak’reth of then and of now smelled of hot steel, fire, ash, and blood.  
 
    But are they real?  
 
    The sight of the warriors slaying the Bazira at her command felt like an illusion, or a strange dream. She watched a Bazira lock swords with a Zak’reth warrior—A phantom? A shade?—and then the Zak’reth’s red steel blade sliced the man’s arm off, leaving singed flesh at the shoulder.  
 
    The Bazira prayed for ice, their swords sang, they screamed as they died. But for their initial battle cry, the Zak’reth fought silently. The red warriors made no sound, no grunt of effort, no cry of pain when a Bazira man’s weapon bit home. Selena watched as a Zak’reth was stabbed from behind by a Bazira’s icy shard. The red-and-brass armored warrior arched his back, as if in pain, and fell to the ground. The pinpoint lights in its helm slits went out. 
 
    But for every Zak’reth who fell, half a dozen more Bazira perished. During the war, it had been the same: despite having an initial advantage of numbers, Alliance and Aluren fighters fell to the Zak’reth in droves. Their god imbued the warrior race with a talent for battle and a thirst for blood that was unrivaled on all of Lunos. The Bazira army was cut to pieces.  
 
    As the last Bazira fell, the remaining Zak’reth warriors vanished. But for the Bazira dead, the beach was empty. At her foot, the coin of Oshkat glinted dully. She bent and returned it to her pocket.  
 
    Another whumping sound shook the air and the Zak’reth warriors were lined up before her once again. Their numbers were undiminished; one hundred strong. The general with the dragon helm stepped forward. Phantom or no, his red blade dripped blood and more spattered his armor. Selena shivered and tried not to recoil. 
 
    The general spoke in his guttural tongue and Selena heard the words in Tradespeak resounding in her mind.  
 
    Your foes are no more. The general turned his helm to the moon that was obscured by storm clouds. You may call us again after three turns of the moon have passed. Twice more we will answer, then we rest and rise no more. For now, we serve until the sun rises. 
 
    Selena nodded, unsure what to say or if she should speak at all. She supposed she should thank them but the words stuck in her throat. The Zak’reth said nothing more and she knew they didn’t converse; they waited for orders. Her orders, and it mattered not that she didn’t serve the god Oshkat.  
 
    Another god has spoken to me. Helped me. She looked down at the burn on her wrist. A round patch of skin under her thumb was black and flaking off.  
 
    “Illuria,” she murmured and the burn healed. Strength returned to her body. And this is how the Shining face helps me. To heal my body from Bacchus’s attacks so that I might live long enough to close the greatest wound.  
 
    Accora had told her healing was the key to Bacchus’s defeat, and now Selena understood. In the thick of battle, there is no time to reach for an ampulla or the moon. The only mystery remained was why the god chose a Bazira as his vessel to instruct her but Selena no longer doubted. As she had told Ilior, if one waited long enough, the god’s light would reveal itself, no matter how dark the sky had been. And her sky had been cold and empty for ten long years.  
 
    Thunder bellowed. Lightning lit up the sky, tearing it open. The rain came down in sheets, soaking Selena instantly and turning the sand into a gritty mud. She turned her face up to the sky and let the rain fall into her parched mouth. Nothing tasted sweeter. Another gift. Selena almost laughed but a vein of steel was being forged within her and there was no time for laughter.  
 
    She turned and walked up the beach, her stride long and steady. A Bazira man lay face down in the sand. The pool of blood around his head was black in the darkness. She took up his sword. It was lighter than her own Paladin’s blade and the balance of it felt foreign. But it would do. For now.  
 
    Selena slipped the sword into her belt and peered through the pouring rain into the line of trees. Bacchus was in there, somewhere. Waiting for her. She laid her hand over the cold wound in her chest.  
 
    “This ends tonight,” she said, and marched into the forest.  
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    Reborn 
 
      
 
      
 
    Niven peered through Cat’s spyglass but at Isle Calinda. A gray smudge on the gray waters, set against a gray sky. The seas were choppy, whipped by the wind of the encroaching storm. Cat’s seamanship had been miraculously good; after three days of sailing, they were only a few hours behind the Bazira ship. The frigate had also been a mere smudge on the horizon ahead of them, and Cat managed to keep it that way despite the Black Storm’s infirmities. The crew had been wary of Cat, both for her duplicitous disguise and for her purpose: to capture their beloved captain. But Niven knew she had earned their respect, regardless.  
 
    Cat ordered the crew to drop anchor and they did so without hesitation, just as they had obeyed every other command since Isle Saliz.  
 
    “We’ll sail under the cover of night,” she said. Ilior’s impatient pacing thumped around the quarterdeck behind her. “I’m not going to take her into a Bazira hold-out in broad daylight. Who knows what kind of numbers they have? We could be blown to bits by cannon before we even make landfall.” 
 
    Ilior didn’t argue but didn’t cease to pace either. Niven wanted to comfort him, but that would entail actually speaking to Ilior. No one wanted to speak to him. The Vai’Ensai’s mood was like the thunder that rolled in from the east; he appeared ready to break at any moment.  
 
    The anchor was dropped to a loud rattle of chains and the crew settled in to wait.  
 
    Grunt stayed close to both Cat and Ilior, his nervous gaze going between them. Niven thought he was waiting for the right time to plead his case. But he said nothing. Neither did Cat. Niven cleared his throat.  
 
    “I believe, now that we have…that is, there is some time to wait. I believe you owe us an explanation.” He looked at Grunt and Cat. “Both of you.” 
 
    The woman smirked and shrugged, but Grunt nodded. “Aye, lad. That’s so, that’s so.” He swept off his cap and ran a hand through his gray hair. “My name is Marcus Bailey. I met Sebastian four years ago. On the Isle of Lords. I was a merchant. A wealthy one with a large fleet…and lots of rivals.” He cast his gaze to the planking under their feet. “Sebastian was hired by one of those rivals to assassinate my family. And me.” 
 
    The pain in Marcus Bailey’s eyes and in the gruff timbre of his voice made Niven’s heart clang with dread. Behind him, Cur, Spit and Whistle climbed up to the quarterdeck to listen. Marcus took in his audience and cleared his throat.  
 
    “He killed them. Sebastian did….my wife, wife’s brother, my…son. And then he found me. I knew he was coming and I was packing. Books. My life was forfeit but I lingered in the ruins of my home and was stuffing books instead of food or coin into my bag.” He smiled tremulously, his gaze distant. “The stories, you see. That’s all I had left. The histories my wife loved. The adventure tales my son adored as a youth…I tried to take them with me. That and a long black coat. 
 
    “He recognized the coat, Sebastian told me. It had belonged to my son who he killed the night before. I stopped stuffing books into the bag and said, ‘You’re tall, like my son. This will fit you. It’s cold out tonight and you’re so thin.’  
 
    “Sebastian had been sick. What he was doing, it was making him sick. I handed him the coat and when he reached out to take it, I stabbed him with a knife he never saw me draw.  
 
    “‘You killed them all,’ I told him, ‘and so what do I have left? Only stories. Memories.’ I twisted the knife in his side and brought him to his knees. But he had been trained to handle pain. He’d sailed all over Lunos, learning the arts of death. I knew he could have twisted free and used my own knife, still wet with his own blood, to end me.  
 
    “‘This is your memory’, I told him. ‘All of them like this. Bloodstained. Have you had enough yet? I think you have, and pity that you didn’t start with me. I might’ve saved my son. My wife…’  
 
    “I held the knife a moment more and I almost…I almost stabbed him over and over. And he would have let me. He would have let me kill him, I’m sure of it. But instead I pulled it free and said, ‘Come. They’ll be here soon to take what’s left, those who hired you. My rivals. They’ll kill you and I’m too old to run alone. Get off the floor, you little shit. We’re going to start over, you and me.’ Then I threw the coat over him and hauled him to his feet.”  
 
    Marcus Bailey glanced up as if seeing those around him for the first time. He jerked his chin defiantly. “When we arrive on Calinda, we must focus on the rescue. Of both of them. Selena and Sebastian. Him too, lass,” he said to Cat. And then again to Ilior. “Him too.” 
 
    There was a silence among them all as the man’s story finally settled over them. Then Cat snorted loudly, breaking the spell of thick emotion Marcus had woven. Niven sucked in a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.  
 
    “Rescue?” Cat rested an elbow on the wheel. “The Bazira Vicar sent Vaas to kill Selena. He doesn’t need rescuing from his employers.”  
 
    “What about that, old man?” Ilior demanded, though Niven could see the Vai’Ensai’s ire for Marcus had cooled slightly after the telling of his tale. His hatred of Sebastian had not. “I can’t fathom why you’d choose to tether yourself to that murderer after what he did to you, but the deeds of men will never cease to baffle me. You say he changed. You started over. Then why did he go to the Bazira? Why did he agree to kill her?” 
 
    “He never could,” Marcus said. “I swear it. I knew he could never do it. And I was right.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty big gamble, old man,” Cat said.  
 
    “He loves her,” Marcus said simply, and Niven saw instantly that was the wrong thing to say.  
 
    Ilior’s already pale skin paled further. “A filthy lie,” he seethed. “A monster like him cannot love.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know it. He doesn’t think he can…” Marcus said, shrinking back.  
 
    “He can’t,” Cat said. “But Selena can. She fell in love with him and he let her. Disgusting.”  
 
    “No,” Niven said. “She doesn’t….love him.” 
 
    Cat shrugged. “While you’re busy praying to your god, I watch. And listen. She slept with him, I think. That night of the attack on the keep.” 
 
    Niven whipped his head up at this as Ilior sucked in a breath.  
 
    “No, she didn’t,” Niven said. “No, no, no. She’s Aluren, he’s not. She wouldn’t…” 
 
    “Aluren,” Cat sniffed. “Your Temple has made her an outcast. She’s been alone for ten years. You think that kind of solitude is easy to take?” 
 
    No, Niven thought, I know it’s not.  
 
    “It’s a lot easier to forsake some stupid vow than live alone for so long.” Cat shivered. “I can’t even imagine it. And I’d wager you a thousand gold that Bloody Bastian used that loneliness to get to her. And then he made to kill her but the Bazira siege on the keep interrupted his plans.” 
 
    “No,” Marcus said. “He fought them. You saw it.” He turned to Niven, pleading. “You saw him. He killed Gareth…He’s changed.” 
 
    “Changed?” Cat barked. “A cold-blooded killer like that? I’ve lived all my life in the Eastern Edge. The stories of his deeds were used to frighten little children into behaving or else ‘Bloody Bastian will come for you.’ He once hung a victim by his ankles and bled him like a goat to slaughter while the man’s wife watched. You think a man like that can change?”  
 
    “I know he can,” Marcus said. “I know he has.” 
 
    “Then why did he take the commission from the Bazira?” Niven asked quietly.  
 
    “Money.” Marcus smiled sadly. “Why else? For the ship. For us, his crew. He hadn’t worked in four years because he kept his promise. To me. But the gold…” He sighed and shook his head. “He thought he could do one more. One last job. I tried to talk him about of it but he parleyed with the Vicar anyway. I thought he’d broken his promise to me, and I suppose he did in a way when he agreed to take the job. But once he told me who his mark was—a woman who’d killed the Zak’reth and ended the war, I knew he’d never go through with it. Even before he met her, I knew…” 
 
    He looked up at them all, Niven, Cat and Ilior, the crew. Pleading.  
 
    “The Zak’reth were his enemy. They killed his father. Raped and murdered his sister, right before his eyes. They made him watch. Can you fathom it? That’s how he earned his bloody name. The victims that came after—gods know I don’t forgive him for those that came after. The gods know I can’t.” 
 
    The old man’s eyes were shining and staring at nothing, at memories only he could see. Then he shook himself out of it.  
 
    “The victims that came after the Zak’reth… he killed them clean. No suffering. That’s no consolation, I know, but do you see? His wrath was for the Zak’reth and to them he showed no mercy. It was on their blood that he earned his reputation.” 
 
    “A hired killer is a hired killer,” Ilior said in a low, rasping voice. “Your excuses sicken me.” 
 
    “I don’t excuse him,” Marcus said wearily. “I can only try to help him. To let go of the pain and help him to change. To do some good. If I don’t do that, my wife and son…what’s left of them? Only memories. If I can make them a part of something better…” 
 
    “It’s a little late for that,” Cat said. “I aim to make sure Vaas starts paying his dues.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” Niven stammered, “I’ve been wanting to ask…Who are you?” 
 
    Marcus looked fearful but anger smoldered in his eyes too. “Aye, who are you, missy, to sneak aboard and pretend to be one of us?” 
 
    “Us? You are not of these men.” Cat nodded at the crew. “You’re just as much imposter as me. You used them to keep Vaas’s secret while pretending to be charitable. Giving mute men gainful employment. Make them feel useful.” She snorted indelicately.  
 
    Marcus looked nervously at the three crewmen who shifted on their feet and exchanged glances.  
 
    “No,” he said. “Sebastian hired them for their silence, that is true. But he cared for them as a captain does.” The old man stood up straight. “And they know it.” 
 
    There was a pause and then Spit and Cur nodded, but Whistle, tears in his eyes, made angry, slashing signs. 
 
    “He would never hurt her, lad,” Marcus told the boy. “I promise you.” 
 
    Whistle hesitated and then nodded, tears coursing down his cheeks. Cur slung an arm around his shoulders.  
 
    Cat snorted again and Ilior looked ready to kill.  
 
    “Paladin Koren told me you’d had your tongue cut out,” Niven said to Cat. “That Jul—that Sebastian saw it happen. You were attacked by men on Nanokar, by crewmen who learned you were a woman posing as a boy on their ship. Obviously, that wasn’t entirely…genuine.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Cat said with a laugh. She regarded her audience as if deciding on how much to say. “I’m a bounty-hunter,” she said finally, with obvious pride. “I’ve been tracking Sebastian Vaas for three years.” 
 
    “The Raven,” Marcus said, twisting his cap around and around. “You’re the Raven, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Heard of me?” The bounty hunter smiled. “Aye, some call me the Raven. Some, the Lady of Faces. My marks call me various other names, none befitting a lady.” She laughed and ran a hand through her cropped hair. “Ah, but that’s why I’m the best.” She leaned on the wheel and gave Marcus an arch look. “Vaas has many names too, doesn’t he? Appropriate that Lunos’s most notorious assassin should be caught by its best bounty-hunter, don’t you think?”  
 
    “You know nothing, lass.” 
 
    “I know plenty. I’ve been tracking you and Vaas since you wintered on Juskara three years past.” 
 
    “He hasn’t taken a job in four years,” Marcus said. “He’d already quit his bloody business when you started after him.” 
 
    “The Justarch on Isle Parish doesn’t care that Bloody Bastian took time off. And neither,” Cat said dryly, “do the families of his victims.” Marcus said nothing; she waved a hand. “I was on Juskara, having just finished a tough job—my toughest up until then—and heard about a captain who carried an entirely mute crew. Odd thing, that, given how difficult it is to sail a ship without a proper relay of commands. My curiosity was piqued. Something that strange…it sends up red flags to someone in my business. Who would hire a mute crew? Someone with secrets. Obviously.” She winked at Niven. “My suspicions paid off. 
 
    “I followed you to Isle Kabak where my suspicions were confirmed. Then on to Uago. I almost had him there, playing the damsel in distress. He killed three of my men and I was brutally reminded of whom I was dealing with. I thought I’d learned my lesson. On Nanokar I set four men against him, two hidden to ambush. I set the trap so carefully and still…” She shook her head. “Bloody Bastian does not go down easily.” 
 
    Niven frowned. “So…your losing your tongue? Why…?” 
 
    “Because although I underestimated his capacity for violence—again—I was smart enough to have a back-up plan. The pretended rape was to get his blood up, to get him so enraged he’d make a mistake. Everyone knows Sebastian has little mercy for rapists.” 
 
    “His sister,” Marcus said sadly. 
 
    Cat shrugged. “That part was easy. But if my attempt to capture him went to shit—which it did—I damn well wasn’t going to lose him again. He’d never buy that a mute sailor girl just happened to be waiting around Isle Nanokar for a captain to come around and give her a bunk. A boar’s tongue worked for my purpose, though it tasted bloody awful.” She laughed sourly.  
 
    “Helm and Cook?” Marcus asked quietly.  
 
    Cat’s laughter died. “I had to create a need for me. I made sure you were stuck short-handed.”  
 
    “You killed them?” Niven asked.  
 
    The bounty-hunter’s eyes flared as she swiveled to him. “I lost three men on Uago to Vaas. Three good men. I lost four more on Nanokar. Pate and Sam, Ulren…” She shook her head, her jaw working. “Consider it payback.” She quickly mastered her emotions, all cool confidence again. “So that’s my story. I’m going to Calinda, I’m going to capture Sebastian Vaas, and I’m going to take him to the Stoneyard Prison on Isle Parish and collect my bounty.” 
 
    “Not on this ship,” Marcus vowed. “You’re outnumbered.” He glanced up at Ilior. “Both of you.” 
 
    Cat snorted. “You think me stupid? My men—what’s left of them—have been following us since Uago. When I learned Isle Saliz was the goal, I ordered them to meet me on Huerta. And after Calinda, that’s where we’ll go.” 
 
    “I say again, not on this ship,” Marcus said.  
 
    Cat raised a dark brow. The raven black color was seeping through the orange of her hair too. “Where else are we going to go? This ship needs repairs. Getting this far was a miracle. Huerta is the only option.” She squared her shoulders and put her hands on her hips to glare at Marcus. “He murdered your family. How can you defend him? Defend him, shit, how can you stand to be in his presence without opening his godsdamn throat?” 
 
    Niven shifted. “Cat…” 
 
    But the old man only smiled sadly and shrugged. “What else can I do? He’s my son, now. As close to as can be, I reckon. Does it matter if we share the same blood or not?” 
 
    Cat shook her head. “That’s sick. I should take the both of you to Parish. Let the Justarchs decide if aiding a known assassin instead of turning him in merits your own time at the Stoneyard.” 
 
    There was a silence that was long and deep, and Niven realized Ilior had stopped pacing, deep in thought. His stillness was almost worse.  
 
    “Too much talk,” the Vai’Ensai said finally, his voice low and grim and full of stones. “When we get to the island, I will kill him.” 
 
    “The bounty is double if he’s alive,” Cat said. “Let me take him. I’ll give you a cut if you help me subdue him. I admit I could use the help.” 
 
