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Eastern Plateau, watchtower

The barter was complete, Carlin thought, except for traveling to and fro, earning the cooperation of the tribe, and the actual trade-off. It was agreed that the trade would take place on the field overlooked by the watchtower. It was neutral ground, and if not intimidating, at the very least added a sense of gravitas. Voorsh, Nowen, and Bustard would travel west across the plains to the river and follow it to Uljar-Molik. The little Lizard and the Elf were the fleetest of foot, and though Voorsh didn't know the territory directly, a sister tribe of back-to-the-source types living a nomadic lifestyle on the plains would likely be found on the way. Voorsh felt she could use them as surrogates for the village, saving half the journey, but only if the Moskee-Molik were located quickly. She estimated four to six days. Carlin was nervous for her friends, but they had Bustard along. Nothing got past him, though you were never sure what he would find interesting enough to comment on. Dugg tried to act like he didn't care, but Bustard's shifting loyalties stung and there was every indication he preferred Voorsh's company. The strange gecko-bird seemed ready to follow his pretty-pretty anywhere.

Carlin stood next to Nowen at the map table and set two draughts of blue aster wine on the table next to his gear. "I think you should each carry one. Keep an eye out for more of the flowers, and note where you find them." She hugged him but kept it short. He got embarrassed when the others were watching, and there was a crowd at the moment. "Remember it doesn't work as fast as a healing elixir, so don't get hurt in the first place."

He managed to partially suppress an eye-roll, which she took as the sign of maturity it surely was. Everyone said Elves never change, but she was forced to disagree. His emotional range still only swept from petulant teenager to salty old codger, but his behavior tipped more toward the latter every day. He clasped her shoulder and gave it a rough shake.

Gladlow handed him a scroll. It held two preparations of the invisibility spell. "Don't be shy about using it. When you get back, you're welcome to copy it from my book."

Nowen nodded thanks and said, "I meant to tell you, I found a reference to the blue shell artifact. It was in Wulfric's reports. I think he was taking notes for a paper, but gave up."

"They didn't get any farther than we did..."

"Essentially. At first, I didn't know he was referencing the artifact because he kept calling it the library."

Gladlow leaned against the table. "Library. That's what his own divination told him it was?"

"Apparently. They were just as confused as we were by being told it was a scroll."

"I'm an idiot." Gladlow pinched the bridge of his nose. "I heard scroll and thought spells..."

"What do scrolls and libraries have in common?"

"They contain writing..."

Nowen said, "Even that may be too specific. They contain knowledge."

Gladlow asked, "Did anyone use something other than the same ritual we did?"

"Yes, but which I don't know. Here's everything I found, though I don't know the sources. Wulfric said the artifact was brought to them by an Opteryx. That's what Corigain calls Bustard's species. Remind me to show you the notes Carlin gathered from his treehouse. One of the mages determined that the artifact last belonged to Corvin."

Gladlow breathed, "Gods." Carlin was always surprised at the reverence Gladlow showed for the legendary Corvin. She had never heard of him before, but he certainly made an impression on her three wizard friends. The Institute had paid a fortune to have Pel smuggle the little jade shell off the island, and it had nearly gotten them all murdered. Gladlow said, "That's something they couldn't ignore. No wonder they didn't just go around Ningolohk. They'd risk anything to pick up his trail."

Nowen hurried on, "Whitecloud used a powerful communion ritual to ask her god, or advocate or something, where Corvin or his body is. She was told he couldn't be found. My understanding is, the only things she'd be unable to reach would be things..." He swirled his hand trying to find the right word. "Not on our worldly plane."

"And so they gave up and tried to smuggle the library to someone else for study. Is it worth continuing to search the papers?"

"I've gone over them all. Gladlow, if we go all the way to the village, I'm going to try and see the Geth-Terna. I promise not to hold up our return—"

"I understand. It's a lucky break to have the opportunity to get back there. Take what you need for some rubbings. That should be quick enough." Gladlow chuckled. "Unless the Quest Stone teaches you how to do laundry."

Nowen said, "Or be a crocodile farmer... I'll be careful."

"Something else we should talk about. Getting you into Ningolohk is a bit of a problem. My impression from Dugg is that a Lizard will be novel, and they won't know what to think about Dwarrow, but an Elf..."

"We're all planning disguises—"

"There's no hiding what any of us are from a Hob's sense of smell. Not for long anyway. The plan is to pretend to be a ship's crew. We don't want to be recognized as us by anyone who was on the village raid. Dugg says it will mostly be by reputation. The majority of the raiders were Frenzy crew, and they're away."

"What's the concern?"

"When they see an Elf, especially one with any authority, some will try to cause an incident. Actually, everyone will try to start something. Especially the Goblins swarming the place."

Nowen narrowed his eyes. "Why did you say, 'with any authority' like that?"

Gladlow sighed. "It's our opinion, currently, that an entirely fake position of lower status would be most effective. It would be easier to defend you against unwanted attention if you had some sort of hypothetical guardian."

"Lower status. How low?"

"The lower the better. Like cabin boy low, or maybe some sort of courtesan..."

"You unbelievable pricks." Nowen glared and Carlin covered her mouth. Gladlow had warned her not to make suggestions. Nowen wouldn't be able to fault the logic but was capable of digging his heels in if they gave any hint of mockery. "Fine. I leave it to you."

Gladlow said, "You'll go along with what the group decides—"

"I said. Now leave me to pack."

Gladlow dragged Carlin away, completely unable to hide his grin. She followed him to the sitting area for their deliberations. As she expected, the Chief had taken the lead.

Wellstone said, "We'll work out the details, but I think we can progress without Voorsh and Nowen. She'll be an exotic personal guard, he'll be someone who's not allowed to speak unless asked a direct question. Now, we have to choose ranks—"

Gladlow said, "I have a feeling you've already chosen every single one. Just tell us what you think we should do."

Meese spoke up. "We think that our kind being so rare on the seas, we'll have trouble gaining much trust from these people. Dwarrow have a reputation among the seedier sorts for being..."

Carlin said, "Honorable?"

Pel said, "I've heard stalwart..."

Gladlow said, "Insufferable tattletales."

Wellstone said, "That one." She shrugged. "There's a reason so many of the Dwarrow you see out and about are all shopkeepers or guards. Trustworthiness. It can also mean we're avoided when someone doesn't want their business looked at too closely."

Pel asked, "There truly aren't any criminals?"

"Of course there are, but we tend to be harsher on our own kind. It's better for all of us. One of ours found in shady dealings is guaranteed to already be a misanthrope. There's none less trustworthy than untrustworthy Dwarrow."

Gladlow asked, "So, what's your solution?"

Meese said, "We'll be the ship owners. Rich, eccentric, and perfectly clueless as to the dealings of those in our employ."

