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The Bone Ship’s Wake


A darkness against the darkness. A shape detaching from the night. A ship on the water, but no glowing corpselights dancing above it. No honesty in its approach. A black ship, coming in fast on the winds of a gullaime, and before she could open her mouth the call was going up from Tafin, and the deckchild on the tower opposite. Panic in their voices.


“Black ship rising!”


“. . . ship rising!”


And she was already halfway down the tower, sliding down the rungs. In the town and on the docks alarm bells were ringing and she knew every woman and man would be pulling on clothes, reaching for weapons.


Feeling fear.
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The Song of Lucky Meas




The tide it ran for miles


Left ship and crew a-dry


Don’t sacrifice the babe


The sea put out the cry.


But the hagpriests didn’t listen


Said “The babe must surely die.”


Thirteenbern called out


“Give the child to the ships!”


And the sea came to her rescue


As word left the Bern’s lips.













PART I




THE BLACK PIRATE
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The Terrible Here and the Terrible Now
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Waves as monuments. Vast and cold, brutal, and ugly. Waves washing over all sound and sight and sense. Waves leaving you breathless. Waves leaving you gasping. Unstoppable, agonising waves.


“And how do you raise the sea dragons, Meas Gilbryn?”


As the waves withdraw, the tempest eases, the agony flows away and leaves behind a thousand other little pains. Her wrists and ankles, where the ropes hold her on the chair, the skin rubbed raw by straining against twisted cords. The gnaw of hunger in her belly, the rasp in her throat from screaming, the ache in her feet from toes broken and never reset correctly. The sharp catch of the clothes on her back against the scars left by the whipping cord.


The throb of a tooth in the back of her mouth going bad, one they are yet to notice. She takes a little comfort in that. That one little pain is hers, one little pain they could exploit but have not. Not yet. One day they will, no doubt about that. They are as fastidious in her pain as they are in their care of her. But today it is a small victory that she will claim over her tormentor.


“I do not know how to raise a sea dragon.”


A sigh. Meas opens her eyes to see the hagpriest sat before her on a stool. She is beautiful, this girl. Her brown eyes clear, dark skin unblemished and shining in the light coming through the barred window. Her white robe remains – miraculously, given her profession – free of blood or stain as she places the glowing iron back in the brazier. Meas smells her own flesh burning. It makes her mouth water with hunger, even as the pain from the burns sears across her nerves.


They burn her on the back of the calf. It is as if they do not want their cruel work to be immediately apparent.


“This could all stop, Meas, you only have to tell the truth.”


She has been telling them the truth for weeks, but they do not believe her. So she starts in the same place. The same place they always start.


“My title is shipwife. And if my mother wants my secrets, then tell her to come and ask for them.”


Laughter at that. Always laughter.


“You are not important enough to bring powerful people down here,” says her torturer. She stands, walks to the back of the small, clean white room and opens a cupboard. “You should know I am the very least of my order, the most inconsequential of novices. I am all you are deemed worth, I am afraid.” She takes a moment, staring at the shelves, choosing from the instruments stored there. Eventually settling on a roll of variskcloth which shifts in her arms and clinks with the sound of tools hidden within. Meas’s heart starts to beat faster as the hagpriest returns to sit opposite her.


“I know I am important,” says Meas, sweat starts on her brow, “and I know my mother comes down, for I hear you talking outside the room to her. I hear you, no matter how low you keep your voices.” She was so sure.


The hagpriest smiles and places the roll of variskcloth on a small table by the brazier.


“I am sorry to disappoint you, Shipwife Meas, but that is simply another of my order. I am told your mother has never so much as mentioned coming down here.” She stares at Meas. “Or mentioned you.”


Something small but important breaks within her at that. She has been so sure. But in the hagpriest’s words is the ring of truth.


“Now, Shipwife Meas, let us look to your hands.” The hagpriest’s hands are gentle when they touch her, soft, so unlike Meas’s own, hardened by years at sea. But they are also strong as she forces Meas to uncurl her fingers from the fists she has balled them into. “The nails have grown back remarkably well,” says the hagpriest. “Sometimes, after they have been ripped from the nail bed, they grow back malformed, or not at all. But you are strong.” She lets go of Meas’s hand and turns to her table, unrolls the variskcloth to reveal the tools within. Sets of pliers of various sizes with strange jaws and beaks, although Meas is far more familiar with them than she had ever wished to be. The hagpriest picks over them, first taking one out and inspecting it, then another. “It is sad for you, that you hold such an important secret. And sad for me also, I suppose. I must be careful with you, oh so careful, and we must take our time. Were your secrets less important, our relationship would be far more agreeable.” She clacks a pair of pliers together in front of Meas’s face.


