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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

 

It was an average spring day when Venda’s life was turned upside-down. Then again, why shouldn’t it have been an average day, and not an extraordinary day? Life is rarely so tidy.

Her day began with her walking to the cottage of Stulja the witch. She had no need for a spell from the witch. As she had come into womanhood the previous autumn, she wasn’t in need of care for her body, magical or otherwise.

No, what she needed was relief from boredom.

She lived on the north side of the large town of Jarmo. Stulja’s cottage was on the east side, near to the edge of town. Walking through much of the town was itself one way for Venda to engage her mind. It wasn’t as though there were new goods in the marketplace every day, or new folk coming to live in the town. But having been in her cottage for the past several days, she was hopeful of seeing something interesting on the way to Stulja’s.

There were indeed new goods in the marketplace, but nothing truly interesting. That was no great surprise to her. The spring thaw was causing the snow and cold to retreat from the coastal lowlands and back up the nearby mountains. The first shearing of sheep were taking place. Any cattle or pigs lost in the winter were now being slaughtered, and their hides were in the markets to be made into leather. There were even a few deer and rabbit pelts for sale.

These were all common goods available in the middle of spring in the Snowlands. The more unusual goods hadn’t yet arrived, in Jarmo or in any other town. That was because the ships were only just going to sea. It would be a while before the bold men returned with either trade goods or plunder.

That included her older brother Trund and her younger brother Mund.

There had been a time when the men, and some women, from the Snowlands had ventured across the sea to raid towns. They had gone west to Stonewood and Medlands, southwest to Forlien, and south into some of the Northern Baronies, as the locals called their lands. The trouble with raiding towns was unless you had many ships with you, you could never be certain if you’d be able to plunder the town or not.

Nor did it help that witches had been slow in coming north to the Snowlands. Many a raiding party, so the old tales went, had died on the shore because of a single spell cast by a witch. Fire spells were feared, but sleep spells were absolutely terrifying.

Some raiding leader, his name not remembered in any tale, decided that it was safer to attack the ships that plied the sea between the port towns and cities of the domains their folk had raided. Ships carried cargo that could be sold or traded. Some ships carried important men and women who could be ransomed for silver and gold. Best of all, ships rarely carried witches, as there was rarely a need for magic to get from one port to another.

So it was that in every town along the coast of the Snowlands, when spring began to drive back the cold and storms, and the Gods began to smile warmly once more, ships would venture out into the sea. They would look for targets to raid. If the masters of the ships were wealthy enough, they’d boldly venture into ports looking for goods to buy.

And if they were truly bold, they’d even sell what the stole, if there was little need for their stolen goods at home.

For her part, Venda was unsure if she wanted to follow her brothers. Trund had gone to sea a few years ago, when their father had died in an accident. He had a skill for fighting, which is why he’d been accepted at a younger age than most. He’d taught what he knew to Mund, and Venda had taken part in the lessons as well. Yet both her brothers were stronger than she was. Their blows were fiercer than hers, though she had skill at movement.

The difficulty was in being a woman on a ship with men. Such women tended to get rough reputations from going to sea. They were either said to be free with their affections or too “manly” to have any affection for anyone.

Venda was no great beauty, even having grown up and out while coming into womanhood. She knew she was on the short side of average. She was not the fairest young woman in Jarmo but neither was she the most hideous. Therefore, if her brothers one day got wealthy enough as pirates, she’d make a good bride to a local tradesman, merchant, or a son of one or the other. It wouldn’t be an adventurous life but it could be a rather pleasant life.

Not that she’d had a chance to consider either sort of life. It was custom in the Snowlands for a young woman to have to wait three seasons until they could attend the dances, and the other events reserved for adults, where young men and women could meet each other. As she had gone through in the middle of the previous autumn, she had to wait through the winter, spring, and summer before she could begin attending. And not only did she have to wait, but Trund would have to be the one to bring her to these events, as he was her oldest male relative.

Trund would have to do better this spring and in the coming summer for him to have the time to properly introduce her in the autumn. Which was another thought that weighed upon her mind as she walked up to the cottage.

She knocked on the front door. It opened after a few moments. Standing in the doorway was a tall woman with dark hair, blue eyes, and a slender form. “Venda, you’re back,” Stulja said to her.

“Indeed I am,” Venda replied.

“I trust you’re well, yes?”

“Well and good, yes.”

“Bored?”

“Indeed.”

“Is that Venda?” a cheery voice called from inside the cottage.