Wellstone continued, "It allows us to bolster your image. We give you orders, then ignore how they're carried out. While we're putting on a show, it allows you to sneak around behind our backs for the shadier discussions. Instant credibility."

Meese said, "So. Firstly, we suggest Carlin as Captain—"

"Me? That's insane—"

"Hold on sweetheart," Wellstone pushed her back in her seat. "We were tempted to put the least knowledgeable into the role. The Captain can remain aloof, right? But we're going to be what's left of a shipwrecked crew. We have to be prepared for challenging questions, and only you and I have enough ship knowledge to pass ourselves off as higher crew."

Meese moved on quickly, "With Pel, we can take the risk. We'll keep it vague and call her the quartermaster. We're a trading vessel, so it can mean whatever we want, from first mate down. We'll make up names for people who took care of duties she can't fake."

Wellstone and Meese looked at each other and Gladlow said, "What in hells is going on, did you think I'd demand to be Captain?"

"You know nothing about sailing—"

"And neither you or Pel are good enough play-actors to hide your relationship."

Pel said, "Right. Crew have to be careful about fraternizing. But, even on pirate ships?"

Wellstone said, "We're not a pirate ship."

"Right, sorry."

Gladlow came to her defense. "Is all of this necessary? We just need to get through the cove—hold on. I see. This is about buying passage on a pirate ship." He raised his voice loudly on the last part.

Meese said, "We have to explore all options—"

"The options are being sold as a slave or feeding the local sea life." Gladlow was getting genuinely angry. "Wellstone, what are you thinking? They may try to ransom the two of you, but Voorsh and I will just be dead, and—" He started to say more, but stopped himself.

Pel put her hand on his arm and said, "We can handle a bunch of sailors."

Gladlow glared at Wellstone until she looked away. She said, "Gladlow is right about that part. We can't handle fifty to a hundred of anything. And there's no way of knowing who they're crewed with. Swordsmen as good as me, even a mage, a priest." She stood up and looked at Gladlow. "We just have to make sure we don't have to take them on."

He said, "You tell me, Wellstone, what surety can you find in bargaining with criminals?"

"Can you assure me there's another way off this island?"

"I can assure you this isn't one."

Meese said, "Let's find something on which we can agree, so we can move on. Gladlow, we have to mix with the clientele of the public house. We will gather information, we will make plans, we will leave before the Frenzy returns. Yes?"

Gladlow nodded. "Forgive me, Helena." Carlin knew he felt he had lost an argument the second he lost his temper. He said, "Please continue."

Wellstone sat on the arm of the couch and put her hand on his shoulder. "I hope it makes you feel better to learn, you will be doing all of our negotiating."

Meese said, "You'd never be able to hide your education for long, so you'll be flaunting it as our supercargo. You act as purser for the ship and cargo master for us. If we can, we'll try to broker a few little deals through you. Build you up as the holder of the purse strings."

Wellstone said, "It also means you aren't actually crew, but somewhere approaching Pel in authority."

Gladlow said, "Making it believable that I might broker deals while bypassing Captain Carlin."

"Absolutely. It can also explain how little you might be found to know about ships. Your lot often does their job from shore."

Carlin was happy everyone had calmed down. She asked, "What's next?"

Wellstone said, "We're going to build some personas. The best way is to imitate someone you know well. It's easier to be consistent. For example, Carlin, do you remember Kasandra?"

"The bosun's mate?"

"She is everything we want Captain Carlin to be."

Carlin said, "She was terrifying..."

"You're too pretty to be terrifying, sweetheart, but intimidating you can manage. You'll be more likable than her, as well." She turned to the others. "Trust me on this. There's no weapons allowed. If someone has to scrap without, Carlin's the one I'm betting on."

Carlin was nodding along. "Kasandra was the type to break someone's nose, then buy them a drink."

"Or take them to bed." Wellstone shrugged. "No one would have doubted her captaining a pirate ship." She turned to Pel. "You can mostly be yourself. With no more crew to lord over or ship to worry about, you'll be free to socialize. If there's an argument or fight, fall back on supporting your captain. We'll let you buy drinks and make introductions if someone is asking about one of us. And look down your nose at regular sailors, be friendly with officers."

Meese said, "Gladlow. Do you remember Fursten?"

"Shifty little turd."

"True, but you liked him at first. Remember? 'Oh, Meese, you've got to meet him.'"

"He was friendly. He made you think he was an expert on everything he talked about."

Meese laughed. "He was an expert on some things. He just claimed twice as many more."

Gladlow said, "He had a way of making you try to impress him. Shit. What about him?"

"Do that."

"So, fearless jackass with just enough sense not to get stabbed. Got it. I've got a question though. We don't want to be recognized as the ones from the Lizard village, but we'll certainly be recognized as the ones from the mine. How are we supposed to pose as a third group?"

Wellstone said, "The brave defenders of the village will only be recognized by the Frenzy crew, so we just have to hope no one puts our faces to those heroic legend types. I'm not worried. We are the people from the mine, helping Dugg in order to get into the cove."

Gladlow said, "That's a lot of magic for a ship's crew..."

"Right, but none of the other ship crews were there. I doubt they socialize with Hobgoblins, so I think we'll be fine for a few days. Which is all we have anyway."

Pel said, "Even if there's suspicion, we have someone vouching for us as crew, and crew is protected in the cove."

Gladlow said, "Hopefully we can play up our working with Dugg. Anyone seen as profitable for the cove won't be harassed before Captain Lenogg gets back."

Wellstone said, "Let's talk wardrobe."

Carlin squealed and clapped her hands in a very un-captain-like fashion.

* * *
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Pel was anxious for the five days they spent waiting for the trade. She was happy for the time with Gladlow. For perhaps an hour at a time, she could forget everything and just live life in the tower with people she loved. The crushing worry always came back, pushing her to make something happen to speed the process, good or ill. Of course, she would take the opportunity to escape the island, but that didn't mean she wasn't hoping it would fail. The future was not something she was used to looking towards, or even hoping would be there. To be home, even as hard as it was before, but with Gladlow... She couldn't imagine anything better, but she also couldn't bring herself to believe it would happen. Give her something to fight any day.

"Gladlow, if you think there's no chance of passage back to the mainland, are you planning to keep following the researchers?"

"I'm not planning, really. I'm just looking for answers. Maybe we can find some in Ningolohk. Now try again."

"Aus-TRO-pee."

"Repeat."

Pel repeated the word ten times, letting her eyes glaze over and her mind wander. When her eyes refocused, she saw Gladlow beaming proudly.

"Perfect. You've stopped rushing through it, and it shows. I know it's a little boring, but I appreciate you taking it seriously."

"It's not boring—not too boring. I just don't think I'm very good."

Gladlow said, "I'm telling you, that isn't so. You have a lovely voice, clear as a bell, and you take instruction like no one I've ever met. Somehow, I don't think it's my teaching ability."