Open. Shut.


Open. Shut.


“By which I mean short, for you, Shipwife. Oh, agonising, indeed, far more agonising than anything I have yet put you through. But you would thank me when I brought out the knife that would send you to the Hag, if that is your fate.” She puts the pliers back. Takes out another, smaller pair.


Open. Shut.


Open. Shut.


She turns to Meas. “They often do thank me, you know. Women and men have so many secrets, and they become a burden. I allow them release from their burdens. And I allow the pain to end.” She forces Meas’s hand open again and places the pliers around the end of the nail on Meas’s longest finger. A gradually rising pressure in the nail bed. “They cry, Meas. They thank me and they cry with joy when I end them.” More pressure; not pain, not yet. Just the promise of it. “Now, tell me, how do you raise the arakeesians, Meas Gilbryn?”


Meas stares into the eyes of her torturer, finds no pity there. Worse, she is sure what the torturer believes she feels for Meas is compassion. That she thinks she is a woman doing an important job, no matter how unpleasant it may be. And she really, genuinely, pities Meas. That she thinks it a shame that Meas’s end could not be quick, if agonising. The pressure and the pain in her nail builds and builds. And she knows, as she has known so many times before, that she can bear it no longer.


“I cannot raise keyshans.” Words like shame, burning her throat as if poisonous. Bringing tears and choking sobs with them. “It is my deckkeeper, Joron Twiner. The gullaime name him Caller and he sings the keyshans up from their sleep.”


The hagpriest staring into her eyes.


“The same lies, Meas, they do not become more truthful just because you repeat them. But I admire your strength. We will find your deckkeeper, do not worry, and I will speak with him.” Meas steels herself, ready for the rip and the agony. Instead the pressure falls away. “I think, sweet Meas,” says the hagpriest, and she strokes her cheek, “that we are done for today. You are tired, and you need to rest. Think about today, and what may come in our future. Think about secrets and what you can share to end your pain.” She rolls up her tools, walks over to the cupboard and replaces the roll. “I will have the seaguard come, take you back to your rooms. I have had a bath drawn for you.” She turns, walks back to Meas and then she changes, from gentle to hard. Grabs Meas’s face, pushes her head back so she looks up at the hagpriest through tears of shame. “You are a handsome woman, you know? You are very fine looking.” She leans in close. “I am hoping,” she whispers, “that if I ask nicely enough, they will let me take one of your eyes.”


The hagpriest lets go, walks away, leaving Meas alone with two opposite thoughts warring in her mind:


Joron, where are you? You said you would come, and Joron, stay away. Whatever you do, you must not let them take you.
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The Terrible Now and the Terrible Here
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Skearith’s Blind Eye had closed and Deckkeeper Deere walked through night as thick and black as congealed blood. The gentle hiss of the sea on the shore like the drawing of breath, in and out and out and in. The crunch of shingle under her boots as she walked toward the lookout tower. Up the ladder on the stone pier, along the walkway of stout varisk, cured and black with age. The wind touched her face, cooling for now, not long until it became the biting cold of the sleeping season when ice would coat everything in Windhearth and the boneships would come in, heavy with ice as white as their hulls, seeking new supplies before they resumed their patrols of the northern waters. Not as numerous now those boneships, not calling as often. The sea was more dangerous than it ever had been; keyshans roamed, keyshans and much worse out there on the water.


Touching the hilt of the straightsword on her hip for reassurance.


“Bern keep me safe,” said under her breath before starting the climb up the ladder to the tower – the rungs cold enough to numb her hands.


“D’keeper.”


“Seen anything, Tafin?” The man shook his head, his body crouched, encased in thick robes against the night chill.


“S’quiet.”


Wind against her face.