    Niven held up his hands. “Now wait. Let’s think this through. We have so many other obstacles to contend with…”  
 
    “I care not for any bounty,” Ilior told Cat. “He was there to kill her. I will kill him.” 
 
    “The Stoneyard Prison will kill him,” Cat said. “I promise you.” 
 
    “Listen to yourselves!” Marcus said. “You barter with a man’s life as if it were nothing. A pile of gold,” he said to Cat, “or vengeance,” he told Ilior. “Tell them, lad,” he said, turning to Niven. “Tell them about the Aluren, about forgiveness. About leading poor souls out of the darkness.” 
 
    Niven bit his lip, thinking of the Aluren catechism, the Fourth Principle in particular. But Sebastian Vaas? “He never hurt Selena,” he told Ilior. “He had hundreds of chances. Thousands. And he never took them. He made a blood oath with Svoz, to save her.” 
 
    “To steal the sirrak away from her, you mean,” Cat said. “Svoz protected her and Vaas took away that protection. How convenient.” 
 
    “That makes no sense!” Niven said. “He could have just let her drown!” 
 
    Cat shrugged. “Maybe he needed to get her closer to Calinda. To Accora.”  
 
    Marcus hung his head. The crew looked fearful, watching and waiting.  
 
    Niven was out of arguments. “But…Julian—” 
 
    Cat sighed irritably and turned her gaze to the horizon. “There is no Julian,” she said. “There never was. He’s Sebastian Vaas. That’s all we need to know.”  
 
    And what of Selena? What of the Bazira and Bacchus? Niven wanted to shout but realized it was useless. They don’t know the Bazira like I do, he thought, watching as Marcus Bailey and the crew slunk off the quarterdeck. They silently welcomed him back into their fold; years of companionship and the mutual desire to save their captain breeding forgiveness, Niven guessed. He was left on the quarterdeck with Ilior and Cat. Ilior nodded and Cat nodded back. They’d reached no accord save one: Sebastian would leave Calinda a prisoner or a corpse. 
 
    Niven turned away, to stare at the sea passing beneath the ship.  
 
    If Bacchus is as dangerous as Accora says, all of us will leave Calinda as prisoners or corpses. All of us.  
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    Night fell and Cat ordered the anchor up.  
 
    “Slowly, now,” she commanded the crew, and readied them to sail. Short-handed, she commanded the men and helped to carry out those commands at the same time. Ori did not keep idle. She was no sailor, but her ability to navigate the ship while blind was uncanny. When Cat ordered the fore and mainsails to be unfurled and Ori, who’d remained belowdecks nearly the entire voyage, appeared and shimmied up the foremast to untie the sheets with quick efficiency. 
 
    The storm thickened overhead and obscured the moon now and then, but had yet to unleash itself over Isle Calinda. As they sailed closer, they saw the Bazira ships, like dark smudges, anchored close to shore.  
 
    “We’ll sail to the other side of the island,” Cat said, “and give those frigates a wide berth.” 
 
    “That will take hours,” Ilior said. “The other side might be just as bad or worse. Let’s just take our chances—” 
 
    “Absolutely not. We’re short-handed enough as it is. We can’t outmaneuver any threat with so few hands. And once on land, we’re without Svoz or Selena or even that Bazira witch and her magic.”  
 
    “Or Sebastian and his swords,” Niven put in.  
 
    Cat gave him a tired look. “The best we can hope for is an empty stretch of water to anchor down and an empty beach to land on. We have no numbers; we need stealth. And it won’t take hours. Calinda is small.” She gave the Bazira ships another look. “We sail on.” 
 
    Ilior didn’t argue but then he had no choice.  
 
    They sailed an easterly route parallel to Calinda until Cat commanded the crew to head the ship north, toward the island. The storm clouds were thicker now and Niven thought they’d open at any moment and the rain would come down. The wind had picked up, and the Black Storm plowed through swells bearded in white.  
 
    Cat peered into her glass. “Now what in the bloody Deeps…?” Niven watched her frown, lower the glass to watch the island with her naked eye, and then raise the glass again.  
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “I thought they were logs or some other kind of flotsam,” Cat murmured. “But now…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Cat’s eyes looked haunted. “You’ll see soon enough.” 
 
    A deep silence fell over the crew as the ship sailed closer to Calinda and the first corpses thudded against the hull. Niven felt his stomach roil to see the water littered with hundreds of them—merkind and men, both—bobbing obscenely on the choppy sea.  
 
    “The god have mercy,” Niven breathed. “This is where the sickened merkind have come to die.” 
 
    “No, it’s where the sickness is born,” Ori said in a quiet voice. “The poison of the darkpool.” 
 
    “The darkpool?” Niven asked. “The water Accora gave us?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ori said, inclining her head in Ilior’s direction ever so slightly. “Dangerous and deadly. Especially in the hands of the Bazira.” 
 
    “Bacchus will use that foul water on Selena,” Ilior said. His voice was low—none dared to speak too loudly as if they feared to disturb the dead—but a bright anger burned behind it. Bright like fever. “Your witch lied to Selena, didn’t she? She sent her to her death…to die like these…” he waved his hands at the corpses surrounding the ship. “It was a plot all along, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, a plot,” Ori said. “I do not deny it. And I’m certain that Accora hasn’t denied it either. But the plot was not for Selena’s death, but Bacchus’s.” 
 
    “But what of Selena? Does her wound remain?”  
 
    Say no, Niven thought. Say no! His heart plummeted when Ori only shrugged and said, “Impossible for me to say.” 
 
    Ilior curled his lip. “She’s been lied to by everyone around her since the beginning.” 
 
    Ori cocked her head. “Including you.” 
 
    The Vai’Ensai fanned out his lone wing and Niven thought for sure he would throw the Haru overboard. 
 
    “Something’s happening on shore,” Marcus called from the main deck. “Big commotion.” 
 
    Cat put her glass to her eye. “Looks like someone kicked over an anthill. I see ice and steel flashing. A battle.” She snapped the glass shut. “Someone is fighting the Bazira.” 
 
    “So…what does that mean? What do we do?” 
 
    She smiled. “We help.” 
 
    Cat barked orders at the crew to speed their arrival on Calinda, but there weren’t enough hands to sail the Black Storm efficiently. She was tossed on the choppy seas and fought the wind at every turn. By the time the ship neared Isle Calinda, the battle was ending. They heard the clang of steel and even the calls by the Bazira for ice, and then the storm broke. The sky tore open and rain fell in sheets. Between flashes of lightning, they saw the beach was empty but for the dead.  
 
    Cat ordered the anchor dropped and the skiff lowered.  
 
    “You will not leave us here,” Marcus told her. Rain streamed down his face and dripped off his salt-and-pepper beard. “We must be permitted to come. To fight for Selena…and for Sebastian.” 
 
    Ilior rounded on him. “I should rip your throat out, old man, for all the lies between you and Vaas.” 
 
    Marcus smiled sadly at the dragonman. “Such hatred is not in your nature. You fear for the girl. That fear is speaking, not you.” 
 
    “You deserve my hate,” Ilior loomed over the man. “You and Vaas both.” 
 
    Marcus shook his head. “He needs her in a way you can’t understand…”  
 
    Ilior roared, his voice as loud as the thunder that boomed in the sky. Marcus cowered. “He needs her? To the Deeps with him!” He raised his sword and Niven thought he would slice the old man to ribbons.  
 
    “There’s no time for this!” Cat pushed between them, shouting to be heard above the storm and Ilior both. “Ori will come with us but no one else. We’ll need her light weaving and healing. You, Spit,Whistle, and Cur, you need to stay with the ship. Ilior’s right,” she said. “You knew who he was. We can’t trust you.” 
 
    “Aye, but you can trust us with the Black Storm if it suits you?” Marcus countered.  
 
    “If the four of you can sail her by yourselves with only one voice and a storming sea, then you deserve her.” She jabbed her finger at Marcus when he started to protest again. “You made me captain when you were desperate and needed me. So now I’m the captain and I’m giving you an order. You will stay here and man the ship until we return, savvy?”  
 
    She didn’t wait for a reply but snapped at Spit and Cur to ready the skiff. Marcus fell back into the silence he’d adopted for so long. Niven patted his shoulder.  
 
    “It will be all right,” he said. “I think.” 
 
    Marcus’s eyes shone under his bushy brows. “I’m beginning to think it doesn’t matter, lad. If our girl has learned the truth about Sebastian from the Bazira instead of from him, it’s too late for him.” He patted Niven’s cheek with a calloused hand. “Best get on now, and bring Selena back safe. If you can.” 
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    Ilior rowed the skiff ashore as fast as the choppy waters would allow. Niven winced every time the boat or an oar struck a dead body but the Vai’Ensai paid no mind. He pulled hard and when it ran aground, he jumped out and hauled it onto the beach. The foul water lapped at his boots but he didn’t seem to notice or care. The others were careful not to let it touch them as they leapt out of the skiff and ran up the beach. The rain no longer came down in sheets but showed no signs of abating either. The sliver of a moon hid behind the storm and the beach was cloaked in darkness but for the occasional tear of lightning across the sky.  
 
    “Ori,” Cat said, “light.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s safe?” Niven glanced about. The bodies of the dead were dark lumps amid the stands of dried grass, while the merkind corpses tumbled and rolled against the shore with the tide. 
 
    “No one is safe here,” Cat answered. “Can’t you feel it? There’s a heaviness to the air. Like the stench of the dead, only something…more. It makes my hair stand on end.” 
 
    Niven had to agree. Hatred, pain, and fear. The Bazira triumvirate. This place is poisoned with all three.  
 
    Ori moved to sand beside Cat and murmured, “Luxari.” A small globe of light materialized in her hand. Cat knelt beside one of the dead men.  
 
    “He wears the Bazira cloth.” She turned over his palm that was gray with cold. “Aye, more proof.” 
 
    Niven knelt with Ilior over another corpse. The man’s arm had been severed and he also wore the red and black.  
 
    “A Zak’reth blade did this.” Ilior nudged the man’s arm that ended above his elbow. “Look at the burnt flesh. Only Zak’reth blades burn as they cut.” He stood up and scanned the area, his sword in his hand.  
 
    Cat, with Ori as her lantern, inspected a few more bodies. “There are no Zak’reth warships in the water, and there are no Zak’reth dead here.”  
 
    “Where did they go?” Niven asked. 
 
    “Inland?” Cat wiped orange-tinted rainwater from her face with the sleeve of her shirt. “And just because they slew the Bazira doesn’t make them our chums. They kill for the sport of it. We’ll have to be on the watch for those bloody bastards now too.” 
 
    Niven pulled the collar of a coat Marcus had given him around his neck while Ilior sniffed the air. For a few moments, the rain pattering on gritty sand was the only sound.  
 
    “I can’t scent the Zak’reth on the wind,” Ilior said. “They’re gone. Or maybe the rain washed their stench away. But Selena…She went into the forest.” He gestured with his sword at the line of birch trees that stood like slender white sentries along the beach’s northeastern edge.  
 
    The trees are like ghosts, Niven thought and wondered if Selena was a haunted by this place as he. She must be. This is where it all began for her.  
 
    “Hold up,” Cat ordered Ilior. “Let’s not traipse into the woods without a plan.” She bent and picked up a curved sword that had belonged to a Bazira adherent and thrust it at Niven.  
 
    He bobbled and nearly dropped it. “No, no. I keep trying but…I can’t. I’m only a healer.” 
 
    “Not tonight,” Cat said. “Ori, what of Bacchus? Do you have any idea where he might be?” 
 
    “Accora spoke of a rough-hewn temple with much of it dug beneath the earth,” Ori said. “Like a rat’s warren. She said the above-ground structure served mostly as an altar or place of worship. The darkpool will be there, I’m certain. As to where this temple lies, I can only guess somewhere in the interior. Isle Calinda is very small. I have no doubt we will find it.”’ 
 
    “I can find it,” Ilior said. He sniffed the air again. “Selena is very close and we waste time.” 
 
    Cat met Niven’s eyes. “Very well, we’ll follow you, Ilior. Most likely to our deaths but maybe we’ll get lucky and find the Zak’reth have already slaughtered the Bazira.” 
 
    Niven didn’t hold much hope that was true. Ilior trudged ahead, and through the rain and darkness Niven could see the place where his other wing had been, now a scarred tangle of exposed bone.  
 
    It’s their war all over again, his and Selena’s, Niven thought. He peered up at the sky to where the moon was a slit in the sky, spilling silver light. A Bazira crescent but waxing. There is hope. Isn’t there?  
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    The quartet marched in silence through the birch forest. Rain patter on the leaves and Ilior’s heavy tread were the only sounds. No one spoke. Niven tightened his grip on his new sword for the hundredth time. The rain made his palms slick—or that’s what he told himself.  
 
    Be brave. For Selena’s sake and your own, if you wish to get off this island.  
 
    Ilior held up a hand and motioned for everyone to get down behind a tangle of fallen trees. They did so in silence, and gathered around the Vai’Ensai. He pointed at a dead campfire and then another some spans beyond. Niven could smell the remnants of the charred wood and roast meat.  
 
    “This camp was cleared out quickly.” Cat pitched her voice under the rain. “Don’t see any sign of battle. Maybe they got wind that Zak’reth were coming.” 
 
    “There are no Zak’reth here,” Ilior said.  
 
    Cat looked dubious. “Better to be cautious—” 
 
    “They are gone.” Ilior’s reptilian face was craggy with shadows and dripped with rain. “I do not forget their smell. Like burnt leather. It’s a smell that filled my nose as they surrounded me and took my wing. I will never forget it. They were here but now they’re gone and all that matters is that we find Selena.” 
 
    They followed Ilior into the camp with weapons at hand and their eyes on the shadows. Ori did not weave light to see by but Niven knew she was ready with the sacred word on her lips. They passed by dozens of campfires. Some still smoked and hissed as rain doused the embers. Booted footprints churned the soil and remnants of dozens of dinners were strewn about.  
 
    “Wait. I—” 
 
    Ilior had no chance to finish his words as the shadows around them shivered and the clearing was suddenly beset with Bazira. At least fifty men in black and red came at them with curved blades and missiles of ice. They descended on Ilior who made a large target and on Ori, who answered their Baziran ice with Aluren light. 
 
     Niven did the only thing he knew to do. He grabbed at Cat who was nearest him and dragged her to the ground behind a stand of birch trees. She gave a small shriek that he stifled with his hand, and then dragged her by the collar away from the camp. Panic lent him strength and his blood thundered between his ears as he expected to feel a blade slip between his shoulders at any moment. Cat twisted out of his grasp and crawled and then ran with him.  
 
    “Oi, there!” came a call from behind, and Niven whimpered to hear the sounds of pursuit.  
 
    They ran for half a league at least, and the Bazira gave chase until one sent a bolt of ice at Cat and she went down with a cry. She clutched her leg and Niven bent to haul her up when their pursuers found them. Three Bazira, each with curved blades, ringed them. 
 
    Only three, Niven thought and would have laughed if he weren’t so frightened. May as well be a hundred.  
 
    “Drop the blades,” said the adherent, slender in all black and with darting eyes. He jerked his chin at another of the two without taking his eyes off Niven and Cat. “We’ll hold them. Bring some more boys, eh? Can’t take any chances. Not anymore.” 
 
    One of the three nodded and turned back to the camp.  
 
    “Help me, Niven,” Cat breathed and then her hand was a blur. She reached into her vest and hurled the knife she retrieved from it at the retreating Bazira. They all heard the sound of her blade tearing into flesh, and the man dropped to the ground soundlessly.  
 
    Without thinking Niven shouted, “Illuria!” and felt the healing glow infuse him. He threw himself front of Cat just as the adherent, screaming his own sacred word, sent three bolts of ice at her, while the other Bazira sliced at her his sword. The cold stabbed Niven’s gut and the sword sheared skin off his left arm to the bone. Drunk with pain, he pitched forward and the ground rose to meet his cheek with a rough welcome that rattled his brain. His eyes found the sword Cat had given him while above him the bounty hunter’s grunts of battle were mingled with that of the Bazira.  
 
    Niven whispered the sacred word again, and inhaled the healing as if it were air. Warmth melted the icy pain in his gut and his arm went numb under his blood-drenched sleeve. He reached his right arm out and closed his fingers around the sword handle. Booted feet shuffled around him, grit sprayed his face. Cat cursed and her voice was full of pain. Niven gripped the sword and rose to his feet.  
 
    The figures of Cat and the two Bazira danced in the flashing lightning. She slammed the pommel of her sword across one man’s face, and sent him sprawling. The other closed and opened his fist just as she whirled to face him.  
 
    “Krystak!”  
 
    Ice lanced from the palm of the adherent and into Cat’s thigh. She cried out, the ice crippling her as she turned to block the sword of the other man. Her attack was weak and the man’s sword slid down her own in his downward strike. Steel sang against steel. Niven watched it all as if they were under water, slow and murky in the dark. The Bazira flipped his wrist and Cat’s sword flew out of her grasp. Niven watched in horror as the second man hauled himself from the mud and came at Cat from behind. 
 
    Niven scrambled to his feet, gripped his sword, point down, in both hands and raised his arms. He flew at the adherent and sunk his sword between the man’s shoulder blades. The blade scraped bone and the sword was jarred from Niven’s hands; he hadn’t the strength to hold onto it.  
 
    The adherent arched his back and let loose a scream into the storm. The sword jutted from his back and wagged slightly from side to side. Blood burbled from his open mouth as he drowned slowly in it, until finally pitching forward face first. Bones crunched as his nose flattened and then he was still.  
 
     Niven fell to his knees again and watched with a stupefied fascination as Cat rolled away from the remaining Bazira’s killing blow that would have swept her head from her shoulders. She scrambled on all fours to where her sword had tumbled.  
 
    She’ll never find it, Niven thought dully and he was right. The Bazira caught Cat by the heel and gave her a yank. She hit the ground with a whump and kicked as the bigger man wrenched her ankle, flipping her over. He attacked and from where he knelt, all Niven could see was the big man’s body over hers. He whispered Illuria and felt the glow clear his head. He rose to his feet and raced at the struggling pair, not sure what he would do when he got there.  
 
    There was a sickening sound, as a knife puncturing a fat wineskin. I’m too late. Too late! 
 
    The Bazira lay over Cat, unmoving.  
 