“It’s me!” Venda replied.

“Come in,” Stulja said.

Venda took two steps into the cottage, and was at once rushed at by another woman. She had fair hair, like Venda, and was short, but had brown eyes and a much rounder figure.

“I’m so glad you’re back,” Budki said to Venda, easing off her embrace.

“I’ve done everything I could at home,” Venda said, “so I thought I’d come here.”

“Well, we can certainly put you to work,” Stulja told her.

Venda turned to the older woman. “And why is that?”

Budki let out a sigh. “I singed the sleeve of one of my gowns.”

Venda let out a laugh. “I’ll see what I can do.”

In the time that she’d gotten to know Stulja’s student, Venda had learned that Budki was a very clever young woman. Not only was she clever for a witch, but she had a sharp mind for other matters as well. But where her head was full of wit, her fingers were full of something else. She had no talent for sewing. She sometimes made more of a mess trying to clean the cottage, and sometimes ripped her clothes while cleaning them.

Budki went to the back room of the cottage. Venda turned to Stulja. “Is there a tale to this?” she asked.

Stulja smiled. “She was hanging the blue gown over the hearth to dry from cleaning. She lost control of her wind spell.”

Venda’s eyes widened. “A wind spell inside?”

“A directed breeze,” Budki answered as she came out with the gown.

“But still.”

Stulja shook her head. “It’s a good defensive spell, Venda.” She looked at Budki. “If directed properly.”

Budki shrugged. “You stood too close to the hearth.” She frowned. “Mistress.”

Venda turned to Budki, who was holding up the gown. There was indeed a blackened line along the low hem of the gown. Venda took a step towards Budki and knelt down. The burns hadn’t gotten across the whole of the hem, nor had they burned more than half the length of her thumb up the gown.

“It will have to be trimmed,” Venda said. “Either you’ll have to wear it that way, or you’ll need more material to make it the proper length again.”

“What of cutting it into a tunic?” Budki asked.

Venda stood up. “A tunic? Like a men’s shirt?”

Budki nodded. “Just like that, yes.”

Venda turned to Stulja. “Would that be proper?”

“Odd, but not terribly improper,” Stulja replied. “Budki will have to travel to find a place for herself.”

“Travel?”

“I’m hardly that old, child.”

Venda bowed her head slightly. “Yes, I know, Stulja. But is there no town in all the land where she could go?”

Budki shook her head. “There are two witches north of here getting on in years, but they have students helping them. One is already doing some of the work the older witch did. The other is a year older than me.”

“Budki will have to go west or south to find her place,” Stulja said. “That means travel. And while she cannot pretend to be a young man, she can be more properly dressed for walking or riding a horse.”

Venda nodded first to Stulja then to Budki. She took the gown in her hands and looked it over. “I can certainly craft this into a tunic,” she said. “There will be material left over.” She turned to Budki. “What if I were to craft other things from this? A shawl, perhaps?”

Budki nodded to her. “I would like that, yes.”

“I’ll get you what you need,” Stulja said to Venda. “You may work while Budki studies.”

So it was that a few moments later Venda got to work cutting down Budki’s gown into a tunic while the older witch taught the younger.

She had been at the cottage now and again, so she understood that much of what Stulja was teaching Budki was about the crafting of spells. She’d picked up that spells were built upon each other in both power and complexity. A witch not only had to know, as an example, how to cast a healing spell on an injury. She had to be able to use her eyes, and perhaps her nose, to determine how strong the spell had to be.

It wasn’t that too strong a healing spell would do damage, thought too strong of another kind of spell could be dangerous. The trouble would be that casting too strong a healing spell, or some other spell, would exhaust the strength of the witch. That would make casting additional spells that day, and possibly into the next, harder or more difficult or more tiring. Doing too much too quickly would leave the witch useless, and that could cause far more harm than simply casting a spell wrong.

What Venda hadn’t known until that day was how much other work it took to be a witch. While she adjusted the gown, she heard Stulja test Budki on reading the weather. This didn’t involve magic so much as it did looking at the sky. The speed and size of clouds, the direction of the wind, and scents in the air could give clues as to what the next day’s weather might be.

In listening Venda realized that not all ship’s masters knew what Stulja did and what Budki clearly grasped. The master of Trund’s ship had once or twice gone out in weather that proved to be foul. Trund had told her and her younger brother that a man on ship or on shore had wondered of the sky was going to make sailing safe. The master dismissed such concerns with the statement that he had “sea experience” that others did not.