“The breeze seems to be picking up,” she said. “I feel it when I turn to the sea.” Saw the screwing up of the deckchild’s face, knew it for disagreement. One of those many hundreds of little ways the old hands told you that you had said something wrong or foolish. “What is it, Tafin?” She waited for the man’s gentle instruction. She liked him, he never made her feel stupid.


“Winds is always off the land at this time, see. You . . .” His voice fell away.


A darkness against the darkness. A shape detaching from the night. A ship on the water, but no glowing corpselights dancing above it. No honesty in its approach. A black ship, coming in fast on the winds of a gullaime, and before she could open her mouth the call was going up from Tafin, and the deckchild on the tower opposite. Panic in their voices.


“Black ship rising!”


“. . . ship rising!”


And she was already halfway down the tower, sliding down the rungs. In the town and on the docks alarm bells were ringing and she knew every woman and man would be pulling on clothes, reaching for weapons.


Feeling fear.


Her feet hit the stone pier and she stumbled as she heard the warmoan, the sound of wind over the taut cords of the gallowbows, loud in her ear. The familiar sound of loosing, the high elastic twang of the cord, the thud of the bow arms coming forward, the hiss of the wingbolt. A moment later the sound of varisk and gion smashing and the screams of deckchilder, as the towers were hit by heavy stone. Too dark to see the far tower but she heard the groan and crack of the varisk structure as it toppled, the huge splash as it hit the water. Knew it lost. Then she was throwing herself to the floor as she heard the tower behind her coming down. Rolling over, as if the massive, crushing weight coming toward her should be met head-on. As if she needed to face her death bravely, but at the last moment she brought her hands up – a natural reaction, though what use she thought her slender arms would be to ward off the jointweight of that broken mass of gion and varisk spars, she did not know.


At the last she screamed.


Felt shame.


Felt shock.


Horror as Tafin landed by her, his head broken, body pierced by spars. Smelling like a butcher’s row.


But she lived.


Had the Hag smiled on her today? Not so much as a cut on her and the lookout tower had fallen neatly around her. She rolled over. Stared into the harbour as the black ship cruised past. The crew throwing lamps over the side. At first, she thought of it as light for the archers in the rigging but it was not. No arrow or crossbow bolt pierced her flesh, she was either not seen or not cared about. No, these lights were not to find her, they were so people like her could see this ship. Could see the cruel keyshan beak that crowned the front of him. Could see the spikes and burrs. See the skulls that topped the bonerails along the side, and under the brightest lamps could see the name. The most feared name in the Hundred Isles, and the most wanted.


Tide Child.


As the ship passed she saw its crew, saw the deckchilder arrayed for war, crying out for blood and plunder, saw Tide Child’s seaguard, stood like statues in clothes as black as the ship. Saw the gullaime, dressed brightly in thick robes and surrounded by six of its own in ghostly white. Saw the command crew on the rump. The burned woman, the massive forms of Hag-cursed Muffaz and Barlay Oarturner. Between them all, he stood. Stock-still and swathed in rags, even his face covered, all hidden apart from his eyes. Did he turn as the ship passed? Did he see her on the ground? Did he watch her as he glided into the harbour? A shiver of fear went through her, for no woman or man was more of a danger to the Hundred Isles fleet than that one.


The Black Pirate had come to Windhearth.


And where the Black Pirate went, death and fire followed.


She heard his voice, loud, but fragile, like the croaking of a skeer.


“Bring him to landward. All bows at the ready. Put fire to my bolts, my girls and boys, and fire ’em well.”


With that order she knew her one hope – that Maiden’s Loss, the two-ribber moored at the harbour might save them – was gone. Oh, Tide Child might be a pirate right enough, but they flew him well, manoeuvred him sharp and fleet as any ship. He came about, pulling side-on to Maiden’s Loss. Her ears hurt as the gullaime brought their power to bear to slow the ship.


Fire streaking through the night as Tide Child loosed its great bows and its underdeck bows in one devastating volley into the smaller ship. All was fire then. No more need for lamps. Boats let down from Tide Child, and more black ships coming through the harbour mouth. A grappling hook chinked against the stone of the pier as a smaller black ship came to a stop and then Deere was up, running for the town as fast as she could. She was hurt, not bleeding but bruised. Forced to run at a limp. Aware that behind her more grappling hooks would be coming. The ship would be pulled up next to the pier. Pirates would swarm ashore.