    “Niven…help me.” Cat’s voice sounded tight and strained from under the big man. Niven gripped the Bazira by the collar and rolled him off her. One of her other throwing knives protruded from the man’s throat another in his gut; his face bore a final grimace of complete and utter surprise.  
 
    Cat got to her feet and Niven let out a cry as lightning lit up the night. Her face was a mask of rain-streaked blood.  
 
    “It’s his,” she said, and wiped her face with her sleeve. The last of the orange coloring in her hair leaked off to stain her shirt. Her hair, though cropped messily, was thick and raven black. She looked him up and down. “You all right?” 
 
    “This isn’t good,” he muttered, indicating is left arm. “But I can heal it. You?” 
 
    “I could use some help.” She rubbed her thigh. “What you did…jumping in front of those men…” 
 
    “It’s the only thing I knew to do. It almost wasn’t enough.” 
 
    “But it was,” she said. She held his gaze a moment more and then chucked him on the shoulder before turning to retrieve her fallen sword.  
 
    “It wasn’t enough to save Ilior. Or Ori.” Niven shook his head. Water dripped from his hair. “I just…ran away.” 
 
    Cat sheathed her blade, wincing as her wounds protested. She limped over to the Bazira adherent. “The others were captured,” she said. “The three that chased us meant to take us alive. Ori and Ilior are alive too.” 
 
    “You sound so sure,” he said and shook his head. “Ilior would have fought them to the death.” 
 
    “Ilior will keep himself alive to find Selena,” Cat said. “And he doesn’t look so good lately, if you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    “Yes,” Niven said. “I noticed.” 
 
    She planted her boot on the back of the dead adherent’s skull and yanked the sword from his back. “This is yours, I believe,” she said with a wry smile. “Come on. Before others come looking.” 
 
    “Where should we go?” Niven whispered as they slipped away, southward.  
 
    “To find some cover. A place to rest and then you can heal us up.” Cat grimaced with each limping step. “Bastard iced my leg and twisted my ankle. After, we find that temple Ori told of. That’s where the others will be.” 
 
    Niven nodded. “Good. Yes. We will help them.” The words sounded right and true, and yet he could not shake the taint of fear off them.  
 
    I am no warrior, no matter how many swords I bury in the backs of my enemies.  
 
    He looked at Cat lurching grimly beside him, muttering curses. 
 
    But tonight I will be.  
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    He fell again. This time, when he hit the ground, a heavy silence came with the flash of pain. It was so quiet. And dark. Sebastian closed his eyes and he kept them shut.  
 
    The silence resolved into a constant susurration of sound. A sssshhhh that blocked out all other noises, like a curtain. He tried to sink back into the quiet, but awareness kept him afloat. The susurration was rain. Heavy rain falling in thick sheets over dried leaves. It soaked him through and the cold bit him. Muffled voices were breaking through the curtain too, and he knew that pain as soon to follow.  
 
    Selena… 
 
    He heard Jude. He opened one eye. When lightning flashed, he could see the drops lancing down from the sky like silver needles, drenching Jude and the handful of Bazira who ringed her.  
 
    She barked an order and Sebastian felt rough hands under his arms. He was hauled to standing and the pain mauled him at his burnt and stabbed shoulder, at the back of his head. That was the worst. A heavy ache that seemed to burrow deeper into his skull with every passing moment. That pain scared him. 
 
    You’re dead already, Accora had told him. She may be right.  
 
    Jude appeared before his bleary vision. Her red hair was plastered to her face, like streaks of blood. “You can’t get up? The next time you fall, I’ll impale you.” The fire in her voice had dampened. She sounded nervous. Scared.  
 
    Good, Sebastian thought. That means Selena’s still free and that’s all that matters.  
 
    A stinging slap across his cheek brought fresh agony. 
 
    “You’ll forget how to smile,” she seethed. “Priest Bacchus will see to that.” She snapped at her men. “Take him. I want to get out of this bloody rain.” 
 
    The trek seemed interminable. Accora lay slung over the shoulder of some Bazira like a sack of grain, while two men dragged Sebastian behind. The storm did not abate but the rain ceased to fall in driving sheets, and instead pelted them with heavy drops.  
 
    After what seemed like hours, the path they walked began to slope downward. The island terrain rose before them and Sebastian presumed Bacchus’s temple was over the rise. The moon kept slipping in and out of cloud cover, and while it floated free for a few short moments, a yawning black hole cut into the hill became visible.  
 
    Like the library on Nanokar all over again. Bloody fuck.  
 
    They entered the burrow that looked cut into the soil by a very large worm. It was wide enough for three men to walk abreast. Sebastian was shoved inside and the party came to a halt in the impenetrable darkness. He was surrounded by Bazira; they jostled him, closed around him, stole his air. Jude struck flint to tinder and torchlight flared. Sebastian kept his gaze locked on the fire he could see over the shoulders of a dozen Bazira clerics, and tried not to think of the weight of the island that hung over him as it rained little spirals of dirt over his face. Old wooden beams that resembled the planking of a ship were all that separated them from the being buried alive. The beams creaked and groaned at the strain and Sebastian marveled that none of the Bazira paid their imminent doom any mind. 
 
    Finally, Jude called a halt. She opened a crude wooden door and one of the Bazira shoved Sebastian into a small room.  
 
    It smelled of death and pain, the soil crusted with old blood. A mist hung in the air and he felt as if he had walked into the jungles of Isle Saliz, but this humidity was icy cold and smelled like the sick tents he’d worked in during the war. Sebastian was forced to his knees by a rough hand on his wounded shoulder, and bound beside Accora. When their captors stepped aside,  Sebastian’s eye went to the blood-stained slab in the center of the room. Leather straps lolled like tongues at the top and bottom to bind hands and feet, but Sebastian saw no other instruments of torture.  
 
    “He is the torture,” Accora murmured. With her head bowed, her silver hair falling in grimy strands over her face, she looked small and old. She looked up at him, and the zealous fire in her eyes was dulled by terror. “All that you have done, Bloody Bastian, is but a drop in Bacchus’s darkpool.” 
 
    “So it is,” Jude said, kneeling beside Sebastian. “Is it the darkpool that makes you shiver so? “ She observed him quietly for a moment in the dim torchlight. “Ah, I remember now, when we first met. Isle Kabak, it was. We tried to put you in a small cell and you didn’t much care for that. It feels like the entire island is resting just above your head, doesn’t it? It should,” she smiled at him, “because it is.”  
 
    Sebastian spat at her feet. “To the Deeps with you.” 
 
    She laughed and her laughter sounded out of place in this chamber that was haunted by pain. “What a silly weakness. Wouldn’t the singers laugh to know that the dastardly Bloody Bastian can’t abide the terrors of small rooms.” 
 
    Heavy, stomping footsteps could be heard drawing near. Jude’s laughter blew away like a wisp of smoke on the wind. “He comes,” she breathed.  
 
    Sebastian felt the cold first. An icy draft that preceded the Bazira Reverent; it enveloped him, emanated from him, and chilled the room instantly. His skin was colorless, like that of a corpse drained of blood, and stretched tight over bulging muscles. Greasy black hair hung to his chin and parted around his hawk-like nose.  
 
    Bacchus stood over Sebastian, a feral beast sniffing new prey. Accora curled beside him, as if trying to make herself small enough to disappear. The movement caught Bacchus’s attention.  
 
    “Did you miss me, mother?” 
 
    Accora lifted her head with halted, jerky movements, and when she spoke, her voice was like dry scattered leaves. “If I were your mother, I’d have drowned you in the sea as a babe and thanked the gods when your little corpse floated away.” 
 
    “Why did you seek me? You were free and now you are trapped all over again. You sent the Aluren to kill me, is that the way of it?” 
 
    “You are correct, great priest,” Jude said when Accora didn’t reply. “I found them on Isle Saliz together—” 
 
    Bacchus’s hand shot out and his fingers curled around Jude’s throat. Her face darkened immediately and Sebastian thought it was to her credit that she did not struggle, but bore his casual wrath with as much dignity as one who is being strangled can muster. Jude’s face was purple and her eyes bulged before Bacchus let go and sent her sprawling to the hard-packed earth.  
 
    “Do not speak of your failures as if they were triumphs. The Aluren was on your ship,” he said, “and in your camp. I come down to take her and instead you give me a broken man and a withered husk.”  
 
    “I bring you a valuable tool in the assassin.” Jude gasped, and scrambled to her feet. “I bring you the old one who plots against you and Selena Koren is here, on the island. She cannot escape you.” 
 
    But Bacchus had already turned his dead-eyed stare on Sebastian.  
 
    “Who is this?”  
 
    “Sebastian Vaas.” 
 
    “I know this name,” Bacchus intoned. He cocked his enormous head at him, studied him.  
 
    “Aye, my priest,” Jude said, with more energy. “He is a great assassin. Or was.” 
 
    “He stinks of fear,” Bacchus said.  
 
    “Our Vicar wishes that you purge him of that fear and return him to what he once was. What he was meant to be, in service to the Shadow face.” 
 
    Bacchus nodded his enormous head. “This I can do.”  
 
    Sebastian didn’t want to think about what that meant and fear rattled his bones when it seemed he was about to find out.  
 
    A Bazira adherent entered from the door on the other side of the chamber and muttered a few words to Bacchus that Sebastian couldn’t hear. Jude couldn’t hear either; Sebastian lifted his head enough to see the woman stride over to join them with an annoyed, if apprehensive, look on her face. Her irritation vanished as she listened. Bacchus looked pleased as well—a terrible sign—and strode out of the chamber, the Bazira in tow.  
 
    Jude returned to Sebastian’s side. Her fingers were cold and hard as gripped his jaw and jerked his head up. The ache in the back of his head flared and subsided back to dullness. He looked at her. She was beautiful like a jungle cat—a beauty that invited you to stroke her sleek softness and find instead sharp claws and tearing teeth. Marks from Bacchus’s fingers stood out on the pale skin of her neck.  
 
    She’s probably proud of them, he thought dully. Like Selena feeling blessed despite her wound. To the bloody Deeps with this god and both its faces.  
 
    Jude’s grip turned into a gentle caress over the line of his jaw. “This night has been long. Longer than I anticipated, and not half so smooth. But now it shall progress properly. The way it should.”  
 
    A scream, muffled but nearby, resounded in the earthen temple. A woman’s scream. Sebastian’s heart clenched. He looked at Jude with wide eyes. Another scream sounded on the heels of the first, jagged with agony.  
 
    “Make that stop,” Sebastian breathed.  
 
    Jude smiled. “Not yet.” 
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    Palace of Ice and Bone 
 
      
 
      
 
    The assassin was beaten. It was the screams, Accora knew.  
 
    He thinks they’re Selena’s.  
 
    She pondered whether to comfort him with the truth, but for the last several nights she had dreamt herself in her greenhouse, dodging a demons’ slicing blades and waking to the sounds of shattered glass. 
 
    He deserves no comfort. He is Sebastian Vaas.  
 
    They had been left alone in Bacchus’s chamber, she and Lunos’ most feared assassin. He was afraid of the smallness of the space.  
 
    A strange, silly weakness, she thought, but then the chamber shook her bones with terror too, though for other reasons.  
 
    Her eyes trailed to the slab upon which so much pain had been visited on her. She tried not to let the fear swamp her but it crashed over her in waves and battered her with memories of the last time she had been Bacchus’s prisoner. She knew what kind of tortures she faced should Selena fail, and yet a miserable little flicker of hope burned in her heart that this time she would be granted a quick death.  
 
    I’m an old woman. Surely Bacchus would not… 
 
    But five years before she had been an old woman and Bacchus showed no discretion, no mercy, no deference for her age. The only thing that kept the hope alive was Selena.  
 
    A woman’s scream came again, and tapered off into a weary whimper. Sebastian’s breath hitched and he seemed to wilt further. Accora sighed.  
 
    “Oh for the gods’ sake, that’s not Selena.” 
 
    The man lifted his ashen face that seemed to have aged ten years.  
 
    Accora snorted. “You’re pitiful with hope. Besotted, yet you can’t tell your lover’s voice from another.” 
 
    “Who…?” Sebastian asked, and then said, “Ori.”  
 
    “Aye.” Accora said. “I tried to make her what Selena is. But she is weak. Mediocre. She has no future. Better that she die now.” 
 
    “Better, aye, now that she has outlived her usefulness to you.” Sebastian spat a wad of red on the floor by Accora’s knees. Relief had made him gritty again. “She is useful to Bacchus now as bait?” 
 
    “Bait to catch Selena. Jude let you think she was Selena to watch you squirm.” She smirked. “First thing the woman’s done right all night.” 
 
    Sebastian spat again and struggled against his bonds. “You don’t care for Selena. You never did. You just want Bacchus dead.” 
 
    “Yes. And no. Selena has strength. I care for that. I care for that very much.” 
 
    “Aye, to further your own ends. Killing him won’t close her wound,” Sebastian said. “Will it?” 
 
    Accora gave him an arch look. “Suddenly we are very concerned about who has been honest with Selena, aren’t we, Captain Tergus? How droll.” The wry look turned to disgust. “Every word you have ever spoken to her has been a kind of lie, and yet you accuse me of using her to my own ends. And what of you? You think standing in her light will dispel your shadows? Fool.” 
 
    The door at the rear of the chamber opened and Bacchus returned, dragging Ori by the hair. Jude and a handful of Bazira followed. Despite what she’d said to Sebastian, Accora breathed a small prayer for Ori. The Haru whimpered hoarsely. Her skin bore patches of gray and white. 
 
    Bacchus filled the room with his presence: a boulder rimed in ice that rolled into their midst, ready to crush them all. He regarded his prisoners. Accora’s mouth went dry and her heart stuttered in its bony cage as it had the first time.  
 
    Do not lose yourself, she chided. You are not alone this time. You are not so helpless. 
 
    “This one is drained.” Bacchus nudged Ori with his boot. “What say you, mother?” he asked Accora. “Have you the voice to guide the Aluren home?”  
 
    He sent a small bolt of ice that struck her in the chest, rendered casually and with the sacred word only barely muttered. She wheezed as the cold ache spread out inside her, tightening her lungs and making her shiver enough she thought her bones would shatter.  
 
    “Selena w-will e-end you…” 
 
    Bacchus snorted. “You send a broken weapon at me and believe it will strike true.” He shook his head, the greasy hair that fell over his face brushed his jutting chin. The crags and lines of his pale skin were stark in the light of the lone torch that guttered on one earthen-packed wall.  
 
    “She is not as broken as you believe,” Accora whispered.  
 
    “She is a fool to follow you. Fools are easily bested,” Bacchus told her, as Ori mewled on the floor at his feet. “Your screams or his—” he inclined his head at Sebastian—”will draw her. But her wound…” Bacchus’s fingers clenched and unclenched and an eagerness lit up his dark eyes. “Her wound is a gift of the Shadow face to us.” 
 
    “You will thank me for it,” Accora whispered, “when Selena kills you quickly and with mercy before I have my turn with you.” 
 
    She tensed, waiting for the blow that would knock her senseless, or kill her. “The same empty words from an empty husk,” he said. “I will keep you alive long enough to watch your Aluren die and then grant you your peace.” 
 
    Accora’s hands clenched behind her back. Bacchus’s notion of “peace” was very far removed from the actual meaning.  
 
    The Reverent looked to Jude. “Where are my Bazira and how many?” 
 
    Jude’s pale face paled further. “Half a hundred men await your command, my priest.” 
 
    Bacchus narrowed his eyes at her, as if he couldn’t comprehend what sort of creature stood before him. “Only one night ago, my men numbered near two hundred.” 
 
    “M-my men report that Selena Koren h-has an army, my lord. An army of Zak’reth, fighting for her. They k-killed the hundred men I sent to retrieve her after Accora abetted her release from my camp.” 
 
    Zak’reth army? Accora looked at Sebastian. He shrugged almost imperceptibly.  
 
    “Your failures compound and compound, like dirt shoveled on a grave,” Bacchus told Jude. “Zak’reth?” 
 
    “It’s true, my lord, I swear it.” Jude cleared her throat and thrust out her chin. “But I promise you will have Selena Koren by dawn. I swear—” 
 
    Bacchus blasted her with three bolts of ice to the midsection and Jude crumpled to the ground.  
 
    “Zak’reth army,” Bacchus said and snorted like a wild boar. “That is no such possibility. The men lie to you to cover their failure and you repeat it to cover yours. It does not matter. The Aluren comes. I feel her. Take the remaining Bazira and get her. Succeed, Jude Gracus,” he told her as she crawled to her feet.  
 
    Accora watched Jude swallow a lump of fear. “Yes, my lord. And what of the dragonman?” 
 
    Sebastian bolted upright and Accora felt a surprising stab of fear pierce her old heart.  
 
    “He will swim,” Bacchus said, and though the words sounded harmless, Accora knew what he meant.  
 
    Darkpool. Gods, no.  
 
    “Go,” Baccus told Jude. “Eradicate her allies and bring her to me. I will wait here…and do my part.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Jude said. She set three of the Bazira to guard Accora and Sebastian and then scurried out of the chamber through the door that led to the beach on the northwestern quadrant of Isle Calinda.  
 
    “The Shadow face,” Bacchus said to Accora, “despite your wasted blasphemy, is not so weak. Cold,” he said. “The Aluren bitch is always cold…” 
 
    Bacchus raised his arms and beseeched the Shadow face of the god in a voice that rivaled the thunder of the storm itself. 
 
    Immediately, Accora’s breath began to plume before her and she shivered as the air inside the temple turned frigid. A circle of ice formed around Bacchus’s feet and spread outward: a puddle of ice, then a small pond, wider and further until the floor was laid with a sheen of it. Ori shivered and huddled nearer to Accora. The old woman paid her no mind, but watched as the ice formed, climbing up the walls, to the dirt-packed ceiling, forming icicles, like jagged teeth, until the entirety of the room was sheathed in it. Accora knew the entire temple looked as this little chamber now did. The wood creaked and groaned with the weight of it and Accora saw the Bazira men stare fearfully to the ceiling, even as they were awed by Bacchus’s power. Everyone shivered as the cold spared no one its icy bite, but for Bacchus himself who stood, waiting.  
 
    “That’s cheating.” Sebastian said through gritted teeth. “But she’ll beat you anyway. She’ll burn up your fucking icehouse and you in it.” 
 