She wondered what it might do for a master to have a woman like Budki on his ship.

Once the test about the weather was done Stulja tested her student in the lands across the sea. Venda had always heard that those lands were ruled by men known as Barons and Kings. It wasn’t something she was familiar with. After all, the Snowlands were ruled only by the Elder’s Councils of the various towns. Efforts to bring the towns and villages under a single Chieftain or King had always ended in failure. Venda had never known why that was.

On that day she found out why. Stulja told Budki that most of the lands across the waters were broad, with hills and forests and meadows. It had been possible long ago for warriors to cross the land and capture villages and towns. Their conquests formed domains that became kingdoms or baronies. Some rulers joined with others for protection, which also formed those smaller domains into larger ones.

By contrast the Snowlands lacked such broad landscapes. Jarmo was one of the flattest places around, and the great mountains to the east were but a day away. Other towns sat on spits of land between the mountains and the waters. There was but one great coastal road, though there were a few roads that went partly inland and connected some coastal towns to each other. Yet still the easiest way to get anywhere was by sea.

The mountains themselves were formidable as well. Many had sharp slopes and were covered in trees. They were often covered in snow for three seasons out of the year. Wild beasts and wild men still roamed those forested slopes.

Therefore any attempt at conquering a town in the Snowlands would involve ships or marching along the coastal road. Ships were usually sighted well before landing, and folk would notice a strange ship or several of them approaching their location. Any attack on a town would be unlikely to capture everyone, so someone would get word to their neighbors.

More than that, this was a hard land, where everyone knew how to fight. While Venda having such skill was unusual, she was hardly unique. If Jarmo was attacked, just about all the men and at least a quarter of the women could turn out to defend it. A foe would need a fairly large army to take the town.

Venda did wonder if there were less violent ways to forge the Snowlands into a kingdom. Her work and another matter kept her from trying to determine if that was so.

Early in the afternoon she finished altering Budki’s gown into a tunic. Budki of course had to try it on right then. Venda was shocked when Budki emerged from the rear room of the cottage. Not at all with the tunic, as everything down to the waist already fit Budki. No, the shock came at seeing Budki in breeches.

“Where did you get those?” she asked.

Budki grinned. “I had them made for me.”

“It seemed a bit soon,” Stulja said, “but Gunjar had the leather and little to do, so I paid for them to be made.”

“What do you think?” Budki asked.

Venda looked as Budki turned around. “You’d never pass for a man, but the fit is good. How do they feel?”

“Soft. I move quite well in them.”

“Don’t you have a pair?” Stulja asked Venda.

Venda turned to her and nodded. “Of course. Trund let me have them, so I could better help him and Mund practice.”

“Practice what, dear girl?”

“Fighting, what else?”

“Yes, I forgot. Mund wishes to follow Trund to sea.”

“He is following him.”

“He is? They left this day?”

“A few days ago. Why?”

Stulja frowned. “The winds have been whipping around the last few days. A strong storm comes though, then it calms for a few days, then another comes in.”

“The passion of the sky,” Budki added.

“Turvad said the seas were fair enough,” Venda said. “At least, that’s what Trund told us the day before the ship went out.”

Stulja was about to speak when someone knocked on the front door. She turned and walked to the door. She opened it. “Yes?”

“Mistress, is Venda here?” a young man asked.

“I am here,” Venda said, coming to the door alongside Stulja.

She looked at the young man. She didn’t know his name, but she recognized his face as one of the young men who worked the docks. The expression on his face was solemn, and that frightened her.

“What’s the matter? What happened?”

“Venda, Master Turvad had me find you. Trund and Mund are dead.”

“Dead?” she gasped.

“Yes.”

“In a storm?”

He shook his head. “They were killed in a battle with a Medlands ship. I must also say that two others were also lost.”

“Thank Turvad for me,” she stammered. An instant later the tears came, along with a ship’s hull filled with grief.

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

 

The tears flowed out of Venda the rest of that day. Stulja chose to keep Venda at her cottage the rest of that day and through the night. After crying herself almost to exhaustion Venda finally got to sleep.

As her brothers’ bodies were lost at sea, there were no corpses to be disposed of. All the same, a funeral pyre was erected at the command of the High Priest of the Sun for her brothers and the other two men who were lost the following day. Venda was strong enough, though numb, to be able to memorialize her brothers. The funeral hymns were sung, the pyres lit, and a burial stone was erected outside of town to mark the passing of the four.