How quickly the world changed. A few minutes ago it was as cold and crisp and dull as every other night. Now it was a nightmare, firelight turning her world into a crackling, screaming landscape of jumping shadows.


The sound of feet. People running. Hers or theirs? She threw herself between two buildings as a group of deckchilder ran past. Hers? Or theirs? She did not know. She ran for the main square, where any defences would be found. Had Shipwife Halda been on Maiden’s Loss? She hoped not, for Shipwife Halda was the only officer on the island with any experience of war; if defence was left to Shipwife Griffa, who had never commanded anything more fleet than a loading crane, they were lost already.


Running. Running. Running.


Into the square, fighting everywhere. If there had been order it was lost. Bodies on the ground, peppered with crossbow bolts. Almost getting tangled up in her own sword as she drew it. Striking out at the vague shapes around her. Aware she did not know who they were. Hers or theirs? Breathing hard, frightened. She did not know. Too frightened to care.


Strike. Cut. Blood. Scream. Shout.


She wanted to live. It was all she cared about. In among the heaving bodies. The running bodies. The panicked women and men. She wanted to live.


Found herself in a space. Fire from the burning ship painting the buildings orange, changing their shape, making everything alien. Strange, screaming, fierce faces looming out of the night. She slashed at a figure. Felt resistance as her blade was met. Staggered back. Face to face with a small woman, pinch-faced, mean eyes.


“Come to Cwell, lass,” said the woman.


The fear was liquid within her. This was the Black Pirate’s shadow. Deere lunged. The shadow parried, twisted her blade, pulled it from her hand; then, with a hard push, sent her sprawling back onto the dirt.


“Don’t kill me!” Those frail arms of hers coming up once more.


“Officer is it?” said the shadow.


“Deckkeeper,” and she cursed herself for stuttering with fear over her rank.


“Well, he’ll want to speak to you then.” And the shadow swung the weighted end of her curnow and all was darkness.


Waking. Tasting blood in her mouth. The warmth of Skearith’s Eye on her face. The sound of skeers on the air. The sound of women and men on the ground. Crying and begging and laughing. The burn of ropes around her wrists and ankles. She opened her eyes. Lying on her side above the beach. Black ships filling the harbour. Lines of women, men and children kneeling on the beach. All tied.


She tried to move. Groaned.


“Another one awake.” A voice from behind her.


“Bring her along then, quicker it’s over with quicker we can leave. I heard Brekir saying fleet boneships were near.” A sudden spike of hope in her chest. She rolled over. Saw the gallows. Four bodies hanging from it. A fifth, Shipwife Griffa she was sure, stood atop a barrel with a rope around her neck. The Black Pirate before her. He took a step back, raised his bone spur foot and kicked the barrel away. Shipwife Griffa fell, her drop abruptly stopped by the rope and she swung like a pendulum as the noose tightened, her legs kicking as she gasped for air. Then Deere was picked up, the rope between her ankles cut and her legs almost gave way beneath her. But the deckchilder did not care. They dragged her along the dock, past the jeering crews of the black ships. At the end she managed to find her feet, to stand as they threw a rope over the cross bar of the makeshift gallows. Placed the noose around her neck. Placed a barrel and lifted her onto it. Pulled on the rope until she had to balance on tip-toe to breathe.


Only then did the Black Pirate approach.


He was well named. Not only was what skin she could see dark, but his clothes also. Black boots, black trews, black tunic and coat. Black scarf swathed around his face so only his eyes showed. Eyes full of darkness.


“What is your name and rank?” he said. The voice, when speaking, surprisingly musical.


“Vara Deere. I am deckkeeper of the Maiden’s Loss.”


“Well, Vara Deere,” he said. “I am afraid your ship is gone and your rank is meaningless to me.”


“You hide your face,” she said, finding the imminence of death made her braver than she had ever thought she could be. “Is it because you are ashamed of what you are? Ashamed that you betray the Hundred Isles? Kill its good people and loyal crews?”


He stared, brown eyes appraising her.


“I cover my face for my own reasons, and it is not shame,” he said, and it surprised her, as she had not expected an answer. “And as for betrayal, that is all the Hundred Isles have ever shown me, do you wonder that I pay it back?”


“You were an officer,” she said, and when he replied there was venom there.