Pel felt her face redden. She was past feeling silly repeating words and doing hand exercises, but it was hard to believe he was impressed by any of it. He did seem genuine, though. He was always ready to gently correct, and she never caught him praising her when she wasn't trying her hardest. He was an excellent teacher, but an average student. At least when it came to spear training. He was gracious about apologizing when he lost his temper, which was often. She always had to decide when to stop, or he would carry on until he dropped. At first, she didn't like the sessions. Hers were boring and pointless and his were frustrating and tiring. She didn't want either of them thinking of the other in a negative way, but she grew to enjoy them. They showed clearly the two sides of him. The mage was calm and in control, wise beyond his years. The warrior was impatient and angry, still feeling like the unwanted boy. It made her believe she had more than one side herself, and that she could improve the parts she didn't like.

She said, "I have had more demanding instructors. Do you really think I've made progress?"

"Much more than I expected, though maybe I shouldn't be surprised. I said before, the way you fight couldn't be all physical. You pick up corrections almost immediately. Here's what you'll find disappointing. I can't say when the spell will actually trigger. You'll know when it... lives, but it might be tomorrow or a year. So much of it has to do with your state of mind."

"You mean I have to believe it?"

"I don't think that's all. It's probably more like when you fight. No fear, or humor, or even anger. Those things might be there, but you set them aside. Believing is only important because you don't fear it will fail. When you can let everything else fall away, the spell will live in your mind. The first one is a revelation. The only thing that approaches it is when you feel your power has deepened, but even that doesn't really compare. I think that's why I wanted you to learn. It was a truly beautiful moment for me, and I'd like you to have it too."

Pel said, "I'm afraid you won't get anything like that from what I'm teaching you."

"No, but I may live longer. The signal tower was alarming. Having my magic taken from me was..."

"Terrifying?"

"Enraging. I've never felt anything like it. I remember feeling foolish that I hadn't prepared for it. That spell. Its name translates to reprisal. I didn't know if I could survive it, but I was sure it would take my eye. I was ready to die, just to punish someone." Gladlow shook off the dour feelings and asked, "So, honestly, have I improved at all?"

Pel smiled and said, "Yes, of course. I think your biggest challenge is also state of mind. If you were ever able to focus the way you do with magic, I think you'd be a very dangerous opponent. You understand strategies, and think quickly enough to use them..."

"But as soon as my blood is up, it's just stab, stab, stab."

She laughed. "Yes. Maybe you could think of an exercise to calm your mind while you fight. I'll start by believing in the spell."

On the second day, Pel realized how isolated Carlin had become. The entire group had meals and stories together, but they had always paired off after. Carlin and Nowen usually worked, if not on something together, then near each other. Recently she had also begun teaching Voorsh to read and write. Now Carlin's most active leisure companions were both away, and Pel felt guilty that she took a day to notice. She enforced training sessions with Carlin's mace and shield but was curious about Wellstone's claim to her unarmed combat skills. The claim was founded, and though not necessarily a match for Pel, Carlin was skilled indeed.

Carlin stretched her back and asked, "Were you just letting me win at first? You've won the last three."

"No, I've just never encountered these techniques before. I've truly enjoyed this, I hope we can do it again."

"It's fun to practice with someone who knows what they're doing. It's too easy for someone to get hurt if the match is too uneven."

Pel hugged her. "I swear, I've never been as surprised as the first time you put me on the ground."

Carlin said wryly, "And it never worked again. Did I catch you trying it on me there at the last?"

"I thought about it, but it felt a little off. Would you show me sometime?"

"Of course." Carlin sat down to rest. "Was this to get me to stop moping around?"

"Were you moping?"

"I appreciate it. Pel? Do you feel the same as Gladlow about the plan to book passage? Do you think it's too risky?"

"No, but I also don't think he's wrong. If it was just me, I'd probably risk it. I'm glad it's not just me. I sometimes don't take very good care of myself."

"You take very good care of us."

"So do you. Did we just side with Gladlow?"

"Maybe. I'm hoping a better plan presents itself because I know the Chief will take a bad plan over doing nothing."

The Hobgoblin assemblage arrived early after a runner was sent to warn of the Lizard's imminent arrival. The Hobs were armed, but wearing leathers and no helmets, each a red-furred blend of feline, ape, and man. The sight of so many bestial faces had Pel on edge. Dugg and seven others placed the bundles on one side of the line Gladlow had drawn in the dust. They still carried three sets of long poles and skins, setting them down some distance away to wait. The Uljar-Molik arrived a few hours later. Where the Hobs had tried not to intimidate, the Lizards made no such effort. Thirty of the tribe, led by Sessek, arrived as if prepared for war. They placed their own bundles on the opposite side of the line. Sessek examined the offer, obliterated the line with a swipe of his foot, and signaled his people. They picked up the offered bundles and marched away without further fanfare. The barter was complete.

Dugg said to no one in particular, "I hope our two peoples will find a profitable new future. That's what I would have said. I practiced and everything." He sent his entourage on to the mine to set up meat smokers and guards.

They made final arrangements at the tower, cramming research papers and journals into the secret cabinet behind the painting. Gladlow was careful to let Dugg see there was nothing else of value stowed there. With their new clothes and an excess of personal gear, they brought one crate of things they hoped would be of value for bartering, and one long crate left empty. Gladlow handed Dugg the key to the upstairs room, giving him complete control of the tower. The group set off with no intention of coming back without a mage who could open the teleport circle.

Dugg asked, "Have you decided your preferred way out of Ningolohk yet?"

Gladlow was quick to answer, "The plan is still for you to get us through Eastgate with our weapons crate. You give us an exact time and we'll let you know what we decide. Until then we'll explore our other options."

"If you truly just want off the island, you could put together a tribute to Boazoch and join your mates on the beach..."

Wellstone said, "We've thought of that, but we're not sure a small boat can handle the Seeyo, uh, Seeya—"

Nowen said, "Siyokoy."

"—the eel-men. Big ship, or no ship."

Dugg shrugged. "Give me a day to look at guard shifts and whatnot. I should be able to give you a time soon after. Worst case is the right officer won't come on the rota for six days." Hobs didn't smile, a showing of their sharp teeth heralded attack, but the group's influence had already begun to show in the fuzzy, young Hobgoblin's mannerisms. He gave a pained sort of smirk that Pel assumed was meant to be reassuring. He just looked seasick.

Ningolohk, southern wall

Within hours, they got their first look at the Witch Gate. The gate itself was native hardwood bound in iron and set in a portal through a solid boulder. Sandstone walls filled the gaps between the natural outcroppings on either side. At the left end, it joined to a massive masonry wall extending to the cliffs.

Gladlow said, "To compel the mages to build this, Lenogg must be a devil of a negotiator..."