Venda remained numb the rest of that day. However, the next morning her grief was fading into anger. She ate breakfast silently as Stulja and Budki tried to lift her spirit. Finally, her temper flared, and she snapped, “It’s all his fault!”

The main room of the cottage went quiet. Venda looked at the faces of the other two women. Their discomfort was obvious. For the first time in a while, Venda acted rather than reacted. “Forgive me,” she said, her tone softer.

“You are dealing with loss, my dear,” Stulja replied. “Your emotions are not always your own. That will probably be so for some time.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“There is no spell to send grief away, Venda. Our spirits must heal on their own.”

Venda let out a sigh. “It’s just so unfair.”

“Having to fend for yourself?” Budki asked.

“There is that, yes.”

“The ship’s master has nothing for you?”

“No.”

“I fear you shouldn’t push more about that,” Stulja said to Budki.

Venda shook her head. “No, Stulja. I feel I must talk.”

“Then take breaths often. It does you no good to shout.”

“Certainly not at us,” Budki added.

Venda nodded first to Budki then to Stulja. “I will try to keep control of myself, Stulja.”

“Very well, my dear,” Stulja said. “Now, speak clearly. Will you have to fend for yourself, Venda?”

“I will, yes.”

“Your brothers were part of Master Turvad’s ship. He does not owe you anything?”

“If this attack had been successful, I would have gotten the share both my brothers were owed. All Turvad has said was that the attack was not successful.”

“Did he say why?”

Venda shook her head.

“Isn’t that odd?” Budki asked.

Venda turned to her. “Is what odd?”

“Well, for one, that he wouldn’t tell you how your brothers died in the attack on the other ship. Does he owe you the account of their death?”

Venda took a breath before answering, sure that if she hadn’t she’d have snapped at Budki’s question. “Whether those left behind get a full accounting is up to the ship’s master, Budki. If Turvad chooses not to tell me, that’s his choice.”

“Yet, before word came of your brothers’ deaths, you were concerned about Turvad going out. Something about the weather, as I recall.”

Venda nodded slowly. “Yes.” She turned to Stulja. “We were talking about a procession of storms coming through.”

“That is so,” Stulja said. She faced Venda, and Venda thought the older woman was looking past her eyes and into her head. “You don’t think the man would lie about the deaths, do you, my dear?”

“No,” Venda answered quickly.

“Why not?”

“Trund told me that the way of the pirates is to be honest when it comes to deaths.”

“Honest?”

“Yes, Stulja. First is death in battle. Even if the attack fails, there is honor in falling in combat. If Turvad’s attack had worked, and plunder was taken, I’d be owed Trund’s and Mund’s shares of it. Their way of honoring the close families of the fallen is to surrender their share.”

“What of an accidental death?” Budki asked.

“That depends upon how it happened. If a man died due to his own foolishness, then something kind would have to be said to the family, but the men on the ship would know. It would be a lesson passed down. ‘Do this, and it might kill you.’ It’s dangerous enough to be at sea, Budki, so Trund always told us. It’s all the worse if you’re a fool.

“If the man died due to the foolishness of someone else, that fellow would be run off the ship. Word would go around town of what the man did. Trund seemed to think that word would spread to other towns and other ships. It’s bad if a man is reckless towards his own life. It’s worse if he’s reckless with the lives of others.

“But if it was a true accident, and no one was at fault, then the custom is that the ship’s master promises a share of the plunder to the family, or the share of the next attack. The master and his men would also give a small payment to all of the temples around town as well. After all, the Gods would have claimed a man early. You pay a little something and pray that they don’t claim you early as well.”

Budki nodded to Venda. “I see.”

“It’s all well and good, Budki. You come from a village. You don’t know the ways of the pirates.”

“Thank you.” Budki hesitated to take in a breath and eat a spoonful of breakfast. Then she turned back to Venda. “When you snapped at us, you said it was his fault. Who do you mean?”

Stulja shook her head. “You don’t have to answer that, Venda.”

Venda inhaled another breath then nodded, as much to herself as to the other two. “No. I think I must, if I’m to get control of my wits.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I quite understand, Stulja.”

“Good. All I know is that Turvad has his own ship, ventures out a great deal, and brings back plunder. Is that all that’s required of him?”

Venda let out a breath. “If that was all, then he would be a fair enough master.”

“He isn’t?” Budki asked.

“No. It seems that he must venture out of Jarmo twice just to have one voyage return with plunder. That’s why, of the pirate ships that sail from this part of the Snowlands, his goes out the earliest in the spring and is the last to venture out in the autumn.”