    “Watch him,” Bacchus told the three Bazira men, and strode across the chamber, his booted feet cracking the thin layer of ice his magic had wrought. Accora fought the terror that welled up to her throat, choking her with bitter bile.  
 
    He took her by the hair and lifted her from the floor. She screamed and gripped his huge hand in both of hers as he dragged her across the icy floor.  
 
    Not again! No, not again! 
 
    But he took her past the stone slab with its bloodstains of coppery maroon. She met Sebastian’s eye as she was dragged from the room. She expected a victorious grin or triumphant smirk, but the assassin only shook his head in silent commiseration. 
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    The temple’s upper chamber struggled under the ice. Already unsound, the bones and broken planking it was made from creaked under the added weight. The darkpool took up nearly half of the small chamber. Beside it, a figure lay huddled, shuddering. One wing was folded tight against his body.  
 
    He will swim, Bacchus had said.  
 
    As the priest dumped Accora in the crescent-shaped spill of light—muted and gray from the storm cover—her gaze was riveted to the fetid surface of the darkpool. The waters boiled with stronger fury. The wasted arms of merkind—Accora guessed perhaps three dwelt within—pulled at Ilior and she realized he had hauled himself out and they wanted him back in. His skin was rent with scratches and bites, but he managed to crawl further from the lip of the darkpool, and then curled on the ground again. His side moved up and down with his wheezing breath, and he twitched spasmodically.  
 
    “The horror on your face is a mask, mother,” Bacchus told Accora. “You did that.” 
 
    “I didn’t…”Accora began and then snapped her mouth shut. She remembered all too well the price of defiance. What Bacchus believed to be the truth, was the truth…or else there was pain.  
 
    Pain is his truth.  
 
    “He is the second,” Bacchus said. “I caught another dragonman, just three days ago. The darkpool does beautiful things to humans. Brings their darkness forward, where it belongs. To the merkind, it destroys their minds. Useful weapons to me. But to dragonkind…One little drop. One little sip is all it takes.” 
 
    “What? No…” Accora thought back to the kafira ritual on Saliz. “I gave them nothing. One sip…” 
 
    “Is all it takes.” Bacchus looked to where Ilior huddled, the Vai’Ensai was oblivious to them both. “I hasten his death by making him swim, but you killed him, mother. The Aluren will not be pleased.” Bacchus’s shadow fell over her. “I seem to recall you had great voice five years ago. Do you have it still?” 
 
    Accora pushed herself to sitting and smoothed her ragged robes over her knees as if they were in a rich man’s parlor, instead of a temple built of bones where a Vai’Ensai fought for his life not ten spans away.  
 
    “Bacchus,” she said. “Do you not also remember the years before? When I cared for you as if you were my own son?” The words were sour and shamed her to utter them.  
 
    The offspring of fear and desperation. But I must live to see Selena end him. I must.  
 
    “I remember,” he said. “A mother with poisoned teats who would have led me to doubt the Shadow face had you not been so transparent. You deserved the punishment you received. You deserve it now.” 
 
     He closed his hands into fists.  
 
    “You will mourn me,” Accora said with trembling lips. 
 
    “I mourn no one.” 
 
    She closed her eyes.  
 
    I will not beg. I will not, she promised herself. The first daggers of ice invaded her body and she realized—from some distant place she retreated in her mind—that she couldn’t break her promise if she wanted to.  
 
    She couldn’t beg; she only had voice enough to scream.  
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    Zak’reth marched behind her. One hundred men in thick armor and heavy boots should have made enough noise to alert the entire island to their presence. But they made no sound. The steady susurration of rain falling over leaf and soil, and the occasional drum of thunder above them, were the only sounds. The storm had abated, but not ended. Selena could feel it gathering again, ready to mount another siege. She tightened her grip on her borrowed sword and glanced over her shoulder. One hundred pairs of yellow eyes flickered back.  
 
    A woman’s scream broke the silence. A scream so full of pain, Selena felt an answering ache in her own chest.  
 
    “Ori.”  
 
    That meant the Black Storm had followed them to Isle Calinda, or the Bazira had captured them on Isle Saliz. Either way, everyone on board was now Bacchus’s.  
 
    “Double-time,” she called over her shoulder, and began to jog. Her strange, silent army jogged after her.  
 
    Ori’s screams accompanied them for a little less than an hour, guiding Selena through the forest. When they ceased, Selena was relieved and frightened both, for the silence likely meant Ori’s death. She marched on, now without direction though she could hear the crash of surf against shore that meant they had traversed the entire island.  
 
    Selena called a halt at a small rise in the woods. She gestured for her army to wait while she scaled it. She gestured for her army to wait while she scaled the rise. From the vantage, she could see a stretch of black sea laced in white-caps hugging the western shore. Three Bazira ships at anchor—black-winged shadows— bobbed on the water. A half a league to the west, Bacchus’s temple: a twisted, thorny-looking tangle atop its own small rise. It seemed too small; a one-room shack and not fit to house the Bazira priest and his retinue for so long. She guessed there was more to his dwelling than she could see in the storm-swept night—an enormous underground stronghold perhaps filled with Bazira.  
 
    No, impossible. The island is too small, she thought and hoped that she and her Zak’reth had already faced the bulk of Bacchus’s protection.  
 
    She started back down the rise but was brought to her knees. An unseen hand, cold as the deepest sea and just as heavy, pressed down on her. The air tightened and chilled, burning her lungs and she hugged herself, as if she could keep from shattering to pieces. The clouds released the moon and she watched as a sheen of ice spread outward from the little temple on the hill— like a flood of molten silver—and raced outward in all directions. Under the soft sounds of the squall that was building toward a second siege came the cracking snaps of trees as the cold swept over them.  
 
    She planted her borrowed sword into the ground and pushed herself to her feet. The thin sheen of frost crunched under her feet as she started down the rise, hunched over like an old woman. She returned to her army.  
 
    They marched, slower now, following Selena’s halting step, and arrived at the foot of the small hill upon which Bacchus’s temple sat. Its walls were remnants of the village that her wave had destroyed ten years before, and the Zak’reth ships that had been her intended target. Plain, simple wood beams were haphazardly tacked to lengths of planking that still bore flakes of the red and gold paint the Zak’reth favored. Pieces of a ship’s deck made up the roof, and two masts formed a pinnacle at the top.  
 
    The bones unnerved her the most. She had thought the bodies of her victims must have long ago found rest at the bottom of the sea, or in the bellies of sea creatures, but skulls adorned the jutting spars on the temple roof and piles of jagged femurs and ribs lay strewn about the grounds, now rimed in ice. Selena stopped, the black sockets of the dead staring down at her, accusing. But the bones at her feet—a skeleton with a dolphin’s tail and a human’s skull—told her the truth. The Calindari and the Zak’reth who perished with them were long gone.  
 
    There are merkind here. Bacchus’s dead, not mine.  
 
    She remembered Accora’s words; that darkpools formed in places where great death and grief had been wrought.  
 
    I did this ten years ago. These are my dead.  
 
    She glanced behind her, to try to gauge if the sight of the remnants of that mighty Zak’reth armada stirred emotion in her Zak’reth. But they were silent. Waiting. Their yellow eyes flickered in the dark and she found them strangely comforting.  
 
    Another scream tore the night. Accora’s scream, ragged with pain, emanated from inside temple and then tapered off in something like a sob. Selena understood what Bacchus was doing, calling her to him, using the suffering of others as his clarion. Coward. She whispered the sacred words to call healing to her body.  
 
    The healing energy glowed inside her. The cold of Bacchus’s magic still wrapped her in its icy grip, but she could move and think and fight. She turned to her Zak’reth, ready to order them to siege the temple when the stomping thunder of booted steps sounded from the western side of the island, near the shore. She watched as a line of Bazira marched out of the ground from a tunnel she could not see, and began to curve around the temple hill toward her. She guessed there were near fifty of them, armed with swords and ice.  
 
    “My enemies come this way,” she told the Zak’reth general. “Follow the bend around the temple and head them off.” 
 
    The Zak’reth’s guttural words were spoken aloud but Selena heard Tradespeak echo in her mind. 
 
    The dawn comes soon. Our service ends with the light. 
 
     Selena’s voice was cold and flat to her own ears. “Then you had best kill them quickly.” 
 
    “Yai kah!” 
 
    The Zak’reth hoisted their blades that glowed with a heat Selena would never feel, and marched past her to meet the smaller Bazira force. From inside the small temple, Accora screamed again. 
 
    Selena crept up the hill, to the entrance that was cobbled from a cabin door. Her boot crunched through the thin layer of frost that lay over the ground. It sounded to her like a thousand branches cracking in the night, echoing in the air made thin by the unnatural cold. She stopped and tightened her grip on her sword, using it to nudge the door open. It opened like a corpse’s jaw and again, the noise made Selena cringe.  
 
    He knows I come. He can feel me as I feel him. We are drawn to each other; a light to dispel the shadows and a shadow seeking to snuff the light.  
 
    She stepped inside slowly, letting her eyes adjust to the dimness. Selena had the impression that she was walking inside her own wound: down a well of unending blackness and cold. The thought was horrifying and yet strangely exhilarating.  
 
    It means it’s true, she thought, trying to quiet her own rapid breaths. Skye was right. I kill the beast that lurks in this frigid dark, and my own wound will heal.  
 
    It was small—one room—and lit by one torch that guttered on the far wall. It melted the ice that lined the walls and threatened to snuff itself out with the dripping water. The water hissed as it rained down on the torch, or smattered the ice-rimed floor beneath.  
 
    Above, the roof was thatch, wood, bits of old ship and the homes of those who had lived before. Like the rest of the temple, it was crude and looked as though it might collapse at any moment, especially under the additional weight of the ice. A rough hole in the shape of a crescent moon was cut into the roof so that even the Shining face’s full moon would be diminished to the crescent of the Shadow face.  
 
    Directly below the crude skylight was a pool of water that Selena knew at once to be the darkpool Accora had spoken of. Dirty junks of ice floated atop its oily surface like dun-colored lily pads. The water itself was quiet but Selena sensed a dark energy in it, as if somewhere deep below its surface, a heart pumped the corrupted blood of the thousand merkind that had perished in its depths.  
 
    Selena gave the darkpool a wide berth and then waited for the trap to spring, for her enemies to make themselves known. Moments passed, marked by the hiss-splat of the melting ice. Of Bacchus or Accora, there was no sign. The tension in Selena’s stance eased. She prowled the small confines looking for another door, for certainly Bacchus had not lived five years in one bare room. Near the torch, she found wet leaves and fresh boot prints. The size of the prints made her heart thud dully in her chest.  
 
    Bacchus.  
 
    Her own foot was dwarfed; Ilior’s foot would seem dwarfed, she thought. But the large print wasn’t the only one scuffed into the icy grime. Smaller prints—those belonging to a woman or women—were clear. Accora, Ori, Cat. Most or all were his prisoner—Ori and Accora for certain. Selena breathed a prayer to the Two-Faced God that they lived still…or that they had died quickly.  
 
    She knelt beside the prints and found a groove along the floor. She followed it up the wall and the outline of a crude door, camouflaged by the varied materials used to make it, became apparent. Selena’s muscled tightened again as she felt around the bits of planking for a way to open the door. Behind her, the torch extinguished its own light as melting ice snuffed its fire with a final, loud hiss. Selena nearly jumped out of her skin as the small room was plunged into darkness. The only light came from the moonlight that peeked in between broken slats in the roof above. When a fat raincloud passed over the moon, that light was stolen too, and Selena shivered in the dark.  
 
    Someone moaned.  
 
    Accora…Selena thought, but the voice was younger, softer. Her heart thudded like a hammer against her ribcage. Gods, a child… 
 
    A wail of anguish joined the child’s whimper, then another, and another. Shadows boiled on her right and she looked to the darkpool. It writhed.  
 
    Long, pale arms thrust from the stinking water, then heads matted with seaweed and bits of flotsam broke the surface. Staring eyes and gaping mouths that loosed anguished cries found Selena. In the shadowy dark they were even more horrifying to behold; pale, bloated, scrabbling over one another to get at her.  
 
    Merkind, she thought, readying her blade, but no, these were humans. As they hauled themselves out of the darkpool, Selena saw homespun clothing—tattered and sodden and moldy—instead of fins or tails. Men and women and children. The drowned. Her drowned.  
 
    “The Calindari,” she whispered, her sword nearly falling from nerveless fingers.  
 
    They staggered across the temple, water pouring out of their mouths as if they were welling up from within. Their moans and sobs, she realized with a pang of horror, were resounding in her head. In her heart. In her wound. And though they spoke no word, she heard their plaintive, singular cry as clear as a clarion.  
 
    Why? 
 
    “This isn’t real,” she whispered, staggering away, her back coming against something hard and that smelled of rot. Bacchus! She spun, sword cutting a vicious arc, and then pulled up short with a shriek.  
 
    “Ilior! Thank the gods.” 
 
    Ilior replied by raising his own immense broad sword and bringing it down over her head.  
 
    Selena only barely registered that the blow was meant for her. With a cry, she dodged, but not enough. His blade came down on her shoulder. Flesh tore and bone cracked. Selena uttered a strangled wail and stumbled against the rough-hewn wall. Her arm hung low, nearly cleaved from her body, and blood gushed. She spoke the sacred word to call healing, though it came out as a whimper. The orange glow answered, diminishing the pain enough so that she was not drowning in it, but no more. Behind her, the throngs of dead Calindari wavered in the murky dark like mirages and then vanished.  
 
    Ilior remained.  
 
    He snarled and delivered another blow that would have decapitated her had she not spun clumsily out of reach. She cut at him, mostly to keep his sword at bay, knowing it was futile anyway, that he was going to kill her. But he was slow. Slower than she knew him to be. Her haphazard swing had opened a small gash on Ilior’s thigh and terror wracked her like the cold to see it leaked not blood, but a yellowed, watery sap that smelt of rot.  
 
    Gods no, I’ll heal him. And what the darkpool did to him, I’ll heal that too… 
 
    The pain of Ilior’s answering swipe at her side added its voice to the throbbing scream of her shoulder. Blood washed down to her thigh and she called her healing, inhaling it and holding it to staunch the pain, while at the same time, dancing out of Ilior’s long reach. Somewhere, she knew, Bacchus watched.  
 
    “Ilior, stop! It’s me!” 
 
    Ilior replied with the sword, and Selena found herself locked in a dance of death with him. It was a nightmare come true, as every stroke of his sword came with a memory of him fighting with it to defend her life. Every grimace of rage was echoed by the thousands of kind words and bolstering care he’d given her over ten years.  
 
    And now he will kill me, Selena thought, for surely I cannot kill him. I cannot… 
 
    “Your healing, girl.” Accora’s voice was a hiss in the fog of battle. “For him and for you, it will fight the darkpool. Not the poison, but the hate. Healing…it is the answer to—” 
 
    The old woman’s words were severed by a thud and whimper. Selena called more healing to her, but she couldn’t get close enough to touch Ilior. Not without being struck by that sword that could sever her in two. With her injured arm, it was all she could do to keep from fainting.  
 
    And then Ilior stumbled and then fell to one knee. The sword in his hands trembled.  
 
    Selena saw her chance and rushed at him. He brought his sword arm up in a weak defense but with a running blow, she knocked it out of his hand.  
 
    “Ilior,” she cried, dropping her own sword. “It’s not real. Fight it.”  
 
    He grabbed her by the collar and hauled her to him so that his snarling visage was inches from hers. His breath smelled of death and his flesh looked as if it were rotting from the inside out. He balled his other hand into a fist and raised it. Before he could knock her senseless, Selena quickly laid her good hand on his leathery cheek and channeled the healing into him. She watched with tears in her eyes, as the light of madness died in his, and he looked down at the hand clutching her so roughly.  
 
    “Selena?” 
 
    She nearly wept with relief as he held her to him. But the stench of the darkpool was still all over him. His skin was burning and riddled with bites and deep rents. “I’ll take care of you,” she whispered. “I’ll make you better…” 
 
    A hulking shadow, darker than those that cloaked the temple, loomed over them both. Ilior was torn from her as Bacchus lifted him by his remaining wing. Bones snapped and Ilior cried out raggedly. Bacchus tossed the dragonman aside where he landed on his broken wing and this time a scream was coaxed from his ailing body.  
 
    Selena felt an answering wail in her heart. 
 
    I can heal that too! I will heal him. I will! I’ll heal everything…  
 
    And then Bacchus stole her every thought with the terror of his presence. 
 
    More bestial than human, more dead than alive, Bacchus appeared as the embodiment of the Shadow face’s dark magic. He emanated cold the way most living things did heat, and as he reached down to grip her by the tunic just as Ilior had a moment before, Selena’s panic-stricken mind recalled Celestine’s words.  
 
    He’s very powerful.  
 
    Selena choked out a laugh that sounded like a sob as Bacchus pulled her close. She saw nothing, felt nothing, knew nothing but him.  
 
    “Cunt,” he said. “I smell the ice in you.”  
 
    He exhaled rank cold air, and Selena’s vision wavered, broke apart, and came together again. She stood atop a high square platform, garbed in black and red. A crescent-shaped hole was cut out of her fine velvet doublet so that her wound was visible to all, breathing free and terrible to behold. Throngs of fearful knelt before her, trembling, and she smote one supplicant with ice and fire; a silver ribbon and one of red, burning and freezing the man until his skin was blackened and hard… 
 
    “Illuria,” she breathed, and the vision dispelled, as did some of the terror that wracked her with as much ferocity as the cold.  
 
    Bacchus clamped his hand over her mouth. In the dark of the chamber, his eyes were huge dead things, boring into her.  
 
    “The old mother taught you a trick or two, Aluren, but mostly she lied to you. The one you call Skye—a goddess to your kind whose word is stronger than truth—she has lied to you. I will not lie to you.” He stroked her hair with his enormous hand and she quailed, her mouth still clamped tight under the other. “There will be pain, I promise this. I will tear you open and plunge myself into your wound where the Shadow face lives. But when it is over, you shall have your freedom. With me, you will reside in the shadows of the new moon where our god wants you.” He pulled her closer, like a lover to kiss. “Why else would it mark you so?” 
 
    His hand still clamped to her mouth, holding her by the jaw until she thought her bones would snap, he tore her tunic open with his other hand, ripping the stiff wool of her overtunic as if it were gossamer, laying the wound bare.  
 