Dugg said, "You have no idea. It wasn't his idea, though. They offered."

Meese said, "This is Bessemer's work, I'd stake my life on it. She's the one who built the towers, too."

Wellstone said, "Bessemer. Is that who's clothes I'm wearing? I must thank her." Not only was Bijou Bessemer's spare wardrobe visually assaulting, it was the only female clothing in the tower fitting someone of Helena Wellstone's small stature. That said, she was still practically swimming in them. Bijou must have measured exactly the same horizontally as vertically. Wellstone had settled on an incredibly colorful, billowy skirt and a lace-up tunic that was meant to be skin tight. Meese assured her it looked rather nicer, and more modest than it would on Master Bessemer. Helena liked it because it perfectly matched Meese's hat, which she claimed as her own.

Carlin asked, "Meese, is she the only other of your people to become a mage?"

"Not at all," he said, "but she's the only one I've met. Once I was accepted to the Institute, my bursary funds suddenly doubled. It was credited to several anonymous donors, but I've always suspected her. I didn't meet her for several years, but when I did, she seemed to know everything about me."

As they got closer, Gladlow asked, "Dugg, do you know how long this took? Did she do it alone?"

"I was there but it was hard to tell. They all gathered and drew sketches and argued, but I think it was her that done the magic. She would do some then sit and have a snack or chat, then do some more. I'd say an hour here and an hour at the seawall. Most of it sitting on her ass."

Pel said, "I never imagined something like this could be made by one person..."

Gladlow said, "I think she used a spell known to us, but I've never seen the kind of control she exhibits. She's matched the conjured stone to the natural. It's amazing. I thought it was different magic that made the towers, but I think she's just exceptional. I mean, I've never heard of someone making round walls."

Carlin asked, "Why is it brick at that end?"

Dugg said, "That was how far we were on our wall project when the witches came through. Their barter put us years ahead. We were able to flop right over to other construction."

Gladlow said, "That may be why they offered this. They could see the Hobs were capable, and determined, to build it. Maybe they felt it wouldn't be too disruptive."

Suspended from a scaffold, a Hob stoneworker and his Goblin assistant were hard at work carving scary faces into the stone surrounding the gate. Directly above was already completed with relief carvings of ship battles and sea monsters, as well as the leering faces of snarling Hobs.

Dugg called out and a pair of faces peered down from the guardhouse on top of the rocks. He coaxed them in Hob until they disappeared to open the gate and step through. There was much ado and they retreated and closed the gate. However, there were no sounds of barring or locking.

Gladlow said, "Apparently we're the first outsiders to approach the gate. Everyone who visits the cove comes in the port. He just told them our ship went down on the south side."

Dugg said, "It's good so far, but unusual, so they went to get their commander."

The commander and four guards exited to examine the group. They stood around, speaking only Hob, and neither Gladlow nor Dugg seemed to feel it prudent to translate. Pel thought the wardrobes must be working, as they didn't give the Humans a second look, reserving all of their skepticism for the others. The two Dwarrow were a curiosity but quickly deemed nonthreatening. Meese's clothing complemented Wellstone's rather well with little alteration. His wizard robes had long since been discarded, and his pants and particolored vest were fine quality. He wore no hat, but even after weeks without a barber, his hair and beard were nothing to be ashamed of. The Elf was discussed at length, but with Nowen's plain and slightly skimpy clothing, it was obvious he wasn't carrying weapons. He wore several pieces of jewelry, a tight-fitting necklace and bracelets, carefully chosen to give the impression of servitude. He had even suggested himself that he forego his traditional braids and plaits, as befit a servant. He was dismissed with a sneer. Voorsh was the final subject, which Dugg had both predicted and insisted would be a good sign. She was dressed closer to the Hob guardsmen than anything else in her modified leathers. She carried a shield and the boar spear, with her scute buckler and war club already in the weapons crate with the Orc blade. The only other change they made was a bit of red paint to mark her as a member of a fictional tribe created by Nowen and Gladlow. She had been uncomfortable imitating a real tribe's decoration. They kept it subtle, and the red was used mostly to obscure her lovely blue markings.

The guard captain asked, "Can you part with your weapon, little Lizard?"

"If I need another, perhaps I will come take yours." She kicked the crate open and dropped the shield and spear inside. She then proceeded to collect from everyone else while utterly dismissing the Hobs. The crate was filled, closed, and lifted by Dugg's personal guard. This seemed to satisfy the commander and they were waved in. With their weapons confiscated, the Goblin above was emboldened to drop sand down on them as they passed under. The Hob sculptor shoved him off the scaffold to land on his belly at the party's feet. The Goblin stumbled, coughing, in through the gate.

Meese asked as they entered, "Gladlow, did anyone know this was here?" The view of Ningolohk from the Witch Gate was awe inspiring. They had felt they were closer to sea level, but the break in the basin edge, filled with wall and gate, opened to a series of cliffs stepping down to the water's edge. Behind the gate was paved with giant blocks and what seemed to be military barracks. As they neared the edge, they could see in the distance, the sides of the cove entrance rising sixty feet above the water, with siege engines and guardhouses mounted along the sea walls.

"Not the Institute," Gladlow said, continuing more to himself, "What is it about this island?"

Nowen asked, "What do you mean?"

"Elvish only, Nowen. I can see the additions the mages made to the sea wall... but it's nothing compared to what the Hobs have done. There's no record of anything like this. Anywhere."

Dugg walked them to the edge. It was only twenty feet down to the next level area, this one entirely paved. Two stone buildings occupied it, and though Pel couldn't discern their purpose, Dugg began pointing out areas of interest. "You're standing on our aqueduct. The spring feeding the cove was a bit undersized for our needs, so the aqueduct improved things heaps. The spillway can power the forge, but Bobbuck is planning a windmill thing. He has to fight for every drop of diverted water." Pel could hear water falling and peeked over the edge to see. It spilled from drains in the brick structure to fall into wells on the next level down.

Dugg pointed to where she was looking. "Down there is most of the space in the cove. Hobs live on the left side of the sewer, Goblins on the right. None of it is technically off limits, but I would avoid wandering off the main crossroad." Pel could see what he meant, the road cut the—she didn't know what to call it other than city. The road cut the city into four unequal parts. The Goblin quarter was small and dense, impossible to make sense of. It gave the impression of a bug nest built on right angles. The largest quarter looked for all the world like a human settlement, but more precise and even than any she had seen.

They were led to a massive staircase leading down to each level. Dug said, "The smaller stairs on the opposite side of the cove are mostly used by Goblins and as a shortcut for Hobs working that end."

Carlin asked, "Are the Goblins not allowed on this one?"