“Why is that?” Stulja asked.

“Trund never told me. Not directly, anyway.” Venda nodded. “But now that I think about it, I recall him saying something.”

“What?”

Venda had to take deep breaths to keep the memory of her older brother from making her sad. “Yes. He said that Turvad’s black banner is known past the Snowlands.”

“Black banner?” Budki asked. “He owns a banner?”

“Every ship has a banner, child,” Stulja said. “It’s how the masters and their crews know each other when they approach on the sea.”

Venda nodded. “It’s also a way of letting those in a town you don’t sail to normally who you are.”

“Why would you need to do that?” Budki asked.

“There are masters who have been known to be cruel, and not to those whom they attack. There have even been those who have attacked other pirate ships to steal their plunder.”

Stulja nodded. “Arik the Liar is one I know of.”

“Arik was quite the wicked master, but not the only one who’s name is a curse among pirates.” Venda managed a small smile. “That’s what Trund said, at least.”

“Very well,” Budki said. “What did your brother mean when he said that the master’s banner is known past the Snowlands?”

Venda leaned back in the chair to ponder the statement. She had some notion, at the time, of what her older brother meant. But she didn’t ask him if her notion was correct. She easily ignored the stab of regret and attempted to answer the question Budki had posed.

“Trund said that, at some point before a pirate ship attacks, the master has the banner raised,” she said, taking her time to turn her thoughts to spoken words. “The banner is supposed to be a warning, I think.”

Stulja nodded to her. “That’s quite so, Venda.”

Venda looked at Stulja. “You know about these things?”

Stulja gave her a smile. “Only as it pertains to this matter.”

“Why?”

“Merchants’ ships fly no banner. But every domain with a coast has at least one fighting ship for the ruler. A kingdom like Medlands has at least a few. In times of war, those ships will attack ships of the enemy.”

“Fighting ships?”

“Not just fighting ships, but merchant ships as well. The banner of the kingdom will let a ship know if the one approaching it is friend or foe.”

Venda took in a breath. “In times of war both sides will want to harm the trade of the other. Is that it?”

“Indeed. There have been wars between Medlands and Forlien where such raids also took place on land.”

“On land?”

“Outlaws burning merchant wagons in the name of one warring kingdom or the other.”

“I see. How do you know about this?”

Stulja tapped the side of her head. “The one time that witches are commanded to go to sea by their rulers is in time of war.” She grinned. “Witches in other lands have asked those of us in the Snowlands how to deal with traveling by sea in such times. One of the reasons why we’re not exiles from the trade.”

“One?”

“I’ll explain the others someday, Venda. Now, what of Budki’s question about Turvad’s banner being known?”

“Yes.” Venda looked from one witch to the other, back and forth. “From what I gather, just now, the banner is to say that a ship is one of ours, not an enemy of the domain of a merchant. I think the banner also tells the other ship which pirate is raiding them.”

Budki shook her head. “Why should a pirate want that known?”

“That I do know. The more known the pirate, the more the master and his men will be feared. Trund said that fear is supposed to get a ship to slow.”

“Slow? Not flee?”

“The more a ship fights the more the blood of the pirates will be up.” Venda frowned. “But that doesn’t make sense.”

“What doesn’t?”

“If Turvad raises his banner, it’s to tell the ship he and his men are intending to attack that pirates are coming for them. To give up is safe and to flee is risk a bloody fight. His banner should be a signal to give up. It ought to be known.”

“But your brother said that’s a bad thing.”

“He did. Which is why him saying that makes no sense.”

“I see what you mean,” Stulja told Venda. “If Turvad’s banner is known, seeing it ought to demand compliance from the ships he attacks. Your brother’s words suggest that either it doesn’t make such a demand, or the man has allowed his banner to be seen close to the ports to the south.”

Venda nodded again. “Yes! If he and his men are known, then the ports would be closed to them.” She frowned. “But that wouldn’t keep him from coming here to sell plunder he couldn’t sell to the south.”

“No, that’s true. Strange.”

“Should you ask him what’s going on?” Budki said to Venda.

Venda sighed. “I fear I won’t keep my temper if I’m not happy with what he says.”

“Presuming he tells you the truth.”

Venda took in a breath and sat straight. “Perhaps I should find out the truth.”

“How?”

“I should ask for a place on his ship.”

“Can you do that?”

“Women have served about pirate ships before.”

Stulja shook her head. “But as companions of the master, Venda. That, or companions of the master and his men.”