“I was a condemned man, Vara Deere, never anything else. I was sent to die and in death found purpose.” He stepped closer. He smelled wrong, overly sweet, like he had bathed in some sickly unguent. “Now, I have answered your question. Will you answer mine?” He did not wait for a reply, only hissed words at her. “Where is she?”


“Who?”


“Shipwife Meas Gilbryn, Lucky Meas, the witch of Keelhulme Sounding. I know Thirteenbern Gilbryn has her, where is she?”


“I . . .” She wondered if he was mad, that he expected some lowly deckkeeper from a poorly kept-up two-ribber at the rump end of the Hundred Isles to know such things. “I do not know.”


He stepped back and she braced herself. But he was not finished.


“Will you serve me, Vara Deere? I have all the officers I need,” he said. “But I always need deckchilder.”


She stared at him, and found, in those deep brown eyes, something that she did not understand. Almost as if he were imploring her to say yes. To join him in the pillaging and destruction of the Hundred Isles that the Black Pirate had indulged in for the last year, that had set every boneship they had searching for him to end his reign of terror.


She stood a little straighter on the barrel.


“They will find you, and you will hang, then,” she said. “So to join you is only to postpone my death a little.” She put her shoulders back. Made her voice as loud as she could. “You and your deckchilder are murderous animals. And I am fleet. I will not join you.” He stared at her. Nodded.


“Well,” he said. “I expect you are right enough about death, Deckkeeper Deere. And I admire your loyalty. I will toast gladly with you at the Hag’s bonefire.” Then he kicked away the barrel and the rope bit and all she was became concentrated on one thing, a desperate need for air.


Then darkness.


All was darkness.
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The Black Pirate
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He had thought to meet in the largest bothy in Windhearth, an old building, held together as much by vines as by clever stonework. But in the end he had decided it better to meet in the familiar confines of Tide Child’s great cabin. Above he heard the thud of feet on the deck as his officers – Farys his deckholder, Barlay his oarturner, Jennil, called his second – shouted orders and the ship went about its business. By him stood Aelerin his courser and behind him stood Cwell, his shadow. Few looked upon her without some worry, for she was a woman who radiated violence, and enjoyed and gloried in it.


But she was not alone in that. Shipwife Coult of the Sharp Sither raided with great joy, as did Turrimore of the Bloodskeer and Adrantchi of Beakwyrm’s Glee, and Twiner made no attempt to hold them back. Other, less severe shipwives also joined him: Brekir of the Snarltooth stood at his side, always loyal, and Chiver of the Last Light and Tussan of Skearith’s Beak. Six black ships in the harbour, and that in itself worried Joron Twiner. That would be the first thing he addressed.


“Welcome, shipwives. Windhearth is ours.”


“Those who would join us are being taken to the ships,” said Coult. “Those who will not are being dealt with.”


“He means they will be taken to the Gaunt Islands, Deckkeeper Twiner,” said Brekir.


“If we have room,” said Coult, but not loudly, not to the room. He let the words out to be heard, to test them.


“I am sure we can find room,” said Joron. “But first, charts. Six ships in one place is too many so I would tell you what to be about. Aelerin, if you would.” The courser stepped forward, their robes bright white among the black of Twiner’s shipwives. They spread a chart over the table.


“We are here,” they said, soft voice filling the room. “Windhearth. The majority of the Hundred Isles fleet has drawn back to be nearer Shipshulme Island so they can protect Bernshulme from incursions now we have weakened their fleet so. Though there are still many patrols, and a couple of big ships out looking for us.”


“So it is important we are not trapped here. Coult,” said Joron, “I would like you to take Bloodskeer and Beakwyrm’s Glee and head here.” He pointed at an island. “It is another store island and should be no more well defended than this place.” He looked up, Coult nodded. “Go now. The less time we are here the less likely we are to be trapped.”


“And if I see Hundred Isle ships, Deckkeeper Twiner?”


“If they are small and you can catch them, destroy them. But take their officers and question them first. Be wary of being led into a trap.”


“And I would be nothing else.”


“Of course,” said Joron. Then turned from him. “Brekir, take Snarltooth, Shipwife Tussan and Skearith’s Beak and head for here,” he tapped the map, “Taffinbur. We are told there is some sort of message post. I would have it destroyed, and if you can take the messages and someone who understands the codes then all the better.”