"Well, the Goblins were tired of being knocked over the edge whenever they got underfoot. I've explained the rules of the cove to all of you. They're the only rules, and they apply to everyone. Goblin muckraker to Human prince." Dugg sounded exasperated when he said, "Humans are the worst rule followers. Every. Single. One... is shocked, I tell you, that we meant him. So watch yourselves. The Hobs won't do anything in front of witnesses, but the Goblins can't help themselves."

The stairs ended on a walkway that stretched to the water, a reed fence obscuring the area on the left. The right opened onto the crescent-shaped, limestone shore. Dugg pointed to the end and said, "That's the shipyard and dry dock. I can maybe get you a look, but they're very serious over there, so no mucking about. That's the Frenzy's spot, and she barely fits. I'm terrified they'll crack her open every time."

They passed pretty typical dockyards facing the open water of the cove. There were a few small tenders and longboats, some with Humans, Goblins, or Hobs, tied to the dock. The largest pier had no boats, it seemed to serve only to access the square, timber building standing on piers above the water. It had many open windows, too high to see into, and smoke coming from a clay chimney at the back. Dugg said, "That's the public house. As you requested, I've done nothing on your behalf." He looked apologetic when he said, "I told Sutler everything. Hold up. Listen, she's too connected not to find it all out anyway. It was best I tell her from the beginning. My two best allies are Sutler and Feckrus. She's my soldier connection, Feckrus is my occultist."

Gladlow asked, "We can trust them?"

Dugg shrugged and said, "No. I can trust them, they're blood. Both of them agree that Lenogg is some sort of savior, so watch what you say. I wouldn't put it past either of them to betray you to protect me. Everything else is as we agreed. Except I told Feckrus everything too. Good luck!"
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Chapter Two
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Wellstone took a deep breath and marched into the open door of the public house, entourage trailing. The rough timber door was propped open with a broken oar. The inside wasn't too warm but smelled of burnt fish and pipe smoke. She scanned the room to get her bearings. She knew that as much as she lectured the others, it was she who would have the most difficulty playing her part. She was to be the wealthy patron believing she imposed her will on the crew while Gladlow made deals under her nose. She cursed herself again, realizing that was too close to the truth for her liking. The hard part would be not getting involved. She trusted Gladlow implicitly to do the right thing, but what if the right thing wasn't a thing that she wanted done? She would have to sit and pretend to be oblivious until she could shout at him in private. Meese was already annoying her, and knew it, which made it more annoying. If he called her 'my pet' just a few more times, she would have to find a plausible excuse for her persona to slap his godsdamned face off.

Voorsh pushed in behind her and surveyed the room. She chose a seat against the wall and pulled it out for Wellstone. They were always going to draw attention, so they agreed to embrace it. Voorsh called out to the woman carrying drinks, "We will have one of everything. Please." Even those trying to look uninterested in the newcomers stared openly. Wellstone could almost hear the chatter. Did that Lizard just order drinks? Voorsh then sat and played her part, which was to stare back at patrons and make everyone feel watched. As soon as Meese was seated at her side, Nowen pulled out a chair for Carlin, leaving Gladlow to start a new table, out in the open with his back to the room. The room itself was strange as if the Hobs knew of no other type of building than a barracks. There were beds spaced around the outside of the room, each with corresponding tables, and ornate clay lanterns hanging above.

Gladlow said, "This is what I call accommodations. There're even more people to watch me sleep." He was joined by Pel on one side and Nowen on the other. Nowen's task being to stay quiet and listen to the room. He opened a book and pretended to read.

The Hob innkeeper started toward the back, but a voice called out, "Another." It was a large man at a table with two others. All three were wearing black and grey boiled leather, expensive and sleek. The innkeeper took a pitcher from the rear table and poured him another, topping up his friends as well. No sooner had the server gotten halfway across the room, than the voice sounded out again, "Another." This time accompanied by a cup banged on the table. "Bring me something not meant for babes." He leaned into the light and his greyish skin and yellow eyes would have betrayed his blood even if his massive lower teeth weren't visible.

Wellstone asked, "Is that an Orc?"

Meese said, "Half of one, maybe more by the look of him."

The innkeeper kept walking, eliciting more yells from the dissatisfied customer, and disappeared through the back. Returning with a half barrel on one shoulder, held steady with the stump of a right arm, the keg was unceremoniously dropped on the table, causing the two humans to snatch up their cups to prevent a spill. The woman cursed loudly, the man stood to access the keg, and the Orc laughed obnoxiously. The server eventually made it to Voorsh's table with a stack of cups in the crook of her arm, and a full pitcher. Wellstone realized this was her first sighting of a female Hob. The red of her fur was striking, and this woman at least had a sleeker, more feline quality than the men.

"Sutler. Food, drink, bed, a silver a man. We trade. Pay again tomorrow. I say when you've had enough. Then you pay more. I buy your first. Welcome to Ningolohk. No killing." She had a thicker Hob accent than Dugg, but Wellstone had the impression her speech wasn't broken, she had just refined her welcome to the essentials. Sutler started to pour the cups, then glanced in the pitcher, left the whole thing, and returned to work.

Meese poured the drinks and proposed a toast. Wellstone had coached them not to stand or touch glasses. "Captain Carlin. To whom we're eternally grateful for seeing us to safety." The group drummed their hands on the table and drank as one.

Most of them gagged or coughed, Voorsh's spilling out of her mouth and back into her cup. Carlin downed the drink with no reaction but watering eyes, and Gladlow pretended to enjoy his. Wellstone cursed him silently. He had obviously known what they were drinking. She said, "Gladlow. Dearheart. What the shit is this?"

"This, Mastress Wellstone, is Goblin grog. Only the taste is strong. They've mixed it with water and fruit juice to improve the... flavor."

While a discussion raged about what the flavor actually was, the first predator arrived. Wellstone predicted it but didn't expect him quite so soon. They had identified Carlin immediately to stave off the prowlers below a certain rank, but Pel would have to choose a different strategy.

"It's an acquired taste," said the man leaning on the back of the empty chair next to Pel.

Gladlow asked, "Once acquired, how are you rid of it?" to laughter around the table. Nowen did a fine job of looking confused.

The man gritted his teeth and asked Pel, "Is anyone sitting here, beautiful?"

Pel said, "Oh, my manners, did you need chairs?" She hopped into Gladlow's lap and kicked the empty chair towards the visitor. "Take mine." She sank a hand into Gladlow's curls and whispered something in his ear.

The man's attitude changed to a fake nicety. "I thank you... might I ask your name, Miss?"

Pel was ignoring him, so Gladlow said, "Quartermaster Pel, of the downed ship Orogeny, meet—what was your name?"

"Have a good evening," the man said over his shoulder.

"You forgot your chairs!" Gladlow shrugged and gave all of his attention to the woman in his lap.