“What if I go with you?” Budki asked.

“You would give up the honor of being a witch?” Stulja snapped.

“I can protect Venda from the men.”

Venda was unnerved by the glare Stulja gave her. “You cannot accept such help, can you?”

Venda held her tongue for a few moments before answering to collect her thoughts. “Stulja, do you agree that I haven’t the means to live on my own?”

Stulja clenched her jaw then nodded to Venda.

“Isn’t it true that I haven’t been told the full details of my brothers’ deaths?”

“It is.”

“Have you heard things in our chat to make you wonder how Turvad is running his ship? To make you wonder if his deeds are sound?”

“I have.”

“Do you know of another way to get the truth from him?”

“There is casting a truth spell,” Stulja said, exhaling a breath. “But it’s only legal for me or Budki to cast such a spell as part of an arrest or a trial, or with the approval of the Council. Turvad is not known to have broken any laws here in Jarmo.”

“And once on the water, the law is what he says, yes?”

“Yes.”

“So we cannot get the truth from him that way?”

“No.”

“Then what am I to do? Sit at home and pray for charity? Go somewhere else, lie about my age, and attempt to get married?”

Stulja said nothing in response.

“I cannot ask Turvad’s men. If he feels they’ve slandered him, even if what they say is the truth, he can bar them from coming back aboard his ship.” Venda let out a breath. “And if they’re as much to blame as him for my brothers’ deaths, they’ll not talk to me anyway.”

“No.”

“I need to get onto his ship, Stulja. I need to know if I must avenge my brothers. But as you say, I could be taken advantage of without protection. Who else can I trust to protect me?”

Stulja nodded to Venda. She turned to Budki. “You know that I must keep you away from me if you join a pirate ship, yes?”

“I do,” Budki replied. “But what other choices do I have? Besides, I’d have to take some sort of ship to get out of the Snowlands.”

“True. You could be forced into piracy.”

Venda smiled. “I can protect her, then.”

“Very well.” Stulja nodded to Venda. “Do what you must.” She smiled. “While I must keep Budki away, you’d be welcome to visit, when you get back.”

“Thank you.”

“Now, go. Turvad might already be trying to replace his losses. If you don’t hurry, you might not get your chance to get at the truth.”

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

 

 

Venda decided the best thing to do was to go straight to Turvad’s house. With Budki beside her, she walked through the town to the man’s house.

Upon arrival a strange sense came over her. His house appeared to be about the size of the one she’d grown up in. She knew there were merchants in town who were wealthy enough to afford to live in fair-sized homes. Trund had once told her that the man Turvad acquired his ship from had lived in such a house. That Turvad lived more like her than a merchant didn’t speak well for his abilities.

Not that she expected him to live too grandly. Tales floated around the Snowlands of men from across the waters hiring men to kill the masters of pirate ships they had a particular hatred of. Living in too grand a home was a good way to be found. Rare was the master of a pirate ship who wanted folk to find them.

Yet in her mind Turvad’s house ought to be better than that of anyone who sailed under him. It didn’t have to be painted in bright colors or have his banner flying from the roof. But it ought to be close to the merchants and tradesmen he dealt with, not in a common neighborhood. He ought to have a room for his records, even if he couldn’t read all that well. She felt there should be more to the man’s residence. That there wasn’t poked at the back of her mind.

She knocked on the front door. It opened, and Turvad stood before her. “Venda! What brings you here?”

“May we speak with you?” Venda pointed to her right. “This is Budki.”

“Yes, Stulja’s student. What do you wish to say, Venda?”

“I was wondering if you’d have a place for me. For us.”

“A place? In my home?”

“On your ship.”

His eyes widened. “Indeed? Do come in!”

Venda let Budki go into the house first. Once inside she found the interior much like that of her home, but nowhere near as clean. Clothes were scattered around the bed in the main room. The chairs and table appeared scuffed, with nothing sanded down to make it more presentable. There was also a layer of dust on the floor.

After glancing around she looked at the owner of the house. She knew Turvad was of average height and build, with fair hair and dark eyes. When he’d been at the funeral, his clothes were clean and his boots shined. Now it seemed as if he’d been sleeping in his clothes and his boots had gotten dirty. That too was odd to her, as a ship’s master ought to be able to afford more clothes than the common man or woman.

He pointed at the table. “Have a seat.”

“Thank you.” Venda allowed Budki to sit down at the table first. She sat down next, then Turvad sat across from her.