“Ey, I shall do that.”


“Good. I will take Tide Child and, accompanied by Shipwife Chiver with the Last Light, head back to the Gaunt Islands to speak to Tenbern Aileen and see what she plans for us. We have wreaked enough havoc and weakened the Hundred Isles in a thousand ways. She must be ready to assault Bernshulme now.” Nods and smiles met his words. “Then be about it, I will not have us caught here.” He touched Brekir on the arm.


“I would speak with you alone a moment,” he said. She nodded and smiled, it had become a habit of his that he indulged when he could, to talk with her after a meeting. They waited as the other shipwives left the cabin. Then Brekir took a step nearer; he smelled her perfume, a mixture of salt long soaked into clothes and the earthy smell of the gossle that she burned in her cabin, to chase away the pains of long years on the sea and the many wounds and aches it had brought her.


“Meas may not be in Bernshulme, Joron,” said Brekir.


“She must be,” he said.


“It has been a year, Joron. And no one has heard a thing about her.” She touched his arm, gentle, comradely. “Maybe it is time you stopped calling yourself deckkeeper and took on the two-tail . . .”


“No,” he said and knew the word came out harsher than Brekir deserved. “When all avenues are exhausted, when every island has been searched and nothing found. Then, maybe then, I will call myself shipwife, but she is Lucky Meas, Brekir.” Was he begging her, was that the tone in his voice, the catch in his throat? “She is the one the prophecy of the Tide Child speaks of. She will bring the people together in peace. She cannot be dead. Cannot. And if I were to take on the two-tail, what message does that send to the crew, to all the crews? That I have given up hope.” Brekir nodded. Took her hand from his arm.


“It is a lonely thing, command, Joron Twiner.”


“Ey, well, I do not dispute that.” Behind Brekir sat the great cabin’s desk, as comfortable in its place there as he was not. And behind the desk sat Meas’s chair and from the upright of the chair hung her two-tailed hat, the symbol of a shipwife’s command.


“Well,” said Brekir, stepping back, “do not forget, Joron Twiner, you have friends among those you command.”


“Ey,” he laughed. “And rivals.”


“There is always that.”


“And worse.”


“That is partly why I would ask you again to put on the two-tail, Joron.”


“Wearing a shipwife’s hat will not make me any more legitimate in the eyes of Chiver and Sarring, Brekir.”


“No,” she said, “they are fleet through and through and will never truly accept one of the Berncast in command over them, you are right. But just wearing that hat will make you harder to undermine.”


“Among the officers, maybe,” he said. “But among the deckchilder?” He stared into Brekir’s eyes. “No. I made a vow. They will never respect me if I go back on it. They will see me as unlucky and to lose the deckchilder is to lose our fleet, Brekir. Let Chiver and Sarring complain, as long as I have the deckchilder by me they can do nothing.” She nodded.


“How hard it is, to command a boneship, to juggle all these duties and loyalties so the thing will fly,” said Brekir. “I think few are aware of it. Even fewer how hard it is to command a fleet of them.” Now it was Joron’s turn to nod. “Just so you know, they mean to call you out at the next meeting of shipwives.”


A settling within him, cold still water. He had always known this would come.


“A duel?”


“No, they cannot duel you; to fight a one-legged shipwife, and a man at that, would be beneath them. They will say we fight for nothing.” Joron turned and took the seat behind the desk which sat so comfortably in its position, motioned Brekir to take the one opposite him and she did. Folding her tall, long-limbed frame up in thought, her skin even darker than his, her face gifted by nature a constant look of sorrow.


“Maybe they are right, Brekir. Meas had a plan no doubt, for ending war. I have no such thing. Sometimes I wonder if it is that which drives me to find her, not loyalty.” He took a bottle of anhir from the drawers of the desk and poured two cups, passed one over to Brekir.


“Do not doubt yourself,” she said. “You have served us well this long. They will argue for carving out a berndom of our own, that we have enough ships to do it.” Joron turned away, so as not to expose the ruined skin beneath the wrapped scarf he used as a mask as he sipped the anhir, let the liquid add to the constant burn in his damaged throat. Pulled down the soft black material and turned back.


“Well, maybe that is one way to stop the war. I can think of few things that would bind together the Hundred and Gaunt Islands quicker than someone stealing their land for a new Berndom.”