Nowen spoke in Elvish and he and Gladlow conversed for a moment. The way his voice carried, Wellstone could hear his half of the conversation easily. Translating Elvish, a little less so. It was something about appreciating the watchful eye of a friend. He was drawing annoyed looks from the nearest table where a man and woman played cards while a companion slept on a bunk with a lit pipe in his mouth.

Gladlow patted at Pel until she let him up. "Off to work," he announced and stalked over to the table where Sutler was filling pitchers from a tapped barrel. He started a conversation in Hob, and after a while, she led him into the back.

Wellstone said, "That certainly caused a stir. Meese, what's that about?"

"I imagine it's the wine deal he set up. Dugg had the remaining tower casks delivered before we got here."

"Clever lad. I think he might be overdoing it, though. He could take his time."

Meese said, "Fursten wouldn't."

"Apparently, neither do these swabs. Here comes the next one."

An undeniably handsome man sat next to Pel. He stuck out his hand and said, "First Mate of the Wyvern Wind. Adare."

Pel tilted her chair back and put her feet on the table. "Don't you know not to offer your hand to a lady?"

He dropped his hand, unperturbed. "It's been some time since I've met one. I should also apologize for Currie, his manners are foul even for a sailor."

"He asked before sitting at my table."

Adare smiled. "It seems a lady so lovely can overcome my better nature."

"I can't imagine your better nature puts up much of a fight anymore."

He laughed this time and sat back. Choosing another tactic, he asked, "What was that boy thinking to leave you here with the likes of me?"

"No doubt he's off getting me something better to drink."

"Good. He'll be gone a long time." He smiled slyly, but she didn't take the bait. "There's nothing else to be had, I'm afraid."

It was Pel's turn to laugh. "Gladlow won't understand that at all."

"It will be a harsh lesson for the boy. Not everything can be bought, some things you have to fight for."

"Today's my turn to do the fighting. He's buying the drinks."

Wellstone almost laughed out loud. She had begun thinking of Pel as strangely innocent considering her vocation, but she was nearly as good at this kind of sparring. Wellstone was finally starting to see the cracks show in Adare's demeanor. He was obviously used to getting a better response by now. Rather than rising to the challenge, he was getting impatient for the kill.

He said, "The only decent drinks to be had are aboard my ship. Come for a visit."

Pel pointed and said, "I suppose we could ask." Gladlow was carrying two large earthenware vases and arguing with Sutler, though Wellstone had to admit, she wouldn't know arguing from love poetry if it was in Hob. Two Goblins trailed behind, each wearing aprons and carrying two dusty glass bottles. One vase went on the floor by their bags, the other he sat on Wellstone's table along with the Goblin's four bottles, and one from Sutler.

The innkeeper raised her voice to the room. "Pitchers of Human wine are available. One silver." A dozen hands waved in the air accompanied by shouts.

Gladlow ripped a waxed paper seal over the top of the vase and dipped cups for everyone by rank. He stuck out his hand at the man in his seat and said, "Gladlow. Supercargo of the Orogeny, may gods bless her..."

"May gods bless her. First Mate Adare, Wyvern Wind."

Pel said, "Mister Adare just invited us for drinks aboard his ship."

Gladlow looked at the cups in his hands and grinned. "We'll remember you if we're running low. Why don't you save yourself a trip and have one with us? If you've never had toffa, you're in for a treat. The Hobs make it from sugarcane and sweetsop. It's a rummy sort of beer..."

Adare stood and said, "No, you lot have your fun."

"A rummy sort of rum?" Gladlow said while brandishing one of the brown bottles.

"It was a pleasure meeting you, Pel," Adare said as he put a hand on her arm. "A pleasure meeting you both."

They were left alone for a few minutes while the wizard's wine was distributed, but Gladlow didn't sit still for long. Before Wellstone realized what he was doing, he had the abandoned pitcher of grog, a bottle, and two cups. He headed straight for the half Orc and gave a loud Orcish greeting.

Wellstone asked, "Meese, what in seven hells is he doing? Is he trying to start a brawl?"

"I wouldn't worry about it. Try to relax, my pet."

She glared at him but saw he was already looking at her intently. It was a gentle reminder that she made an effort to appreciate. She watched the half Orc fold his arms over his chest and stare at Gladlow, who was still chatting comfortably in Orcish. The sailor's expression didn't change from a scowl, but he kicked a chair outward and Gladlow sat down and poured the man a grog. The two were drawing plenty of interest, not all of it good, but one man was listening to them so intently, it would be hard to believe he didn't understand something of what they were saying. She studied the man as best she could from this distance and saw what was different about him. He was half Elf, she would swear it. He was isolated by his group, much like the half Orc. His head and ears were neatly covered with scarf and hat, but he just couldn't manage the salty griminess of his companions. He went back to his papers, but she could see he was just pretending to read as he listened. Gladlow's new companion no longer looked so ready to break jaws. He was smirking at something the lad was saying and suddenly burst out into a full throated laugh. They toasted something, downed the grog and Gladlow uncorked the bottle and poured them a real drink.

Wellstone said, "I genuinely don't know what he's trying to accomplish."

"Helena, I promise he's not messing about—"

"They've run off a first mate and now he's chatting up a godsdamned oarsman."

"He was supposed to establish himself as someone who makes deals. He got drinks for the room, without paying for them, while speaking four languages."

Wellstone said, "He's likely making more enemies than friends..."

"You know being timid will get you knifed faster."

Gladlow came back later as the food arrived and shoved their tables together so Wellstone and Meese were suddenly sitting at the head. The Goblins trooped out and shoved two large platters unceremoniously into the middle of the tables. Roasted fish and unleavened bread.

Gladlow sat and put an arm around Pel. "Enough work for now. We'll let everyone get a little wine in their bellies, then we can all split up and ask questions." He rolled a slab of fish in the bread so he could lean back and eat with one hand.

Meese grinned at Wellstone and she sighed. "Good work with the drinks. Not only is the...?"

"Toffa."

"Not only is it better than the Goblin swill, it's one of the nicer things I've had to drink in years."

Gladlow started to say something but stopped himself. "I'm glad you like it."

Pel couldn't help smiling. "I know you're dying to tell us all about it..."

"I am, but I'll contain myself. Deegan said—"

Wellstone asked, "Who's Deegan?"

"The man I was just talking to. There're three ships in the cove. The Wyvern Wind, the biggest, is the only one heading directly back to the mainland—"

"That's the one for us then. "

"It's the worst prospect by far. Hold on, damnit. It's crewed by almost a hundred men, and I mean men. No non-Humans, few women."

Carlin said, "Our group is less than half Human and less than half men."

Gladlow said, "Right. We'll talk about their reputation later. The next is Deegan's ship, the Luth Gullet. It's here to trade with the Hobs, so it won't leave before the Frenzy arrives."

Pel said, "Obviously a mixed crew, that's a good sign?"