    The sight of it awed him. Bacchus’ hand slipped from her mouth and he staggered backward, his eyes locked onto the horrid black hole bored into her. Behind him, Selena saw Accora crumpled on the ground near the darkpool. She struggled to raise her head and watched through long strings of silver hair. Just beyond Bacchus, Ilior lay shuddering, his remaining wing a tangle of broken bone and leathery membrane. The horror of it arrested Selena until she realized the moon had come out from behind the clouds, illuminating the room enough for her to see more than shadows and Bacchus. She raised her uninjured hand.  
 
    “Luxari!” 
 
    A ribbon of light lanced at Bacchus’s head, striking his cheek. He staggered backward as her magic eviscerated his flesh and melted his left eye with an audible pop. His hair went up in a foul-smelling inferno on his head before being snuffed by his own icy magic, leaving a blistered red scalp. His scream of rage and pain promised a long, slow death.  
 
    So it begins, Selena thought. 
 
    The light was fading again. Without taking her eyes off of him, she bent down and retrieved the cutlass. Her courage wavered as the Shadow Reverent faced her. Half of his face was boiling, and she watched with grisly fascination as a curl of flesh dropped from his chin. Where his left eye had been was only a burnt socket that leaked blood and pus. He peered at her with one dark eye framed by one thick eyebrow—the only hair left to him. He removed his immense sword from a scabbard Selena was sure hewn from human skin. 
 
    “Ours would have been an unstoppable union,” he said. “Now I will violate you as I crush your throat. I’ll piss on your corpse and feed it to the merkind. But not yet…”  
 
     He twisted his sword in his hand so that it was pommel first, intending to knock Selena senseless. She dodged easily; his size made him slow and therein was her only advantage.  
 
    Selena sent a tongue of light to lash his side, and danced out of the cut of his sword. If he felt pain he didn’t show it. Or perhaps he absorbed it, used as fuel the way she used her healing. He must, she thought, for he gripped his sword in both hands over his head and brought it down as if he meant to cleave the island in two. She parried the blow, twisting her wrist and planting her sword tip into the ground to help bolster the block. The force of his strike reverberated up her arm and broke her sword cleanly in two.  
 
    Bacchus’s shadow fell over her, and he tossed his own sword away.  
 
    “The wound,” he said, his eyes trying to find it among the torn shreds of her tunic. “Give it to me.” 
 
    He lunged for her and then a shriek of fury came from behind. Accora’s arms upraised, icy darts shooting from her fingertips. Bacchus turned to face her and they struck his chest like pebbles bouncing off a boulder. Selena sagged against the far wall and summoned her light quickly, but the chamber was too dim. Bacchus hoisted the old woman off the ground, shook her like a dog worrying a rabbit, and threw her against the temple wall that shivered and cracked with the impact. Accora cracked too; bones snapped and she emitted a small sound like a broken flute, and then lay still and silent.  
 
    The priest turned to Selena. “Now you.”  
 
    Snakes writhed on the floor. Thousands of them, they coiled around her ankles and slithered up her boot, hissing and baring fangs that dripped poison. False, Selena thought, and looked up in time to see Bacchus’s hand reach for her.  
 
    She rolled to the side, whispered Illuria. The snakes vanished as the healing flooded her. She rolled a second time as Bacchus closed and then opened his fist. The cold blade struck her back, stabbing her with a chill that stole her breath. The agony was almost as strong as that of her wound when it was new. She slipped on a patch of ice and fell hard, her shoulder jarring so that she thought she would retch.  
 
    Bacchus was over her, arms raised. Her shoulder screamed as she thrust both hands forward.  
 
    “Luxari!”  
 
    Twin streams of light lanced into his midsection. The smell of burnt flesh permeated the air and Bacchus stuttered backward, growling like a feral dog.  
 
    The rippling muscles of his torso were charred black. He regarded her with his one eye. 
 
    “You don’t know what you have,” he said. “Give it to me, Aluren, for you are not worthy to bear such a gift.”  
 
    “You are…an abomination,” Selena gasped. “And it is my duty to rid Lunos of one such as you.” 
 
    She raised her arms to call light and the moon disappeared behind the clouds, plunging the room in shadow. In that first dark, she heard only Bacchus’s sepulchral laughter. And then a heavy thud. Like a sack of flour hitting the floor.  
 
    A man in black bent over Ilior’s dead body. A glint of steel flashed and then the man in black turned. Julian—no, Sebastian Vaas—swiveled on his heel, his dagger wet with Ilior’s blood. His expression was cold with hate.  
 
    “You want more like this?” Sebastian swept the bloody dagger to indicate the dead. “Give in, sweets. It happened. Nothing can change that. Find the power in that pain or give up.” He flipped the dagger deftly in his hand. “Up to you.” 
 
    Selena shook her head wordlessly as the first bolts of ice struck her arm, her wounded shoulder, her stomach. Bacchus stepped through the false vision, closer to her, over her, and rained down his cold. Selena curled into a ball, flinching with every shard of ice, losing her healing magic, losing her fire under the barrage. When she could no longer move, the Bazira ceased the attack, unhurried in triumphant. She watched, trapped in the frozen shell of her own body as Bacchus gripped her wounded shoulder and lifted her up.  
 
    “Accora promised you phantoms of my devising,” he seethed, his breath fetid against her cheek. “She told you I’d torture with imagined visions of pain, suffering, death. And so I have. But she has never realized, not in all the long years of her blasphemous pilgrimage, is that the truth is always more frightening than anything one can imagine. You, Selena Koren, should know this better than any.” 
 
    Bacchus inhaled deeply, and then exhaled over Selena’s face a cold mist that smelled of the darkpool. “The truth,” he breathed and Selena felt the darkpool vapor infect her thoughts, her mind.  
 
    “My god,” she whispered.  
 
    “No, girl.” The dark priest of the Bazira held her aloft; his single black eye reflected her own stricken visage and nothing else. “My god,” he said, and plunged his hand into her wound.  
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    The visions came, swirling like eddies of wind catching a pile of rotted leaves. Images fluttered past her in a cyclonic churning of time. Back, back it swirled, shattered, and then the disparate visions came together in a whole, like the shards of Accora’s greenhouse… 
 
    Skye lands on Isle Saliz. With her is a hulking female Vai’Ensai. The Vai’Ensai’s skin is a deep green, almost black, and her body is packed in muscle. She wears leggings, boots, and a fur vest that covers a barren chest. Steel rods pierce her ears, and the horns on her head sprout from every part of her skull, like a morning star. She flexes her wings and roars… 
 
    The maelstrom turned, the visions swirled and resolved.  
 
    Accora lifts a vial of yellowed liquid and Skye takes it. Skye is beautiful in the multi-colored light of the greenhouse. Her black hair gleams with red, as do her dark eyes. She is dressed for battle, though it is early morning and she has been a guest for some time. Skye is always dressed for battle.  
 
    She examines the vial of liquid and then shrugs her shoulders and hands it back. Accora looks panicked. “You are Aluren, he is Bazira.” She is begging. 
 
    To this, Skye laughs, deep and throaty, and says in her husky voice, “You know as well as I, names mean very little.” She rises to leave but stops to admire the tray of pinned insects posted to a beam. She trails her gauntleted fingers over the stowaway mantis. “So beautiful.” 
 
    The maelstrom turned, new visions coalesced to replace the others.  
 
    Accora is in the keep, in her chambers. Skye sits beside her. The old woman’s face appears placid but desperation lurks beneath. She hands to Skye a torn piece of parchment. Illuminated manuscript.  
 
    “The Ho Sun words,” Accora says. “You can read them?” 
 
    Skye holds the parchment reverently. “Aye,” she says, awed. Skye is never awed.  
 
    “Names,” Accora says, “mean very little. Unless they mean everything.” 
 
    Skye nods. “May I keep this?” She doesn’t wait for a reply, but gently folds the paper and tucks it into a pouch at her waist. 
 
    Accora’s hand snakes out and grabs hers. “I have given you…everything. Help me, now.” 
 
    Skye removes her hand. “You have given me nothing I wouldn’t have found for myself. I had my own suspicions.” She smiles. “And your vengeance doesn’t interest me.” 
 
    Another twist of foul wind, another vision.  
 
    Skye is walking to the shore; her immense Vai’Ensai stands close to her side. A skiff waits to take her to her ship, away from Saliz. Accora chases after her.  
 
    “I will tell them,” the old woman screeches. “I will tell them what you are.” 
 
    The Vai’Ensai turns and snorts hard, her hand on her broadsword. Accora stops short, falls into the sand.  
 
    “What I am,” Skye says, bemused. “If you knew what I am, truly, you’d have answered my one question instead of regaling me with tale of his awful perpetrations on you. One question.” Skye raises one gloved finger as Accora’s face breaks open in desperate hope. “Will he stand in my way?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes! Powerful beyond reckoning,” the old woman says. “He will choke the seas with his magic and not even you will be spared.” 
 
    Skye nods thoughtfully. “Very well. I’ll see what I can do.” And then she is in the skiff, her Vai’Ensai pulling the oars toward her ship, until Saliz and the woman on the beach are distant.  
 
      
 
    Selena reeled as the visions swirled a final time and then vanished. What she had seen rattled her in some deep core of her being where fear was born. But she could not ponder it now. Not while Bacchus violated her as he did. Dimly, she was aware that she had been screaming but her ragged voice had tapered away to nothing. She peered down to see Bacchus’s hand, buried up to the wrist, in her chest. His head was thrown back, his face a lustful grimace of bliss for surely her wound was as close to touching the Shadow face as he would ever come.  
 
    Cold. The word wasn’t strong enough. It was a kind of insanity all its own. A cold so deep she could no longer remember warmth. A line drawn, on one side there was before and the other after, and before was gone. Like the Calindari. Like the Zak’reth. Gone. There was no going back to before the wave, before the wound. Before she had known heat, and after she knew only this… 
 
    Selena closed her eyes to the horrid, filthy sight of Bacchus relishing her wound, lost in his own visions. She stood pinned against the wall a few paces from Accora. The pain was excruciating, and then numbing. Frost rimed Selena’s brows, her lashes, hair that fell around her face. Her fingers were clenched into fists, and locked against her chest, as if she could hold onto some sort of warmth. There was none.  
 
    She thought of her magical light. She hadn’t the strength to call more and the chamber was too dark. The moon had been full that night but the storm blotted it out. The Shining face. Not shining upon her now. In her mind’s eye, she cupped a tiny flickering flame; all that remained to her. Soon it would go out and she would die. Bacchus had won.  
 
    Accora will be disappointed, she thought absently. Before she had closed her eyes, she had seen the old woman’s chest rise and fall. She still lived. I failed her. I failed her and Skye and myself.  
 
    Something ugly tried to awaken at the thought of Skye now, like some monster twitching in its sleep. 
 
    A groan. A terrible grinding of bone and a muffled cry. Ilior. But it was too late.  
 
    I’m sorry, my friend, but I take the smallest measure of comfort in knowing that I will die with you.  
 
    She opened her eyes to see him a final time, and saw that dawn had come. Faint light suffused the room. But she couldn’t speak the sacred word. Her voice was gone and her jaw clenched shut. 
 
    From the recesses of her mind, Accora’s words from her training on Isle Saliz came back to her.  
 
    You are not drawing it in. You are calling it from within. Summon it to keep it at the ready. It is already yours. 
 
    Selena looked at Bacchus, his hand plunged inside her chest. It’s already mine.  
 
    Mine.  
 
    She summoned light.  
 
    She spoke no sacred word, her hand did not seek the moon in the sky. She merely called what already belonged to her. A fiery light, culled from the dawn’s endless illumination began to grow. Selena closed her eyes and imagined the light emanating, not from the sun but from the hearth of her heart. She watched it grow, watched it brighten until the cold that encased her began to melt away.  
 
    Bacchus swung his head from its throes of ecstasy, and peered at her, confused. “What…” 
 
    “Mine,” Selena croaked. “Mine.” 
 
    She culled more light and the inferno in her heart grew. As it did, the ring of light she’d created over her wound grew brighter. Bacchus screamed in pain and jerked away from her.  
 
    All that remained of his hand was a charred stump.  
 
    Selena stood straight as Bacchus stared at the smoking, blackened ruin. Her light grew larger. With every inhalation, it grew bigger, brighter, and the paralyzing cold began to ebb away. Bones ground together in her wounded shoulder as she raised her arms, but she pushed past the pain. Twin streams of light erupted from her palms, striking Bacchus in the midsection. The huge priest doubled over and cried out. He stumbled backward…into Ilior.  
 
    Ilior swayed on his legs. His skin was a ghastly, ashen color. Pus and blood leaked from numerous rents and bites, and his remaining wing hung broken like a splintered mast. But he held a sword in one hand—the sword Selena had taken from some Bazira—and he staggered to Bacchus. The dragonman found Bacchus’s exposed midsection, and he thrust the blade into his side. A shallow thrust; enough to slow him but not kill him.  
 
    “Yes,” came a whimper from behind that grew in strength like a gale wind. “Yes!” Accora’s voice gritty with pain. “Yes! Gods, yes! The time has come!” 
 
    “You’re already dead,” Bacchus said, lunging at Ilior, swinging drunkenly at him with his charred stump. 
 
    Accora, lying prone on the floor, screeched again. “It has to be you, girl! It has to be you!” 
 
    Selena understood and so did Ilior. The Vai’Ensai sliced at Bacchus’s burnt limb and then stepped away. The temple shook with the Bazira’s agonized roar. Selena stepped in front of Bacchus and raised her arms again. Two more lances of light struck his chest. He staggered backwards and fell to the ground amid flakes of his own charred skin that fluttered around him like ash from a bonfire. 
 
    This is it, Selena thought. The end of my wound. Skye, promised me. She promised! 
 
    The ugly thought birthed in the visions Bacchus had shown her writhed again but she would not let it waken.  
 
    “Yes! Do it, girl!” Accora was sobbing now, tears of joy and pain. “Do it, ah, you poor thing…” 
 
    Selena stood over Bacchus and the exhaustion of all the magic she had wielded was calling to take its due.  
 
    “Do it,” Ilior said and pressed his bone dagger into her hands. “You have suffered enough.” 
 
    She nodded mutely and fell to her knees beside Bacchus’s enormous head. His remaining eye glared at her, wide with awe.  
 
    “I saw them,” he whispered. The charred stump of his hand batted at her chest. “I saw them…So magnificent…” 
 
    Tears burned Selena’s eyes. The wound in her chest breathed its breath, perhaps for the last time. Bacchus’s remaining hand shot up and gripped her jaw in a sudden, wrenching fury.  
 
    “You have no idea…what is on the other side of your…wound,” he breathed. “Weak, stupid girl. It should have been me…It should have been—” 
 
    Selena slipped her dagger under his chin; it was visible in his gaping mouth. His body went rigid, his eye fixed. His hand fell away from her; she heard the thud as it fell to the ground, heavy and dead. The ice that encased the temple melted away and it was is if it had begun to rain inside.  
 
    She waited. Ilior knelt beside her, held her. She clung to him, neither daring to breathe. But the wound did. Her tunic was open where Bacchus had torn it and she felt the icy draft in chest just as she had every day since that awful morning ten years before.  
 
    “No,” she whispered. “Please, he’s dead. He’s dead.”  
 
    She stared at the Bacchus’s body, taking in every detail of his lifelessness: his still chest, staring eye, the blood that pooled about him, as if she could convince her wound that it must now do as promised and close.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    Selena squeezed her eyes shut. The temple was shaking beneath her, shuddering to pieces now that the beast that had inhabited it was gone. It would bury them all if they tarried.  
 
    Ilior tried to make her stand. “Accora,” he whispered, reminding her that Skye’s promise was not yet broken.  
 
    Accora! she thought, with terrible relief, and rose to her feet with Ilior’s help. The temple roof rained down thatch and the beams and bones rattled. The horror of what she had yet to do. 
 
    Selena quickly laid her hands on Ilior’s arm and channeled healing into him. She spoke no word nor needed to.  
 
    I can’t think on that now. We must leave here.  
 
    “Help her, please.” 
 
    Ilior lifted Accora to standing and half-carried her out of the temple and into the night where rain was falling steadily and the moon was hidden. They hurried as fast as they were able, staggering like drunks helping one another out of a tavern at closing, and watched as the temple caved in on itself. When the rumbling stopped, there was only the sound of rainfall and their own labored breathing.  
 
    “You know what you have to do,” Accora said after a moment, her voice wracked with pain.  
 
    Selena shook her head. “To the beach,” she said. “Away from this dying place.” 
 
    Ilior helped Accora through the forest, Selena following behind.  
 
    When they emerged onto the beach, Accora’s protests grew loud and Selena called a stop. Ilior laid the old woman in the sand.  
 
    “You have to kill me,” Accora pleaded, her lips flecked with blood. “It’s the only way… 
 
    Selena looked up at Ilior. “Please. Leave us…for a moment.”  
 
    He nodded almost absently and strode away, his gait shaky and slow, his broken wing folded against his back.  
 
    I will heal him. I’ll fix everything that is broken.  
 
    Accora’s hand clutching her wrist brought her around. “She must be stopped.” 
 
    “She,” Selena repeated. “Skye. I saw you, Accora. I saw you with her. Bacchus showed me. What does it mean? Why did you lie to me?”  
 
    Accora shook her head. “You know what you must do. That is the only way to make you see.” 
 
    Selena shook her head. Tears coursed down her cheeks, pain and weariness conspired to drive her mad, and her wound…that icy black hole that was bored into the very core of her being was still there, and the promise of its closure was growing fainter with every passing moment. “Make me see what?” she asked, her voice hardly a whisper.  
 
    “No time!” The old woman cried. “I am nearly gone. If you do not kill me with your own hands, you will never know. You will believe that your wound remains because you didn’t kill me yourself. That Skye was just and wise,” her lips curled in derision, “to set you on this task. Kill Bacchus and Accora. That will close your wound.”  
 
    “It will,” Selena said. Begged. “You promised. You swore on the gods…” Tears were coursing down her cheeks but she wiped them away. “No. Skye told me. She told the Moon Temple, Celestine, the Justarch of Parish…She would not lie…” 
 
    The anger and ire seeped out of Accora as surely as her blood did. “Bacchus is dead, girl, and I am waiting. Do it, and you will see that Skye has betrayed you. That I betrayed you…” 
 
    “Why?” Selena cried. Her voice was raspy and raw. “No! It is you who are lying now though I can’t fathom why.”  
 