“Again, Venda, I am so sorry about the loss of your brothers,” he said to her.

“You are too kind, Turvad. Might I know how my brothers died? You’ve said it was in battle. Can you tell me more?”

He shrugged. “What is there to tell? We tried raiding a Medlands ship, but the men aboard were armed. We attempted to board them once we got close, but the battle was too hard. Had it not been for a lucky blow to their ship’s master, I fear we all would have been lost.”

“Lucky blow?”

“Yes.” He smiled. “Mund fought like a storm wind once Trund fell. He got through to the master and struck him down.” His smile vanished. “But, being young, he didn’t look behind him. One of the men on the ship struck him in the back.”

“But you got away?”

“Bjarn was able to cut the lines to their sail. They cut him down, but without their sail they couldn’t pursue us.”

“I see. Have you replaced all the men you lost?”

He shook his head. “Only two fellows have come on board since we returned.”

“Would you take me on, Turvad?”

He looked at her for a moment. “Can you fight?”

“Trund taught me to fight. He taught Mund.”

He nodded. “You do know that you might gain a reputation if you sail with us.”

She sat straighter. “What choice do I have? Trund earned just enough to keep us in food and clothes. Without him, I have no one to introduce me when it comes time for me to seek a husband. I could leave Jarmo and lie about my age, but it’s not as though I have much to carry me through.”

“Or you could soil your reputation here in town.”

“Just so.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You will take care with yourself, yes?”

She smiled and nodded. “This is why Budki wishes to go with me.”

He turned to Budki. “Have you no honest work?”

Budki shook her head. “Stulja is far from old, Master Turvad. It should be many years before the Gods claim her. I would have to go elsewhere to find a place.”

“What of it?”

“There’s no place for me anywhere in the Snowlands.”

“Nowhere?”

“Nowhere.”

“Then you would have to cross the sea.”

“I would. But how would I pay my way?”

“Magic, as you would with us?”

“Probably. Yet Stulja hasn’t found a place for me across the sea. I know much of what she can teach me now. At some point I’ll have to strike out on my own, whether she’s found me a place or not.”

“You fear that coming from here will hurt you finding a place?”

Budki shook her head. “I think the difficulty will instead be having to go very far to find a place, Master Turvad.”

“Do you not want a witch?” Venda asked Turvad.

He looked back to her and shook his head. “Not at all, Venda. Every master of a pirate ship dreams of being able to hire on a witch.”

“But they never have?”

“It’s quite rare. Being a witch is a most respectable trade. Being a pirate is as far from respectable as one can get.” He waved a hand at Budki. “She’ll not find a respectable place if she sails with us.”

“But neither of us will be safe if we join you without the other.”

“Quite so.” He turned back to Budki. “You know wind spells?”

“I do,” Budki answered.

“Sleep spells? Fire spells?”

“Yes.”

“Healing spells?”

“Among the first I was taught.”

“What of casting stones and tossing them about?”

Budki shook her head. “I’m still working on that. I can cast a stone the size of a fist and send it twenty or thirty paces.”

“I see. Light spells?”

“Yes.”

“Water? Food?”

“I can craft showers, Master Turvad, and I can fill a pitcher with water. I know how to purify food, but I’ve only been able to do a meal at a time.”

“Heat? Cold?”

Budki shook her head.

“Too bad. Heat without fire would be helpful. Otherwise, you seem to know enough. How are you at cooking, cleaning, and mending?”

“Cooking and cleaning I can do.” Budki waved her thick fingers. “As for mending, Venda is better at that than I am.”

“Very well.” He stood up. “Venda, do you fight with a knife?”

“I do,” she answered.

“Then I’ll get a couple of practice sticks, and you can show me your skill.”

Venda rose from the table. She saw Turvad pick up a couple of practice sticks off the floor of his home, by the door. She followed him outside and to the rear of his home, with Budki not far behind. He handed her one of the sticks and told her to commence.

As she was average in height and on the slender side of average, Venda had been encouraged by Trund to be more aggressive then defensive. She did have less of herself to move, but she also had less strength for parrying and blocking. She was therefore quite pleased that she caught Turvad by surprise a few times as she demonstrated her skill. He was still able to get at her once or twice, but in the end he expressed satisfaction with her abilities.

He told them to go to his ship and report to his man tending it, Jorgun. “He’ll tell you what you can carry and when we sail,” the man said. Venda led Budki from Turvad’s house back into town and down to the docks by the seaside.