Gladlow sighed and said, "Yes, but the problem is the captain. I think he sent Deegan here to die." He dramatically took a big bite of his fish roll and everyone had to wait for the explanation. "Sorry. I'm just putting this together from what little Deegan gave me. He's supposed to pick a fight with a Hob and give them a good beating. He was told his two Human crew mates are here to protect him."

Meese said, "That's madness. Why?"

"He was told it would give them the upper hand on their coming barter."

Carlin asked, "Is he dumb enough to believe that?"

Gladlow said, "He absolutely believes it, and I think he's right. If he gets killed by a Hob, his captain will make a stink and get a hell of a bargain. Those two are here to witness and make sure he dies."

Pel said, "That's as cutthroat a gambit as I've ever heard."

"It's an Orcish one."

Meese asked, "Are you saying their captain is an Orc?"

Gladlow said, "This is pure conjecture, but I don't know who else would name their ship the Luth Gullet."

Meese said, "Gods blind me, I didn't make the connection." He explained to everyone while Gladlow stuffed his face again. "Luth was a trading post set in a mountain pass. The Humans abandoned it to get out of the way of the necromancer's army. Well, the Orcs in the valley... I don't remember which clan—"

Gladlow frantically tried to talk around a mouthful of food.

"Hush, it doesn't matter. The point is, the Orcs set themselves in the pass and died defending it. They called it the battle of the Gullet."

Gladlow had swallowed enough of his food to add, "They didn't even slow the enemy down. They threw their lives away to give a screaming, bloody 'fuck you' to the undead, who aren't even capable of being impressed."

Wellstone said, "I admit to feeling a bit of a soft spot for the Orcs..."

Meese said, "It's impossible not to, but I have to agree with Gladlow. Bad luck and poor taste aside, it would be a joke name to Humans—"

"But a heroic one to the Orcs," Gladlow said. "Either way, that's two ships that almost guarantee we're sold as slaves. The third is still a bit of an unknown, but it's called the Beggared Swain."

Voorsh said shyly, "I am confused. I saw only tiny ships..."

Wellstone said, "The big ships will be anchored outside the cove. The ones at the dock are just the boats the crew take to shore." She paused for a moment. "You know, there were crew stuck there tending the ship's boats. After supper... perhaps Carlin and I should bring a bottle so they don't feel left out."

* * *
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Gladlow was happy to see the crowd was getting more mellow, for the most part, as the wine flowed. With crew from multiple ships, in what could instantly become hostile territory, most seemed to appreciate the decent drinks and a floor that didn't sway to and fro. That isn't to say several men weren't doing just that. Occasionally someone would get too loud or too finger-pointy and their companions would shove them back into their seat and ply them with more wine. Gladlow kept an eye on Deegan, expecting him to suddenly remember his mission. His Human minders were now chatting and laughing with him, obviously getting him wound up. Wellstone and Carlin had gone out to interrogate the guards minding the boats, hopefully not a tenth as drunk as they pretended. It was midday in the protected area of the cove, they should be as safe out as in. Meese had stepped in as a baffle for Pel. With even a little drink in him, Gladlow was unable to manage his emotions well enough to prevent himself dropping a ball of hoarfrost in the lap of the next man to put his hand on her arm. Meese and Pel were surrounded by sailors as they told the tale of the group's battle at the signal tower. Much of it was lies, as they couldn't mention magic, but it was a good choice as so little magic was used during that one. It sounded utterly unbelievable, but the way the two of them agreed on details or stopped in the middle of the story to argue was too natural not to be convincing. Gladlow left them to it, but he hated to miss Pel's story. They had fought that battle side by side, and that was how she told it, face lighting up when she spoke of him, like he was one of those mad northern berserkers in the old stories. Of course, being Pel, at the same time completely unable to keep criticisms of his technique to herself. Even her flaws were adorable. He shouldn't have another drink. He was aware the fear boiling in his belly was ridiculous, she was absolutely trustworthy, but suddenly she had a dozen other men to choose over him. She found him past the crowd and gave him a wink... and suddenly he was the luckiest man in the world again.

Gladlow went to check on Nowen and Voorsh. Wellstone had made a big production of leaving her bodyguard behind. It left the two undesirables to poke around unmolested. Gladlow found them in the back near the kitchen. One of the few concessions to decorating the public house was a huge, tanned leather hide tacked to the back wall. As he got closer, he realized it was a large map. He also heard Nowen and Voorsh conversing in her language. Technically against the plan, but he let it go.

Nowen said in Elvish, "The Hobgoblin barkeep visited a great deal of the island in her past career. Her cartography skills are rather fine as well."

"Is this Ningolohk here?" Gladlow pointed.

Sutler appeared behind him to say, "A copper, or keep your eyes off it."

Gladlow waved to the others and continued to study the map leaving Nowen and Voorsh to search for a coin. The entirety of the island had been circumnavigated and carefully drawn. Great portions of the basin were left blank, but the details of the coast were remarkable.

Nowen handed her a coin and Gladlow asked before she was able to retreat, "Sutler, did you draw the entire map, or did others assist?"

She sneered and said, "One question, one copper."

"Unbelievable. How about a silver and you answer all my questions for my entire stay?"

"Only questions about the map, others I decide."

Gladlow said, "Pay the woman." Then prompted her, "So?"

Sutler waited patiently until she received the coin, examined the coin, and tucked it away. "I drew it. The coast while on patrol, the rest whenever we ventured in. One more question, then I work. More questions later."

Gladlow pointed to a spot near the far east tip of the island. That area had far more detail than on any of the Institute's maps. "Tell me about this."

"That is the village of Neap." When she saw he wasn't satisfied, she hissed air through her teeth in annoyance. "A village of Humans."

"That can't be right." He pointed down at his feet. "There are Humans on this island?"

"Strange Humans."

"Strange how?"

Sutler was becoming exasperated. "Strange every way. Food, boats, god, huts. Strange. They say a ship ran aground and was never rescued. They are the distant children of the survivors. I know some who have been there. I can make them talk to you. Later."

Gladlow could see she was at her limit. "Thank you, Sutler. I'll save the rest of my questions for when it's quieter." He turned to Voorsh and asked, "Have you heard of this Neap?"

She said, "No. This map shows farther than my people have gone east. The reefs are impassable between Arux-Troth and Vesh-Troth." She pointed to an area of the wall a foot outside the map. "Dangerous for boats or swimming." She then marked an invisible line bisecting the island. "We have never gone past this area of rocks and caves. Little food. Fresh water is difficult to reach."

Nowen asked, "Might it present another way off the island?"

Gladlow said, "Life brings hope. The eastern gate leads to a valley. This here. The Hobgoblins send out parties to hunt and forage. I will discern what lies beyond."

Nowen said, "It is the direction the researchers went..."

"There is that."