    “Can you not see?” Accora said. “It’s all a game to Skye. You. Me. The Aluren, the Bazira. She plays games, moving us around like the pawns that we are, on the board that is Lunos.” 
 
    Selena shook her head. “No. I don’t understand. That’s not true. She led us in victory. She was my commander… She was my friend.” 
 
    Accora laughed and the laugh turned into a spasm of pain. More blood colored her lips and she moaned.  
 
    Selena clutched at Accora’s arms. “Tell me, please. Tell me the truth, for the god’s sake. If you…if I kill you…my wound…?” 
 
    “It will remain,” Accora said. “Skye sent you here to die…or be turned to the Shadow face. It’s as Bacchus showed you. Kill me, and know the truth of it.” 
 
    Selena sat back on her heels in the sand. “No,” she sobbed. “It can’t be true.” 
 
    The lines of Accora’s face softened. She took Selena’s young, strong hand in her own gnarled one. “Child, I am suffering. I am old woman whose life was stolen and corrupted by the Bazira. Bacchus is dead. I’d like to think I had a hand in ridding Lunos of such evil. In light of my sins, that is perhaps too selfish, but still.” She smiled wanly. “My death will show you the truth and then you can seek out and rid Lunos of the other evil. Skye. Kill me and then find her. End her, so that you too, may know peace.” She slipped down into the sand, Selena easing her gently. “Hurry, child. It has to be you. It has to be now.” 
 
    Selena’s tears blurred her vision.  
 
    It’s not true. Skye is not the enemy. She didn’t lie to me. But Accora did…she used me to kill Bacchus for her own vengeance. She is the enemy. I kill her and the wound will close, just as Skye promised.  
 
    The words sounded right in her mind but the beast of truth within stirred again, nearly awake.  
 
    “Do it.” Accora’s breath was rasping now and her words only a whisper. “End me…and you will see. Your eyes will be open…” 
 
    The old woman’s own eyes were starting to close and with a strangled cry, Selena drew her dagger across Accora’s throat.  
 
    A line was drawn. Before and after. Accora’s skin split like dried paper and blood washed over Selena’s hand. Accora’s eyes flared open again and she smiled. A gurgling sound emitted from her torn throat. Before and after.  
 
    Before she had the wound, and after…and after…  
 
    Selena sat for long moments, waiting. She scarcely dared to breathe, but sat beside the old woman whose blood soaked into the sand in a wide swath around Selena’s knees.  
 
    She waited. Storm clouds were beginning to gather above, and Selena felt the first patter of rain kiss her cheek as she knelt. And waited. 
 
    The wound breathed its icy breath, a draft that never wavered, never ceased. As with Bacchus before, it took no note of Accora’s passing. It persisted. It lived.  
 
    Selena let the bloody dagger drop out of her bloodied hand and she screamed, just as An-Lan had seen. The Sacrifice. The truth. And oh how it burned, though much worse than the scalding water of Accora’s imagining. Far worse.  
 
    Selena screamed to the sky, to the crescent moon that grinned down on her, until the storm clouds gathered and even that meager light was snuffed out. 
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    Escape 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sebastian turned his head as a chunk of the ceiling fell, streaking his cheek with cold grime. The battle waged above was like to bring the temple down around them. He fought against the ropes that bound his wrists and only succeeded in making them tighter. The three Bazira left in the room to guard them, however, glanced nervously at the ceiling and one spit a curse when Bacchus could be heard to roar in pain.  
 
    Good, Sebastian thought. I hope she burns him to ash.  
 
    He’d heard the battle first joined, and the fear for Selena had frozen the blood in his veins. She had come, as they all knew she would, to stop Accora’s pain.  
 
    No, she came to close her wound. She is strong. Strong enough to lift my ship from a maelstrom. That bastard Bacchus doesn’t know who he’s up against. 
 
    But Sebastian was no fool. It was true, Selena was strong, and braver than even she knew. But he kept up the silent litany of Selena’s strength in his mind because the alternative was too horrible to contemplate. He had seen the mountain that was Bacchus, and his heart shivered in fear for Selena.  
 
    A frightening sound came from above followed by another shriek, this from Accora. Great clumps of dirt fell from the ceiling now as the temple trembled with some impact from above. The Bazira guards exchanged glances with each other. 
 
    “Ori!” Sebastian hissed. “Ori, wake up!” But the woman was still and it was impossible to tell if she were conscious as her empty eye sockets gave no hint. 
 
    There came an eerie silence. Sebastian froze as the chilled air seemed to tighten. And then came the scream.  
 
    He sucked in a ragged breath as the sound reverberated throughout the temple. A scream so full of pain—something beyond pain; a desperate, despairing agony that begged for mercy, that said death would be preferable to life after suffering such as this. Sebastian’s stomach clenched and his vision became blurred. His sister had made that sound ten years ago. Selena made it now.  
 
    The scream tapered away and for a time there was nothing but eerie quiet. Sebastian struggled harder at his bonds until his shoulder screamed and his wrists were scraped raw. He spat mindless, vile oaths at the Bazira guards who looked unnerved.  
 
    When another shudder shook the temple, one shook his head and said to the others, “Bloody Deeps, I’ll take my chances out there.” 
 
    There was no argument; soon the chamber was empty but for Sebastian and Ori. The battle above resumed and Sebastian took a small measure of relief that someone was left alive to fight Bacchus. He hoped it was Selena but after a scream such as what he heard, he held little hope.  
 
    Ilior, most like, he thought dully.  
 
    The temple shook again and it seemed as if the island were groaning with the strain. The inevitability of being buried alive should have rattled him too, but he only leaned against the wall and waited.  
 
    When Ori sat up like a corpse rising from the grave, he nearly jumped out of his skin.  
 
    “Bloody bones and spit,” he breathed. “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “I am. I have outlived my usefulness to the Bazira. I’m a former Haru, a blind woman with no people,” she said, her voice weak and soft. But Sebastian heard a vein of steel running through her words. “And you are a reviled assassin, feared and hated and deserving of death.” She smiled thinly. “That is what the world will think of us, should we live.” 
 
    The temple shuddered again with real violence and a large chunk of soil crashed to the ground on the side of the room. Dirt and grime rained down on them.  
 
    “You’d better get out,” Sebastian said dully.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “And you?” 
 
    He shrugged, a gesture she couldn’t see.  
 
    Ori was weak; whatever Bacchus had done to her had left her drained to the point of death. She murmured her prayer word and the glow of healing magic emanating from under her plain tunic and he saw some color return to her pallid face. She crawled to him, her hands outstretched until she found his knee.  
 
    “You have a knife?” 
 
    He nodded and then said, “Yes,” when she cocked her head. “Boot. The other one.”  
 
    Ori retrieved the dagger and then felt her way to his bonds. The temple gave another shudder and more dirt rained down. A beam cracked right above them and Sebastian didn’t know what to worry for most: the collapse of the temple, or a blind woman cutting rope on his wrists.  
 
    But he was free in moments and Ori handed the blade to him, hilt first.   
 
    He took the dagger and returned it to his boot and the temple groaned, like a man on its deathbed; a final rattle that broke the beams that supported the roof. Sebastian coughed and shielded his eyes from the grit that swirled in tunnel. The beams creaked. Dirt poured down like water into the hold of a sinking ship.  
 
    He wanted to go up to where Selena was, but he couldn’t find the way across the small chamber in the dark morass. Reluctantly, he turned toward the way he knew to get out—the tunnel in which they’d come in. Ori clung to his arm.  
 
    A beam—a thick slant of shadow in the dimness—started to fall. He dragged Ori and thrust her ahead of him, into a murk of dark blue that he hoped was the end of the temple. Behind him, a great rumbling deafened him and he dove forward, diving out of the maw of a terrible beast. He hauled Ori through it and out into the night just as the room collapsed behind them. 
 
    He landed heavily, Ori beside him. The dust settled. The temple was no more. The moon was obscured by thick clouds that pelted them with rain and tamped down the swirling dirt of the temple’s demise. But dawn was coming. By the faint light welling up from the east, Sebastian could make out a wide sunken patch of earth stuck with beams that jutted out like broken bones. The above-ground temple. He could see no movement amid either the wreckage or the forest beyond.  
 
    Sebastian crawled to his knees, shaking founts of dirt from his hair. The exertions brought new pain and sat heavily, cradling his aching head in his hands. Selena…  
 
    He felt a gentle hand on his arm and a warm glow emanated from under Ori’s touch. The pain receded, and he caught and steadied her as she slumped in exhaustion.  
 
    “Why heal me?”  
 
    Her tunic was dark with dirt and in the dimness, the hollow pits of her eyes seemed gaping, but her voice was gentle when she spoke. 
 
    “I am blind here,” she pointed to her empty eyes, “but not here.” She laid her hand on her heart. “Tonight, my eyes were opened. As a Haru, I followed the god without question. And when that path led me to pain, Accora showed me another. But to her, I was but a means to an end, and when I proved a failure, she made me her servant. Following her was no different than blinding myself for the god. There is only one truth and that is what we make for ourselves.”  
 
    Sebastian pulled himself to standing and then helped Ori to her feet. She laid her hand on his arm.  
 
    “Every life has more than one path, Sebastian Vaas. This I know.” 
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    The Raven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Niven followed Cat on a western path around the island. They’d retreated to the beach and kept to the shore where bodies tumbled in the storm-tossed surf. Clumps of dried grass would act as cover should the Bazira pursue them, Cat had told him. He’d nodded, as if that would save them and she marched as if she knew where she was going, but Niven felt the hopelessness of it all soak him deep as surely as the rain had.  
 
    The beach curved and the three Bazira barques became visible out to sea, anchored and bobbing on choppy swells. A small, makeshift dock was just visible some several hundred spans to the north. Half a dozen dinghies were tied there. The shrubbery and forest that made up most of the island’s interior left only a narrow strip of beach on this side and Niven saw shapes moving within the foliage.  
 
    Cat held out her hand and crouched low behind a stand of grass. Niven followed suit and nearly sliced his thigh open with his borrowed sword.  
 
    The two watched as a line of Bazira emerged from the forest, heading north, away from he and Cat. It looked as if they were marching up and out of the island. Niven saw a red-haired woman among them, but no sign of Ilior or Ori, nor Selena or Sebastian. He was about to ask Cat what they were supposed to do next—there were at least fifty Bazira among the crowd at the dock—when the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. Beside him, Cat rubbed her arms and they both looked around. She clutched Niven’s wounded arm but he hardly felt it.  
 
    Niven’s heart clanged madly in his chest, as one hundred Zak’reth, with softly glowing blades and yellow pinprick eyes, silently chugged along the edge of the forest. The full moon was released from its cloud cover long enough for Niven to see the intricate detail on the warriors’ masks: snarling dragons, screaming sea hawks, and jagged rows of teeth in the gaping maws of sharks…all done in stark detail that made their phantom silence all the more disorienting.  
 
    “Where did they come from? What are they?”  
 
    Cat hushed him. After the last of the warriors had passed them she tugged his sleeve. “Come on.”  
 
    Niven swallowed. “Wouldn’t it be safer to wait here?” 
 
    “Aye,” Cat said. “But I want to see this.” 
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    They slunk along the shore and watched as the Zak’reth clashed with the Bazira some paces down the beach. Steel clashed with burning steel, and ice sizzled against the Zak’reth’s enchanted armor that was as hot to the touch as their blades. The Bazira were outnumbered by half, and Niven watched as the red-haired woman, followed by a small contingent of Bazira, broke off fighting and headed for the docks.  
 
    “There…” Niven pointed.  
 
    “I see her. Let’s go.” 
 
    The pair slipped past the battle that raged along the beach, keeping close to the water—but never touching it. Niven was sure one of the strange Zak’reth was going to turn its yellow eyes on them and that would be the end. He had gotten lucky against a Bazira who’d had his back turned; his death would be a foregone conclusion should he have to take arms against a Zak’reth. But the warriors were intent on the Bazira. If any noticed him and Cat creeping along in the pre-dawn darkness, they paid no mind. The Bazira left them alone as well; they had their hands full enough.  
 
    The island curved around and Niven saw the little dock was hardly more than a few broken planks and a post where the skiffs were lashed. The sky was lightening in the east; Niven saw the red-haired woman was beautiful but the storm had taken its toll and she resembled a water-logged cat. She and eight Bazira were hurriedly climbing into the boat. He felt a moment’s disgust break through the ever-present fear. The Bazira were outnumbered and dying in great wails of pain and singed flesh, and she was leaving them to save her own skin. If any saw her… 
 
    Cat must have seen the same thing for she rose from her crouch and shouted to the Bazira. “Oi! Here! She leaves you to fight and die while she escapes!” 
 
    Some Bazira turned to see and were killed immediately for their lapse in caution. Others were more careful and Niven saw their strained faces darken further. Some broke off and made a run for the skiffs. The red-haired woman’s eyes widened in fury.  
 
    “Kill them!” the woman ordered her men, jabbing her finger at Niven and Cat as the skiff shoved off. “Or Bacchus will hear of your treachery!”  
 
    A few of the dark clerics moved to obey at once, others hesitated.  
 
    “Priest Bacchus will know of your treachery, Jude, if you run away in cowardice,” one said as her skiff pulled away from the shore.  
 
    This seemed to give the woman pause but then a shudder wracked the beach. Niven thought it the storm had come back but when he looked eastward, he saw a small, rambling shack on a mound of dirt collapse to rubble. The island beneath it caved in and everyone at the dock watched as a cloud of dust rose and was quickly snuffed by the rain. The icy frost that Bacchus had laid over the island melted away in the meridian heat, warming the air, and seeming to relieve it of a heavy foulness.  
 
    He’s dead, Niven thought. Selena did it. She killed him and now her wound will close. If she survived the collapse… Let the god be merciful to her, at long last.  
 
    Jude watched the collapse and a flicker of relief passed over her features. It broadened into a smile as she took in the scene behind them.  
 
    The battle had ended and the victorious Zak’reth silently marched towards them. Niven’s relief turned into numb fear—there was no telling if the warriors would discriminate between those left alive on the beach. The Bazira who remained slogged through the surf, pushing past the dead to try to get at the skiff. Cat hauled Niven away, to the far edge of the shore as the Zak’reth—all one hundred as not a man was lost—tromped past them.  
 
    The Bazira called out, cried out, went down with burning blades in their back as Jude and her eight guards rowed away.  
 
    “Someone must relay to the Vicar all that has happened tonight, and as I regretfully inform him of our Reverent Bacchus’s demise,” she called to them, a sanctimonious expression on her face as she stood tall among her men. “I will not omit your great sacrifice. You will not be forgotten.” 
 
    Niven noticed Cat had readied a throwing knife and he was beset by a dark hope that she would wipe the smug smile off Jude’s face with it. But the sun broke the eastern horizon and the first strong rays of light colored the sky pink beneath fat gray clouds that would not move away. The little lights behind the Zak’reth helmets flickered and went out, and the warriors themselves disintegrated into nothing as the sunlight passed through them.  
 
    Cat didn’t throw her knife—the skiff was too far out now—but took hold of Niven’s arm and dragged him behind her. Five Bazira remained, but they were all plunging through the surf in a vain effort to catch the skiff. The water around their legs was fouled and stank of rot, and Niven watched with pity as the men seemed to weaken quickly. They fell to their knees and some plunged face first into the sea, as if they’d fallen asleep. They did not rise again.  
 
    The beach was empty. Silent. Dawn’s light—watery and gray—spilled over the gritty sand. Jude’s skiff reached the first Bazira brigantine, and Niven watched as its crew readied for sail.  
 
    “Is it over?” he asked Cat. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s go see.” 
 
    She started to lead them to the interior of the island when two shapes emerged. She readied her cutlass again and Niven’s heart gave yet another shudder of fear. A phantom glided toward them, with black pits for eyes and a filmy white dress, stained and dirtied… 
 
    “Ori,” Cat said with relief and then spat a curse. “And Sebastian Vaas.” She hefted her cutlass. “To answer your question, Niven, it’s not over.” 
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    The black-sailed ship was sailing away. It was too far to tell for sure, but Sebastian knew that woman, Jude, was on it.  
 
    She will report to Zolin and I’ll spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder and jumping at shadows.  
 
    He turned back to the small assemblage on the beach. Niven had moved to stand near Ori, and regarded him warily. The adherent held a Bazira cutlass awkwardly in one hand, likely because no one yet told him he could put it down. 
 
    Cat was there. Her hair was no longer orange but black, and though it was cropped short—hacked off, if one were being truthful—he had envision it long and silken, curling over the bodice of a fine dress.  
 
    “Greetings, Lady Rathbone. Fancy seeing you here.” 
 
    Cat moved in front of Niven and Ori, as if Sebastian were going to burst into a murderous rage at any moment and slaughter them all.  
 
    “Where is Ilior?” Cat asked. “Where’s Selena?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I never saw either of them.”  
 
    The dubious stares that met him spoke volumes.  
 
    Sebastian sighed. Here we go. “Where’s my ship?” 
 
    “Here. Safe.” Cat said. “Though I don’t know if you could call it yours any longer.” 
 
    Niven flinched. “Cat…” 
 
    A white hot flash of anger suffused Sebastian. “You have a plan, do you? Let’s hear it, now that you can speak. A fine trick, that. What’d you use? A lamb’s tongue? And Helm and Cook died for your ruse? Never mind. I killed seven of yours, you took two of mine. Have I got it right?” 
 
    Cat licked her lips and shifted her feet. “There is a bounty on your head. Thousands of gold.” 
 
    “And you’re the bounty hunter, Eleanor,” Sebastian said. “Or is it Cat? No, neither. I know of you. Most call you the Raven. You’ve been dogging me for years, so say the rumors, but I never thought you were real.” His lips curled in a sneer. “I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    “Now, wait just a moment,” Niven began but no one paid him any mind.  
 
    Sebastian fought to keep his control and realized he had no weapon to speak of, should Cat pose a serious threat, and he was too injured to take her bare-handed. Then Ori moved around Cat to stand beside him.  
 
    “This long, terrible night is over,” she said softly. “We must find our friends who live and bury any who do not.” She laid her hand on Sebastian’s arm. “He saved my life,” she told Cat. “Now is not the time for a reckoning. I will not permit it.” 
 
    Cat narrowed her eyes as if considering this, and Sebastian clenched his teeth at the presumption that his fate was in her hands.  
 