Brekir leaned forward.


“Just to play Hag’s lawyer on this, Joron,” she said. “We could hold our own, we have a mighty weapon, in you.”


That cold ocean within him became ice. His words emerged as cold and sharp as the frozen islands that would slice a boneship open from beak to rump.


“We do not talk of that.”


“I think we must, Joron, you can raise keysh—”


He cut her off, his voice quiet but stern and brooking no further argument. “And the moment I act, raise a sea dragon, Meas is dead, you know that. They have her because of what they believe she can do. If they know she cannot do it, then they have no reason to keep her alive.”


“The keyshans are rising anyway, Joron. Small ones are being seen all the time, fifteen at the last count.”


“If I break another island and one person escapes to tell of it, Brekir, she is dead. I will not do it.” Brekir nodded, sipped her drink.


“I knew you would say that, and you are right of course, but it may come to it, Joron, one day, that you have to choose. Our fleet or her.” He took a drink and Brekir leaned forward. “Some friendly advice,” she said.


“Always welcome from you, Brekir.”


“Chiver is the more forceful of the two personalities. You should have Cwell pay them a visit in the night. Then all of your problems are over and you can either advance their deckkeeeper, who will owe you, or put your own woman in. Sarring will not speak out without Chiver to back them up, most likely Sarring will slink back to the Hundred Isles with news of us and hope for a pardon.”


“I am no murderer, Brekir.”


She did not reply, only stared over his shoulder and out of the great windows in the rump of the ship. Joron turned to do the same, saw the bodies hanging from the gallows, the bodies strewn across the docks.


“They are the enemy,” he said, “and would do the same to us.”


“True,” she said.


“Do you disapprove?” As he spoke he watched the first of his black ships begin to glide out of the harbour, Coult’s Sharp Sither. Behind it the others were readying themselves. Smoke was rising from the small port.


“I understand,” she replied.


“That is not approval.” He turned back to her. “We cannot leave our enemies behind us.” Brekir stood.


“I should return to Snarltooth. As you say, there are patrols searching for us, and it would not do to be trapped here.”


“Yes.” She turned to leave, paused in the doorway.


“The deckchilder, they love the destruction we leave in our wake, Joron. But, and I know I did not serve as closely with Meas as you did, I cannot help wondering whether she would approve of the bloody swath we cut across the sea.”


“She was hard, Brekir,” he said, and his own voice was full of that same hardness.


“She let you live,” said Brekir, and then turned and vanished into the darkness of the underdeck, leaving him with unwelcome thoughts.


He wanted to pursue Brekir, to scream and shout, tell her she was wrong. Where was her loyalty, to question him so? He found himself standing. The familiar ache on the stump of his leg as he moved his weight onto it. He stopped. Remembered Meas, so long ago, telling him how the deckkeeper’s place was to question their shipwife. Make them consider their actions. And though shipwife of her own ship, the Snarltooth, he knew Brekir played that role to him in this fleet. He sat again. Turned his chair so he looked out the great windows at the small town. At the hanging bodies. At the corpses. At the fire as it took hold.


This was his. He had done this and he would not run from it. Brekir was right, there were those of his deckchilder who revelled in the destruction, who inevitably took things too far. He did not believe he did. A year, and he had heard nothing of Meas. He believed she must be in Bernshulme somewhere. To get his shipwife back, he needed the Gaunt Islands fleet to assault Bernshulme. Before they would do that, the Hundred Isles fleet must be weakened. And that was what he would do, what he did. If he met their ships on the sea he destroyed them. When he could not destroy their ships he destroyed their supplies. When he could not destroy their supplies he killed their officers. And when he could not kill officers he stripped them of their deckchilder.


Whatever it took


Whatever was needed.


This was war.


No quarter and no mercy shown. In return he expected the same. He only gave in kind what his enemies would give to him. And if this was not what his father had promised, if this was not the glorious stories of being fleet, of proud boneships and honourable shipwives, well, that was because life was not stories. Life was painful, and it was hard and it was cruel and full of loss. And if this was not the peace Meas had wanted, had fought for, well, that was because there was no peace without war. He watched the bodies on the gallows sway in the breeze. Heard that young deckkeeper’s voice.


You and your deckchilder are murderous animals. And I am fleet.