"Now for what I have to show you. Do you recognize this here?" He pointed to a shape just off the coast.

Gladlow shrugged. "Is it a small island?"

"Perhaps, but it does not matter. Do you recognize the shape?"

Gladlow was so surprised he responded in common. "Shek's journal." He caught himself and continued in Elvish, "Do not point there again. Record any details you can. Nowen, let us keep this between us two for now."

Nowen nodded and went for his notebook.

Gladlow said, "Voorsh, can you let everyone know we'll all meet at the aqueduct an hour before nightfall? Quietly, please. And no one goes anywhere alone." He had to ask Sutler for one more favor, and the thought made him laugh out loud. How much was she going to charge him to borrow the weapon he spied behind her drinks table?

* * *
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Pel leaned back and let Meese finish the story, as they had reached the part where she and Gladlow were unconscious and bleeding anyway. She had managed not to drink much of anything for a respectable amount of time, but talking so much made her mouth dry, and her cup emptied several times. She felt jingled but thought she caught it in time. Of course, the only thing more important to these sailors than keeping her cup full was being the one to fill it. She refused steadfastly until a woman slapped her on the shoulder and waved her pitcher of wine. Her name was Nolia, and they had a nice conversation about ship life. Pel had been raised to it, but her only recent experience was the Indomitable. She felt she did a good job of faking. It was strange that the men seemed to have backed off, and Pel had assumed for a minute that Nolia was of sufficient rank to repel at least the men of her own ship. However, Nolia was nothing more than a sailmaker, an essential job but not one of authority. The situation became clear when Pel spied her swapping her empty pitcher with Adare's.

Pel waited until the other woman lowered herself into her seat and dragged the chair and girl towards her, grabbing the dropped pitcher before it hit the floor, and setting it out of the way. "Nolia, remind me to thank Adare in the morning for sending me such a fine... drinking companion. Why don't we find someplace out of the way to finish the rest?" When Pel slid a hand onto her knee, the other woman began to babble.

"Miss Pel, I'm sorry, this is a misunderstanding—I mean, I'm married. Very married—"

"You should have thought of that before agreeing to Adare's bargain."

"That wasn't part of the deal—"

Pel shoved her seat back and poured them both some wine. "My mistake. It happens..."

Nolia laughed nervously. "No, think nothing of it. I'm so—I'm so flattered."

Pel changed her tone back to old-friend-catching-up, let the glow of the wine shine through, and proposed a toast to her friend's marriage. Nolia drank gratefully.

"So, how long have you been wed?"

Nolia said, "Goodness, it's been two years already."

"I didn't think there were many women aboard the Wind..."

"Oh some, we don't get to go ashore much. Only married women are allowed to crew. You'd hate it."

Pel smirked. She deserved that. "Adare isn't currently married, is he?"

"No, no. I'm sorry—are you interested after all—"

"Not at all, but he doesn't need to know that does he? Let's make a deal of our own. You keep the men away from me just a little longer, and I'll let you send Adare over. I'll make sure his humiliating rejection is his fault and not yours. As an apology for being a lout."

Nolia raised her drink in a mock toast and said, "I can't say he doesn't deserve it. It's in the ship's articles that interfering with a crewmate's spouse is punishable by marooning. We've lost others, but here he still is."

Pel let the conversation meander naturally for a while. Captain Enver was both the captain and master of the Wyvern Wind. Unlike so many others, she wasn't a captured ship, but one owned by his family. This allowed them access to legitimate ports if they were careful of witnesses. They did a brisk trade selling the stolen goods of other pirates.

Pel said, "That explains how you lot were able to replace your tribute. We weren't so lucky."

Nolia said, "I'm so sorry for your losses. We're only a little better off. The Wind could be decommissioned if they don't think of something soon. The new tribute came from the cargo we were hauling. I heard it said we owe someone who'll make us long for Boazoch's attentions..."

"Nolia, who stole the tribute?"

"No one is certain, but two crewmen disappeared at the same time."

"That would have taken some planning."

"It must have. The two weren't even known to be friends. What happened with the... your ship?"

"The Orogeny—"

"It sounds..."

"Dirty? I know. I think it's a mining term. You know Dwarrow." The woman nodded but still looked confused. Pel said, "We were sunk before we knew anything was wrong. We lost so many, we'll never know who might have disappeared with our payment. The Crown's Indomitable went down the same way. The survivors know nothing."

Nolia looked stunned. "Boazoch drowned a Crown ship? There were rumors they didn't have to pay tribute."

"It looks like the rumors were false. Everyone pays. How many other ships met the same fate?"

Nolia said, "Well one ship was lucky and paid tribute on the way in. I forget the name. They did their business and left. The Luth Gullet also replaced their tribute, but now they're skint."

"And the Beggared Swain? I hadn't heard their trouble."

"They had none. I'm serious, they paid their tribute as normal."

Pel asked, "Did that make anyone suspicious?"

"Of course, but it was agreed that they avoided the theft because Captain Hedar is a raving paranoid. She doesn't let her crew fraternize. They sleep and eat on the ship. Also, I hear that most of them are related. I wouldn't trust my family with a plugged copper, but hers is apparently loyal."

"What's she so afraid of?"

"Everything. Having her ship taken, mutiny, but especially disease. I heard a rumor that she's left crew at any random port, just because they had a cough."

"I suppose there's no poking fun at the paranoid anymore." Pel only let the girl ramble on a little longer before telling her, "It looks like my man has run off. Tell Adare we can have one drink while I wait. Off you go." Pel went and retrieved a quarter-bottle from Meese who was gambling with some new friends. No one could hold court quite like Meese, and she was sorry to miss it. As rough as they looked, they were smiling and laughing like children. She had to wonder if he was as good at gambling as he was at slinging manure.

The first mate took just enough time to extricate himself to prove he was in no rush, stopping to chat with several of his crew. She didn't like some of the looks she received, but that was fine. It sobered her up a bit and this wasn't a drink with a friend, it was an opening negotiation. They met at a relatively secluded table. He waved her graciously into a chair, and she only rolled her eyes slightly as she sat down. He dragged his chair around and sat close to her. He raised a pitcher just as she raised her bottle.

Adare said, "No, I pour the drinks at my table—"

"Sorry, I sat first," Pel said, smiling sweetly, "making it my table. Tavern rules. Besides, my man got rid of that wine because I was tired of it." She expected a flash of anger, but he surprised her with a genuine chuckle. It was his turn to roll his eyes and push his cup towards her. They had their first drink with no ceremony or toast.

He said, "That's a rustic prize right there." She raised her eyebrow and he explained, "We wouldn't touch it on the mainland, but it's sweet as nectar out in the world." He leaned back and played his first gambit. "I heard your little story. You were a soldier, aye? I could hear it." He took another drink. "Me as well. Not so long ago, in fact."
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