    “The Storm is mine,” he seethed. “Never doubt that. It’s also the only way you’re getting off this island. You can try to swim for it through dead merkind-infested waters, but the crew won’t take you anywhere without my say-so. Or you can come with me and try to find Selena. Up to you.” 
 
    He didn’t wait another second, but turned and strode along the beach, brushing dirt off his long black coat. The sun was starting to emerge in the east, bathing the sky in a faint pink light. Ori moved to walk with him. There was dirt in the sockets of her eyes. He concentrated on that particular little horror so as not to feel how her gesture touched him, and to cool the hot flush of anger that suffused him at the thought of Cat trying to take his ship.  
 
    I’ll kill Cat first, so help me… 
 
    Something bit him, deep and hard in the back of his upper arm. For half a heartbeat where he knew only a deep pressure, and then pain followed. He looked down and saw a throwing knife protruding from his flesh. 
 
    “What in the bloody fuck…?” 
 
    He turned. Cat was there, a cutlass in one hand and another throwing knife in the other. Niven stood beside her, his mouth hung open like a door with a broken hinge. His wide eyes looked between Sebastian and Cat.  
 
    “I didn’t have to miss,” Cat said. “I want you alive.” She lifted the second throwing knife. “Come quietly, Sebastian Vaas. The time for reckoning is now.” 
 
    Sebastian yanked the knife from his arm and smattering of blood stained the sand below. He’d been injured so often, he hardly felt the pain. But he pretended he did.  
 
    The knife dangled from his fingers, and he dropped to one knee, his head bowed.  
 
    “No,” Cat said, “I’ve fallen for that before. Not again. I—” 
 
    Sebastian flipped the knife in his palm and hurled in one smooth motion. Cat flinched away and while she did, the assassin rolled forward, and snatched the cutlass out of Niven’s fingers. Cat recovered and threw her other knife, followed by a quick slash with her own sword. Sebastian blocked the thrown knife and then her strike, twisting his wrist down and around. Her sword was wrenched from her fingers and then Sebastian was on top of her, pinning her to the ground.  
 
    He held her jaw in one hand, pressing down hard, while reaching back so that the point of his cutlass rested on her cheek. A drop of bright red blood welled from underneath.  
 
    “Help me!” Cat screamed, though her words came out sounding pushed together for his hand on her jaw. “Fools! He’s Bloody Bastian!” 
 
    Sebastian didn’t look at Niven or Ori. He didn’t need to. He could feel their stillness, their shock.  
 
    The bounty hunter named Cat, also known as the Raven, writhed and screamed. 
 
    “He said you changed! Marcus Bailey… Grunt. He said you weren’t the same cold-blooded killer. Lies!” She turned her panicked eyes to Niven and Ori. “Watch now! Godsdamn you, if you won’t help me then bear witness. He’ll kill me and you’ll realize I was right all along. All along!” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you,” Sebastian told her, “but the Storm is mine. I can’t allow anyone to think they can take her from me. Not ever. And I can’t have you shadowing me anymore. Your days as a bounty hunter are over.”  
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment. “I’m sorry,” he said and then released her jaw as if he were letting her go. Instead, with one deft flick of his wrist, he slashed her left eye clean out. 
 
    Cat’s gaping mouth made a labored gasping sound, her one remaining eye staring wide, full of shock and pain and horror.  
 
    Sebastian had seen the same look in the eyes of so many of his victims as Bloody Bastian. Disgusted, he turned, tucked the cutlass into his belt, and walked down the beach without looking back. Cat sucked in a breath and then her screams chased after him in the thick, rain-choked air, accompanied by Niven’s whimpered mewlings of shock.  
 
    Above, the sun was rising, the sky lightened, but the storm lingered, gathering again for one last tempest.  
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    The scream welled up from deep within Selena, from the place where the wound began and made everything cold, always cold so that she was astounded she hadn’t gone mad from it. But she had no voice left. She had nothing left. Her anguish was a physical pain and she turned her face up to the lightening sky; the moon was racing away from her recrimination, slipping behind gray clouds that were fat with rain, not to emerge again as the day dawned brighter. The sky tore open like Accora’s throat had, and the rain came down.  
 
    Selena collapsed onto the sand beside the dead woman, clenching and unclenching Accora’s sleeve. She sobbed hard, hoping to find an end to the pain, hoping that she could cry herself into numbness or hollowness, but more pain remained.  
 
    This pain…it will not end until the wound is gone. 
 
    The rain had soaked her through and she had begun to shiver. She sat up, her face and throat aching. Accora’s face bore a rictus in death and Selena closed the woman’s eyes with a trembling hand.  
 
    Every sinew in her aching, exhausted body told her to give up but she hauled herself to her feet. A wave of dizziness washed over her and a muted pain awoke in her right shoulder. She peered under her tunic that was stained maroon with her blood. Bacchus had nearly cleaved her arm off. She vaguely remembered healing herself as they battled, repairing the worst of the damage. She vaguely remembered the battle. Only flashes of fear and the weight of his blade against hers. Healing herself now would restore her memory, make her sharper, as well as make whole her arm, but she wondered if she had the strength for it after all she had endured. The cost of such healing comes after the battle, she remembered from her training on Isle Saliz.  
 
    It might kill me. Or put me to sleep. She recalled how tired she had been trying to talk to Julian. Julian! Where is he? Gods, let him live. Then she remembered, like the battle, in bits and pieces. He is not Julian. He is someone else. Someone terrible. Sebastian Vaas. They sing songs about his deeds… They sing songs… 
 
    Selena called for the healing power and wasn’t surprised to find she could only muster enough to keep the pain in her shoulder from waking completely.  
 
    It’s because I’m already so spent that I can’t muster more. Me. Not the Two-Faced God. The power comes from me.  
 
    The beast she called truth was awake now, its eyes wide open.  
 
    We are alone.  
 
    She shook her head. “No,” she whispered through clenched teeth. 
 
    There was more. So much more she didn’t understand. So much more to learn…if she had the will to. The bitter thoughts kept her company as she trudged along the shore, not entirely sure where she was going. Ilior was nowhere to be seen. The waters churned and crashed on the beach, soaking her boots. The rain was a curtain. She hugged herself, cradling her injured arm, and shivering. The shivering made it ache but the ache was the only thing keeping her lucid.  
 
    She heard someone calling her name. Or it might have been the wind. But no, a figure was racing up the beach toward her. She thought to weave light but she was too weak. If the person was an enemy, she was dead. But it was Niven. Rainwater plastered his light hair down around his face and his eyes were wide with elation that she was alive, but he was desperate too. He shouted something at her; she saw his mouth move. She shivered as he pulled her down the beach, stumbling along until the word Ilior made itself distinct from the rest of Niven’s urgings. Then she found the strength to run.  
 
    The dawn had come but the storm howled like a night creature. Selena saw huddled shapes in the sand, gathered around another, larger shape. Cat was there, but she had black hair now. Ori sat beside her and Cat had her face buried against the Haru woman’s chest. Ori’s shirt was red with blood.  
 
    Sebastian was sitting off to the side, his head slumped down. He looked up as she approached and hope flared across his wan features. He was hurt; his face was ashen and bloody but he smiled at her. Faintly. Happiness that she was alive. She could see he wanted to go to her but he dared not. He was a stranger. And then Niven was showing her… 
 
    Ilior.  
 
    He was dying. Selena was as sure of this as she was of her own name. He writhed with illness, muscles twitching and drawing tight. His face was a grimace of agony. Selena fell to her knees beside him. The rain was relentless.  
 
    “Heal me,” she commanded Niven. “I need strength.” 
 
    “Your wound?” Niven asked tremulously.  
 
    Selena forced the words out between clenched teeth. “It remains.”  
 
    Sebastian’s face contorted with pain before he turned away. 
 
    Niven did as he was told and Selena felt the strange delirium of exhaustion and fear recede along with the pain in her shoulder. Her mind grew sharper as Niven tended her, and a new fear seized her as she regarded her friend.  
 
    It’s so very bad.  
 
    She shrugged off Niven’s touch and channeled her own healing into Ilior. It did nothing. Too late. She kept some for herself, grew more powerful, and tried again. Nothing. He had been in the darkpool and the darkpool’s poison knew no remedy.  
 
    Ilior opened his filmy eyes. He smiled when they found her.  
 
    “Selena…”  
 
    Her heart broke into pieces at the warmth in his rough voice that cradled her name so softly.  
 
    “Hear me,” he said. “Garand’ash means Guardian. That is you.” He swallowed with difficulty. “Kori’bi means protector. That is me.”  
 
    Selena nodded. She didn’t know what he meant but that he was making amends. For the rift that had sprung up between them. It all seemed so foolish now; she wanted to scream for the lost moments in which she doubted him.  
 
    For all the he has done for me… 
 
    “Vai’Ensai means ‘the siblings,’” he said. “Just like you thought.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I’m so sorry, Ilior. So sorry.”  
 
    Every part of her was cold and growing colder as she watched the light in Ilior’s eyes dim. He unclenched his fist and an iron pendant on a chain slipped out on the sand. She had never seen it before. Not in ten years but she suspected he carried it with him always. She regarded it with no surprise and let it lie where it fell.  
 
    “It bears your name,” Ilior said. “The stone and fire…it sent me to you. It gave you to me.” 
 
    Another scream welled up in her throat. A wail of anguish. A desire to kill someone or something and make it feel the pain so that hers was less. Instead she only nodded again.  
 
    “You must… never go to the Cloud Isles,” Ilior said. “It is too dangerous…No matter what …anyone tells you. Stay away. Please. That is all I know, I swear it. That is my first oath. Do not…let me forsake…it.” 
 
    “I promise,” Selena whispered. She held his hand tightly, so tightly, as if she could keep him in his body. “Please, Ilior. Stay. I can’t survive this without you.” 
 
    “You can. You are strong. You are…so beautiful.” With effort, he laid his scaled hand to her cheek and she held it there for him. “I love you. That was my mistake. That was not part of my duty but it’s true anyway.” He smiled. “It’s true.” 
 
    “Ilior, please,” she whispered. “You are my other half. Please…Stay…” 
 
    He tried to speak but could not. He only smiled at her words. His hand fell from her cheek and slumped into the sand beside the pendant. He did not stay. 
 
    For long moments, Selena heard only the whistle of her breath, in and out. She was finally numb. She couldn’t even shiver, but knelt in the sand beside Ilior, staring at nothing, at the sand. At a tuft of grass.  
 
    A hand touched her arm. She looked around. Niven. Tears streamed from his eyes as he pressed the iron pendant into her hand. She stared dumbly down at it, and then at Ilior again.  
 
    Ten years…  
 
    She cut off the thought before it could undo her. 
 
    Beneath her was the sand of Calinda. The water pounded the shore behind her and the water was filled with the dead. Some washed up on the beach, driven by the storm. Dead. Like Ilior. Like Accora. Like the Bazira they had killed this night. Like the Zak’reth who had fought for her this night and the Zak’reth she had killed a decade ago. The villagers were here too. Bacchus had turned their grave into his temple and they were restless. This place, Calinda, was the end.  
 
    Yes, an end… 
 
    Selena rose to her feet and looked around at her companions. Tired, wounded, scared. They looked at her for what to do next. Sebastian had risen to his feet but he looked as though a strong wind would topple him down. He looked at her, his face no longer expressionless but alive with fear for her and a desperate need for her mercy.  
 
    “Heal him,” she commanded someone—Niven or Ori—but no one moved. Niven was too afraid and Ori was spent.  
 
    Selena looked at Sebastian. He was different now. Before Calinda, he was Julian, the man she loved. Calinda turned him into Sebastian Vaas. The island had killed her love too. She marched across the sand, her booted feet sinking into the dampness, until she was standing before him.  
 
    Hope burned in his eyes. “Selena…”   
 
    “There are skiffs yon,” she said, pointing with her chin at the small docks where the Bazira had left their boats.  
 
    “Aye,” Sebastian said, hope burning in his gray-green eyes.  
 
    “We need you to row the boat,” she said coldly.  
 
    His hope died. She healed him swiftly. But only enough.  
 
    I must conserve my strength. An end… 
 
    She watched as the deathly pallor left Sebastian’s skin and she felt relief as the pain of a dozen wounds left him. An ugly open wound on his cheek closed, restoring his beauty.  
 
    A false beauty, she thought, no deeper than the skin I healed. Another, tiny voice told her there was more to him than that but she silenced it. She let his silent pleas go unanswered and turned away.  
 
    She got them going, marching them to the makeshift dock.  
 
    “Everyone into the boat,” she commanded.  
 
    “I was told the Vai’Ensai believe a …a body should be buried,” Ori said gently, still holding Cat tightly. “To keep the soul from wandering.” 
 
    Selena braced herself to look once again at Ilior’s dead body.  
 
    “He will not wander,” Selena said, her voice sounding as though it were coming from leagues away. From somewhere cold and barren. “I will bury him,” she said. “I will bury them all.” 
 
    The group climbed into the skiff without speaking; they looked at her now fearfully, none dared to touch her or talk to her further. Sebastian took up the oars. 
 
    “Svoz?” Selena asked.  
 
    “Lost on Saliz,” Sebastian replied. “Accora kept him.” 
 
    Selena nodded and looked away when he tried to hold her gaze. She watched as Isle Calinda receded. Ilior’s body was a dark shape on the sand. Other shapes, other bodies, had washed up near him. The tide was coming in.  
 
    Selena’s lips curled. Indeed, the tide is coming in. 
 
    The Black Storm was closer than they had left it.  
 
    All were aboard and the skiff was stowed. Ori took Cat below. Cat was wounded somehow but the small woman flitted in and then out of Selena’s thoughts. Unimportant. The crew gathered around, smiling their pleasure at their return. Marcus Bailey beamed beneath his beard to see her and Sebastian, but the smile faded quickly. Whistle bounded up to Selena, happiness writ all over his face. He stopped short when he saw her and backed away. Somewhere, she felt bad for frightening him, but it wasn’t important. She turned to Sebastian.  
 
    “Take us another league out and no further.” 
 
    “Selena,” he said slowly. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What needs to be done.” She fixed him a cold stare. “Do it.” 
 
    He looked about to protest but then nodded and went to do her bidding. Selena went to the starboard rail, as the ship was perpendicular to Isle Calinda. Around her, orders were shouted, sails unfurled, and soon the Black Storm was parallel to the island as the ship began to sail away on a westerly wind, plowing a path through the dead. Then more orders and the sails were furled again and the ship drifted.  
 
    Selena climbed the ladder to the quarterdeck. The crew watched her go; she passed Niven who might’ve spoken to her but she couldn’t hear him. She climbed the ladder. Sebastian was at the helm, watching her, but he made no move to stop her.  
 
    It will likely kill me.  
 
    Likely. She was exhausted to the point of collapse and the grief of her open wound, of Ilior’s death…it hounded her just outside the periphery of the edge, like a caged animal eager to maul its prey.  
 
    Death would be a relief, she thought idly. If I survive, that pain…it will be there. Waiting for me. This is the end.  
 
    The sun was struggling above the horizon and storm clouds spilled an unending torrent of rain. They hovered over Isle Calinda and wept for the doomed island.  
 
    Selena raised her arms. She saw only Calinda, a tiny shape huddled against an orange and gray horizon, sunlit enough so that her target could not escape. The words were on her lips but she did not need to utter them. She felt the power well up from within her. From behind, footsteps on the deck. Voices shouting. But none dared to touch her.  
 
    The seas began to boil.  
 
    She thrust her arms higher; her shoulder screamed and she lent her voice to the rising wind. The waters roiled, swells rocked the ship but passed under it, heading toward Calinda.  
 
    More, more, more… 
 
    Selena called more power, more magic, and the waves began to grow. The ship was tossed but she kept her footing, concentrated on directing the water to do her bidding.  
 
    The seas obeyed.  
 
    Wave after wave battered the island but it wasn’t enough. Selena summoned more power and with another scream, thrust her arms to the sky.  
 
    A great wall of water rose in front of the Black Storm, rising up until its crest was lost to the sky above. Selena felt her body bend and stretch and twist, trying to contain the power. Pain wracked her, the hole in her chest turned her every sinew to ice. Yet she held on. Her teeth clenched, her head pounded with the strain, her arms felt as though they were tearing from her sockets as she thrust the water up ever higher. And when she could hold it no more, when the very seas around them seemed shallow as the water fed her wave, she thrust her arms forward with a final scream that clawed its way out of her throat. She fell to her hands and knees but could not let go yet, could not let the darkness or death take her. She had to see. She had to watch Calinda die.  
 
    She crawled to the rail and hauled herself up and watched as the wall of water raced away from the ship, toward Calinda. A tidal wave that made the waters she sent crashing into the island ten years ago look like a child’s splash. She was dimly aware that the others were at the rail beside her, stupefied, but she could only watch her creation.  
 
    Bodies of the dead were caught up in its swell; she could see them in the sunlight, trapped in the wall of water and carried toward the island.  
 
    Yes, she thought. Make it clean. Make it stop. 
 
    And then the tidal wave swept upward, rising higher, impossibly high, and then it crashed down on Isle Calinda.  
 
    The roar was deafening, human-sounding; like hundreds of voices crying out in their final throes. White water crashed and roiled in a huge turmoil of spray that stretched for a league and a half, obscuring the island in foam and churning water. It was as if the sea were devouring Calinda, and Selena found the strength to nod with satisfaction. She was slipping down, but she held on long enough to watch as the seas calmed and the roar—the cries of the dead, she imagined—were finally silenced. The waters were clean, no dead could be seen floating among the remaining small swells. The seas settled.  
 
    Isle Calinda was gone. 
 
    Selena heard the gasps around her, but they were beyond her now.  
 
    It’s over. It’s all over…  
 
    She let go the railing and fell bonelessly into a heap. There was nothing left in her and she closed her eyes and let the blackness take her away, down, down, into the Deeps where the dead of Isle Calinda lay. Where they rested. Where Ilior rested. She smiled faintly.  
 
    I’m coming, my friend. I’m coming. 
 
    And his deep, rumbling voice, full of love and free of pain, answered. 
 
    Not yet. 
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    The night was thick and black as the bulbous moon hid behind storm clouds. The jungle teemed, as if biding its time when the embers would finally burn out and it could reclaim the land stolen from it so many years ago. 
 