There was but one ship tied up at the dock. Venda saw that it appeared to be wider than two men lying down and as long as five men lying down. There was one deck on top and open doors leading down to what she knew would be the cargo hold. The ship had one main sail but no places for oars. The ship was built of wood, and on close inspection appeared to have no rotted timbers, split boards, or signs of other damage.

There was one man lying at the rear of the ship, next to a large piece of wood attached to the back of the ship. It appeared to her that he rose as soon as he heard footsteps on the dock. The man had black hair, dark eyes, and a muscular build.

“Who are you little girls?” he called as they got close to the point where the ship was tied to the dock. He grinned, but Venda wasn’t certain if it was friendly or leering.

Venda pointed at herself. “I’m Venda, sister of Trund and Mund.”

The man’s eyes widened. He dashed off the ship and onto the dock. “You’re Venda?” He nodded to her. “Yes, I remember you from the funeral.”

“Forgive me, but I don’t recall you.”

“Nothing to forgive, Venda. You seemed as though you were across the waves that day.”

“I believe I was.”

He stuck out a solid right hand. “Jorgun.”

Venda clasped his hand. “Good. Turvad sent us to find you.”

“Us?” He let go and waved at Budki. “Who’s this?”

“I am Budki,” she replied. “I am, well, I was, a student of Stulja.”

“The witch? You’re a witch?”

“Probably no properly, no, but I do know how to use magic.”

Jorgun turned to Venda. “Why is she here? And why did Turvad send you here?” His eyes narrowed. “She’s not to cast a spell on me, is she?”

Venda shook her head to him. “No. We just came from Turvad’s house. I asked if I might join the ship, and he said yes.”

“You?”

“Yes, why?”

“You’re of age, yes?”

“I passed through womanhood in the autumn. But I’m not of age to be meeting men.” She let out a breath. “Even if I was, Trund’s not alive to arrange things.”

Jorgun nodded slowly to her. “That’s right. Your father’s been dead a few years, hasn’t he?”

“He has.”

“Wait. You wish to take your brother’s place?”

“We both asked, yes. Budki will watch out for me, and I’ll watch out for her.”

“Turvad will allow both of you to come aboard?”

“He’s agreed to it, yes.”

Jorgun frowned and shook his head. “Of course he has.”

“Why do you say that?”

He let out a deep breath. “It’s been more than two generations since a master of a pirate ship had a witch serving aboard.”

“That long?” Budki asked.

“Indeed. You know why, don’t you?”

“Being a witch is respectable. Being a witch in service of a pirate is not.”

“I suppose there is that, yes.”

“I take it this means something different to you?” Venda asked.

“It does at that, Venda. The master of a ship with a witch aboard will be able to travel when there’s little wind.” He gave her a small grin. “Not that the wind fails all that much.”

“No. But he’d also be able to use magic against the ships he raids.”

“There is that, yes. But having magic will make him a master among the other masters in these lands. Turvad’s word will be heard everywhere.”

“And it’s not now?”

Jorgun croaked out a laugh. “We’re tolerated rather than heard.”

“Why is that?”

He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “I shouldn’t speak out too much.”

Venda took a step closer to him. “I’m not just here because I have nothing else, Jorgun, though that is true. Without my brothers’ shares I haven’t much for food for the rest of the spring and into the summer. As I’m not of age I cannot get introduced. To survive I could run away from Jarmo, take up whoring, or come here.”

“So here you are,” he said softly.

“So here I am. But I should also like to know how it was that my brothers died.”

“And if my master is at fault?”

Venda put her hands at her hips. “Was he at fault?”

Jorgun stood there, not speaking, though Venda thought she saw conflict on the man’s face as to what to do.

“Trund once told me that Turvad’s banner was becoming known beyond the Snowlands. Is that a bad thing or a good thing?”

He let out a breath. “It’s not good, and that’s the truth of it, Venda.”

“Why not?”

He let down his arms and gave her a nod. “Turvad has his banner hoisted to the top of the mast as soon as we spot a ship. Doesn’t matter what ship we’ve sighted.”

“It doesn’t?”

“No.” He waved at the ship. “You see that we have a sail, and no oars.”

“I was wondering where the oars were.”

“Ships with oars are ones that carry men into battle. The men that man the oars are the ones to leap upon land when the battle starts. There’s not been a ship like that in the Snowlands since we stopped raiding towns and villages and took up piracy.”

“None?”

“Not here. The Kings of Medlands and Forlien have a few. I’ve heard that other lands do as well, especially those south and east of Forlien.”
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