    Behind the melting shell of the keep came a rattle and then a small explosion of glass and burnt timber. A plume of oily smoke rose from the ruins, and a deafening roar silenced the jungle’s cacophony for a few brief moments. 
 
    Svoz strode out of the remnants of the greenhouse, knocking aside the few beams that remained standing as if they were sapling branches.  
 
    “Where is she?” he seethed to the nigh, his blood-red chest heaving. “Where is the old husk?” He threw back his head, unleashing another deafening roar.  
 
    In the silence that followed, he listened to the wind. He sniffed the air. His master’s scent was there, detected under the smoke, under the stench of every other human that exhaled their stinking breath; and shed skin, bit by bit; and released their hair, strand by strand, into the air.  
 
    Svoz found his master’s debris and inhaled. The whole of this wretched, watery orb telescoped like one of master’s little spy glasses to one place: a ship. The floating vessel of timber and hemp his master loved so much. Loved more than anything.  
 
    But for her.  
 
    The sirrak felt the pull. He was supposed to be with the master. Bound to him by blood, to be separated for too long was dangerous. But his master’s last order had been to kill the old witch. Svoz’s black eyes seemed to blacken further at the memory.  
 
    The witch had won. She’d cheated, of course. The glass of his weakling cousins, the djinn, could hold them for eternities upon eternities, but not him. It had given way to his might—as all things should. Had she not cheated, his victory would have been assured. He’d have cleaved her in half. With one hand, if he so chose.  
 
    Twin plumes of putrid smoke puffed out of his nostrils. He’d spent his short tenure in the djinn’s glass plotting all the ways he’d tear her apart. Another deprivation. She was dead. He could smell her debris and it was rotting. His master’s last order was moot and now Svoz couldn’t move until he uttered another.  
 
    Call me, master, he said to the wind. Call me and I will return to you.  
 
    In the meantime… 
 
    Svoz craned his massive head to the jungle. His stomachs rumbled. He loped away from the melted stone and embers that reminded him of his own plane but they held no nostalgia. There was no blood on his plane and for it, he and others of his ilk would subjugate themselves to the human vessels that were full to bursting with it. But the jungle was rife with creatures that would satiate his body, and that would do. For now.  
 
    A slow smile spread over his face, one of dual pleasure. His hand shot down and he snatched up a blind mole, poking its head out of hole in the soil. He smiled as the bone and gristle burst under his mighty jaw, a small but satisfying spurt of blood following after.  
 
    And he smiled to think he still held some power on this plane. The old witch had called him a slave. How wrong she was.  
 
    Master is slave to me until our blood oath is fulfilled. Call me, master. He swallowed the mole and it went down his gullet in a visible lump.  
 
    I’m free now and I wish to play. 
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    Beware, for the dark will try to swallow you, consume you, to make you something like itself. 

That is all I see... 
 
    Add to your Goodreads TBR here: http://bit.ly/2vDTuEu 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Shipping/sailing terms 
 
    Aft: at, near, or toward the stern (rear) of a ship  
 
    Amidships: the middle of the ship 
 
    Barge: a flat-bottomed boat for carrying freight, typically on canals and rivers, either under its own power or towed by another. 
 
    Barque: a sailing ship, typically with three masts, in which the foremast and mainmast are square-rigged and the mizzenmast is rigged fore-and-aft. 
 
    Boom: a spar pivoting on the after side of the mast and to which the foot of a vessel's sail is attached, allowing the angle of the sail to be changed. 
 
    Bowsprit: a spar extending forward from a ship's bow, to which the forestays are fastened. 
 
    Brig: a two-masted, square-rigged ship with an additional gaff sail on the mainmast. 
 
    Doldrums: calm seas when the winds disappear altogether, trapping sailing ships for periods of days or weeks. 
 
    Deckhead: underside of a deck in a ship. It bears the same relationship to a compartment on the deck below as does the ceiling to the room of a house. 
 
    Fore: the front part of a ship. 
 
    Foresail: the principal sail on a ship 
 
    Gaff sail: any sail not set on a yard and whose normal position is in a fore-and-aft direction 
 
    Gunwhale: the upper edge of the side of a boat or ship. 
 
    Mainmast: the principal mast of a ship, typically the second mast in a sailing ship of three or more masts. 
 
    Mizzenmast: the mast aft of a ship's mainmast 
 
    Packet: a ship traveling at regular intervals between two ports for the conveyance of goods 
 
    Press gang: a body of men employed to enlist men forcibly into service of a ship, in this case, for the service of a pirate collective 
 
    Quarto: a set of four ships that sail together for a specific mission or purpose  
 
    Quarterdeck: the part of a ship's upper deck near the stern, traditionally reserved for officers 
 
    Rigging: the system of ropes, cables, or chains employed to support a ship's masts (standing rigging) and to control or set the yards and sails  
 
    Schooner: a sailing ship with two or more masts, typically with the foremast smaller than the mainmast, and having gaff-rigged lower masts. 
 
    Scrimshaw: to adorn (whalebone, ivory, shells, or other materials) with carved or colored designs. 
 
    Shanty: a song with alternating solo and chorus, of a kind originally sung by sailors while performing physical labor together. 
 
    Shrouds: pieces of net-like standing rigging which hold the mast up from side to side  
 
    Spanker: a fore-and-aft sail set on the after side of a ship's mast, especially the mizzenmast. 
 
    Spar: a thick, strong pole such as is used for a mast or yard on a ship 
 
    Square-rigged: having square sails as the principal sails 
 
    Stays: ropes, wires, or rods on sailing vessels that run fore-and-aft along the centerline from the masts to the hull, deck, bowsprit, or to other masts which serve to stabilize the masts. On a ship with a single mast, stays that run aft are called backstays and stays that run forward are called forestays. 
 
    Stern: the rearmost part of a ship or boat 
 
    Topsail: a sail set on a ship's topmast 
 
    Yards: a cylindrical spar, tapering to each end, slung across a ship's mast for a sail to hang from 
 
      
 
    Lunos Geography 
 
    Alliance Isles: The ruling body of four islands on the Western Watch—Lillomet, Sevren, Parish and Killomede 
 
    Eastern Edge: The eastern side of Lunos as delineated by its eastern location relative to the Heart Waters 
 
    Heart Waters: the central ocean of Lunos, which cannot be sailed due to the merkind who inhabit its waters and who will destroy any ship that attempt a course across it 
 
    Western Watch: the western side of Lunos as delineated by its western location relative to the Heart Waters 
 
      
 
    Historical Eras of Lunos, in chronological order 
 
    The Breaking: A terrible time of horror, death and destruction, where the continents of the Old World were smashed and destroyed by the Dragonwars, leaving only a few scattered islands above sea level. Hundreds of thousands of people died during the Breaking and the dragons became extinct.  
 
    Age of Legend: where the stories of the Old World were lost in the chaos of the Breaking and fell into legend so that the truth of the Breaking and everything that came before was lost or obscured.  
 
    Age of Horizons: The survivors of the Breaking began to explore their new world, and took to sailing 
 
    Age of Discovery: new alliances, countries, and empires were born, colonization and migrations, wars for possession of the islands; conquerors and the conquered. Eastern Edge and Western Watch were named here. The longest era, spanning more than two hundred years 
 
    Age of Sedition: Slave uprisings began with the support of the Western Watch powers, abolition of slavery ended this age 
 
    Age of Tranquility: an era of peace. The shortest era; only thirty years long.  
 
    Age of Turbulence: unrest again, culminating in the Zak’reth war 
 
    New Dawn Era: End of the Zak’reth war and a resolution for more peace, hence the name, though the unrest persists and war seems to be looming again.  
 
      
 
    Dieties 
 
    Two-Faced God is dominant. A world of seas and oceans is governed by that which regulates the tide.—the moon. The moon is the avatar of the god, and has two aspects: The Shining face and the Shadow face: 
 
    The Shining face: the benevolent aspect of the god. Adherents of the Shining face—the Aluren —are granted the magic of healing out of salt water, and the weaving of light. The full moon, or a waxing moon is when this aspect is most powerful 
 
    The Shadow face: the malevolent aspect of the god. Adherents of the Shadow face—the Bazira—are granted the magic of ice weaving and poisoning water with touch. The new moon, or a waning moon are when this aspect is most powerful.  
 
    Adherents: those who pay fealty to one aspect of the Two-Faced god or the other, and are granted its magic via prayerwords 
 
    Aluren: Adherents of the Shining face 
 
    High Reverent: highest ranking adherent of the Aluren faith 
 
    Reverent: high ranking adherents who are powerful in magic, second to the High Reverent 
 
    Paladin: a warrior adherent for the Shining face, proficient in swordcraft, fighting, tactics, as in addition to using the magic of light weaving and healing. 
 
    Healer: adherent for the Shining face who specializes in healing and does not carry a sword or weave light for the purpose of battle. 
 
    A Summoner: an Aluren adherent so favored by the Shining face, he/she is able to summon the seas and command the waters to do his/her bidding 
 
      
 
    Bazira: Adherents of the Shadow face 
 
    High Vicar: Highest ranking adherent of the Baziran faith 
 
    Shadow clerics: warrior adherents who are trained in swordcraft as well as ice weaving 
 
    A Psyonicist: a Baziran adherent who can read minds or sense emotions, and alter the dreams of their victims. Powerful psyonicists are considered favored by the Shadow face, and are able to poison bodies of water, turning them into darkpools.  
 
    The Moon Temple: The seat of the High Reverent of the Aluren faith, located on Isle Lillomet of the Alliance Isles. 
 
    God’s Tears: a fountain of water in the Moon Temple, sacred to the Aluren. Drinking one sip is said to cure even the most deadly of ills.  
 
    To Hear the god: to be called to its service for either faith; to be strong (favored) in its magic—”the god Hears you well.” 
 
    Hear and be Heard: A common phrase among adherents; a wish for the god’s favor 
 
    Ampulla: a small, two-handled vial an Aluren carries on her person, filled with seawater. One handle is for the Aluren, the other is symbolically for the Shining face to ‘hold’ during healing 
 
    The Haru: an ancient sect of Aluren dating back to the Age of Horizons. The Haru nuns cut out their eyes in an act of Devotion to the Shining face in order to better Hear the god. In the New Dawn Era, the Haru are mostly died out. 
 
    Darkpool: deadly pools of water poisoned by a psyonicist. They sicken their victims, turning them into mindless weapons of death for the Bazira before dying 
 
    Illuria: the Aluren prayerword for healing 
 
    Luxari: the Aluren prayerword for weaving light 
 
    Krystak: the Baziran prayerword for weaving ice 
 
    Weaving light: an Aluren culls the light from an area and refracts it via the god’s magic through water in the air, creating burning missile weapons or globes of light depending on the adherent’s power, and how much light/water is in the adherent’s given area at the time of the spellcasting.  
 
    Healing: is done by using seawater, the source of all life on Lunos, and applying to a wound or sick person in conjunction with uttering the prayerword 
 
    Ice weaving: a Baziran adherent uses water in his or her body in conjunction with the uttering the prayerword, to create bolts of ice. Bazira adherents carry small flasks of freshwater on their person to drink in order to replenish themselves. A powerful Bazira can cool the water in the air in a given area to freezing, or can freeze the air in a person’s lungs, thereby killing them.  
 
      
 
    The Lesser Gods 
 
    Shaizan: god of the Ho Sun Empire. Its practitioners work as seers or diviners, able to see future events with the specialized use of runes. Far-dreaming is the ability to dream the future and is rare 
 
    Oshkat: god of the Zak’reth people. Oshkat is a war god; its magic is in fire. Its practitioners use its magic to imbue their weapons with deadly heat so that they burn as well as cut. Their armor is strengthened when put through the Oshkar’ii ritual and will burn anyone other than the wearer and other Zak’reth.  
 
    Wor’ri: goddess of the Devala. Its druids are capable of creating flurries of weather, and to tame or command animals at will.  
 
      
 
    The World of Lunos 
 
    Abysmite: rust-colored rocks that sometimes streak out of the Void to land on Lunos. Abysmite is dangerous to adherents as touching one of these rocks will deafen an adherent to the god and strip him or her of their power. Jewelry is sometimes made from these rare stones and fetch astronomical prices on the black market.  
 
    The Abyss: (archaic) the “place where gods go to die” though the origin of this phrase or its meaning is unknown. Commonly considered the black nothingness of a death outside the god’s favor—a terrible fate for an adherent and one to be avoided at all costs by continued pious service.  
 
    The Alliance: Formed during the Zak’reth war in an effort to keep the peace and prevent another uprising, the Alliance is comprised of the Moon Temple and the four largest, wealthiest and most powerful islands on the Western Watch.  
 
    The Alliance Isles: the four most powerful islands in all of Lunos, located on the Western Watch, and comprised of Isle Lillomet, Isle Parish, Isle Sevren, and Isle Killomede 
 
    Alliance Armada: the vast battalion of ships and men that serve and protect the Western Watch and beyond. They are based on Isle Lillomet, at the Citadel.  
 
    Armada Command: the ruling body of the Alliance Armada with rank as follows: Commodore, Admiral, Vice-Admiral, Commanders, and Captains 
 
    Blood Oath: the breaking of a bond between a sirrak and its master by means of the sirrak drinking the human’s blood. The human then becomes the sirrak’s new master, however, he or she must kill someone of the sirrak’s choosing or else face an eternity in the Void.  
 
    The Citadel: Headquarters of the Armada Command, on Isle Lillomet 
 
    Cloud Isles: home to the Vai’Ensai. Humankind are forbidden.  
 
    Currency: doubloon (gold), doubloon (silver), kroon (silver), penny (copper). 1 gold doubloon= 100 pennies or 20 kroons or 4 silver doubloons 
 
    The Deeps: (slang) The bottom of the sea; i.e. death by drowning or the final resting place of any sunken ship 
 
    Djinn: creatures from the Void, similar to sirrak’ah. They are beholden to a master who possesses the enchanted jar, chest, or vial in which the djinn is bound. Djinn can only survive on the desert isle of Juskara. Water is deadly to them; they cannot be brought aboard a ship, even while inhabiting their enchanted item. A djinn is useful to its master for three years, at which time it returns to the Void. Djinn are generally peaceful, unlike the murderous sirrak’ah, but are attracted to gold, jewels and coin. They make excellent thieves.  
 
    Dragons: an extinct race of immense, powerful winged creature that were said to possess deadly breathweapons. The dragons were responsible for the Breaking during their great war and are generally hated and reviled in memory 
 
    Dragonman: slur or insult for a Vai’Ensai—a humanoid creature descended from the dragons 
 
    Dragonwars: the civil war among the four races of dragons that caused the Breaking and nearly wiped out all life on Lunos 
 
    The Guild: Located on Isle Parish, the Guild is home to the greatest thinkers, explorers, engineers, and scientists on Lunos, each branch of knowledge run by an Order. The Order of Shipwrights, for example, heads the design and construction of all Armada vessels. The Guild houses the largest university and library, and Guild barges sail all over Lunos, collecting data. It is generally agreed upon, even among pirates, that Guild barges are free to sail without fear of attack.  
 
    Gunpowder: invented during the Age of Sedition by the Guild. Flintlocks, canon and muskets followed shortly thereafter.  
 
    Merkind: race of part humanoid, part sea creatures that live primarily in the Heart Waters. They are hybrids of a manner of sea life, including seahorses, sharks, dolphins, fish, etc. They are beautiful, awe-inspiring beings but dangerous. It is rumored that any ship sailing through the Heart Waters will be destroyed by a magical maelstrom of the merkind’s creation though it is rumored the maelstroms are merely legend. A vessel that attempts a voyage across any part of the Heart Waters vanishes without a trace. 
 
    Justarch: One of four rulers of the Alliance Isles, a Justarch is elected by the people of his or her particular island and works closely with the Armada Command and the Moon Temple over matters of trade, commerce, and the safety of the Western Watch.  
 
    Peliteryx: large pelican-hawk hybrid bred by the Guild for purposes of relaying messages. Peliteryx’s hold small canisters with messages inside in their throat pouch, and can be armored for their safety.  
 
    Pirate collective: an organized crime ring of several pirate captains and their crew loyal to one boss. A large pirate collective can have several ships in their ranks. The largest, the Underworld, has more than twenty ships running guns, smuggling, stealing, and kidnapping for its boss.  
 
    Sand baron: loose term for any one of the wealthy, powerful chieftains of the merchant tribes on Isle Juskara.  
 
    Sirrak (Sirrak’ah, plural): a shape-shifting creature from the Void, sometimes called blood demon. Sirrak’ah are evil, vile creatures that lust after death and violence. In order to survive on Lunos, they must be bound to a human by drinking some of that human’s blood that they will then serve unfailingly. A sirrak, once bound, cannot disobey their master. Only the death of a master or a blood oath can break the bonds of servitude. Sirrak’ah can alter their shape in any animal or humanoid form they choose or are commanded to take by their master.  
 
    Skye: During the Zak’reth war, she was High Reverent of the Moon Temple, Vice-Admiral of the Alliance Armada, and Justarch of Isle Lillomet. No single person before or since has held office in all aspects of the Alliance. Wife of Admiral Archer Crane. She disappeared four years after the war, saying only that she had left to “unite Lunos in everlasting peace.” 
 
    Stoneyard Prison: Located on Isle Parish, the Stoneyard Prison is the largest and most dreaded prison on Lunos. Inmates are made to break stone every day, all day, until their sentence has ended or they die, whichever comes first. The breaking of stone serves no real purpose except to wear down them down, breaking them in body and spirit. Murder among inmates is common and encouraged by Prison guardsmen.  
 
    Tradespeak: the common tongue of sailors on Lunos, created during the Age of Discovery to facilitate treaties and trade. By the end of the Age of Tranquility, Tradespeak became a primary language on all of Lunos, spoken by nearly everyone, sailor or otherwise.  
 
    Vai’Ensai: (see also dragonman) a race descended from the dragons. They are humanoid in stature but possess reptilian skin and facial features; horns in various formation along their head, and claw-tipped wings. They cannot fly but can glide with their wings and can use them for increased speed while running.  
 
    The Void: a black, empty space in the night sky devoid of any constellation or star. It is said that the Void is the portal to the world where demons, djinn and sirrak live.  
 
    Zak’reth War: devastating, violent war lasting ten years in which the Zak’reth people attempted to conquer the Eastern Edge islands, most notably the Farendus Isles, and were only defeated once the Alliance formed and intervened. 
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