“Maybe we are all animals, ey?” he said to himself. Then he reached for the bottle of anhir and poured another drink. Lifted the scarf then the cup, felt the familiar burn of the strong alcohol in the back of his throat.


The alcoholic burn he had left behind under her, becoming more familiar every day.


“I will find you, Meas,” he said quietly and he spoke only to the bones of Tide Child. “I must find you, for I fear that every day without you I drift further from the course you set me upon.”
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Once More to Sea


[image: Illustration]


He stood on the rump of Tide Child, a familiar place, a familiar feeling under his one foot as the ship moved across the surface of the water. And yet, all was different to how it had once been – as, he supposed, was the nature of life. He commanded this ship now, and by him stood his people: his deckholder, Farys, and by her was his second and leader of his seaguard, Jennil. Gavith, once a cabin boy who cowered whenever Meas turned her eye on him, was now bowsell of the maindeck. Some figures remained from Meas’s command, stood as if immovable: Barlay at the steering oar, Solemn Muffaz, the deckmother; two solid pins that anchored him here, let him know this was still the same ship he had boarded many years ago, following Lucky Meas as she entered the years of her disgrace. And sometimes Muffaz would glance to Farys, look upon her like the proud father she had never had. Sometimes Farys would glance to Gavith, look upon him in a way Joron knew he should watch but had not yet found the right time to speak of it, or the way to speak of it. He would ask Solemn Muffaz to speak to her, the two were close.


Mevans was still steward, refusing any form of advancement but somehow managing to be involved in every facet of running the ship. Fogle remained his seakeep though not for much longer, he feared. Last few times he had spoken to the woman he had smelled drink on her breath and he could not have a drunken seakeep.


Rich, for him to say such a thing.


Aelerin the courser and the Gullaime were absent from the deck, and maybe it was their absence that filled him with melancholy. Tide Child’s clothing of war was long removed, Windhearth a month behind them. The bows tied down, the sand swept away, the chains unstrung from the rigging and the skulls taken from the bonerail. In the centre of the deck the new gullaime worked, a ring of white-robed windtalkers that sang gently as they brought the wind to move the ship. Joron was careful with them, never worked them too hard or forced them into pain, but there was little kinship between him and these gullaime. They had been chosen by Madorra, who guarded Joron’s friend, the first gullaime he had ever met, jealously. And though he had made the windshorn promise never to speak of the prophecy – the foretelling that Tide Child’s gullaime was the Windseer, meant to free all gullaime from the bondage of women and men – he did not believe that promise had been kept. He knew in the way these new gullaime were around him, too quiet, not suspicious of him but reverent. Because to them he was the Caller and to be that was to be bound within the mythology of the Windseer; whether he was a servant to it, or doomed by it he did not know and none would tell.


But the gullaime obeyed him, in most things.


“Farys,” he said.


“Ey, D’keeper?”


“I am going below, you know our course.”


“Ey, D’keeper,” she said and he left her on the rump, sure in the knowledge that she would mind the ship and steer it as careful as any who lived.


And down, out of the cold which bit his cheeks and nose, even through the scarf wrapped around his face, and into the damper cold of the underdeck where the glowing eyes of wanelights showed the way and he passed through to the Gullaime’s cabin. At the door stood Madorra, clad in white, one fierce eye looking out at him.


“Madorra,” he said, always aware of the rasp in his throat that had destroyed his singing voice. “I would speak to the Gullaime.”


“Busy,” said Madorra, then hissed. “Too busy for you. Busy.”


“I command this ship, Madorra, no one is too busy for me.” He made to walk past the windshorn – one of those gullaime who could not control the wind, and had acted as both guard and captor to its own people back in the Hundred Isles – but it did not move. “Gullaime,” shouted Joron, “I would speak with you.” Madorra hissed at him again but the Gullaime’s voice could be heard above it.


“Come, Joron Twiner, Come.” Joron waited, staring at the windshorn, he noticed its white robe had acquired a garland of shells, sewn in around the collar. It did not escape him that they were guffin shells, the creatures within the pearlescent white curls famously poisonous to humans, a delicacy to the gullaime.


“Well?” said Joron to Madorra. The windshorn blinked its one good eye and moved aside. “Thank you,” said Joron and he opened the door, moved within, from the cold and damp to the warm room, heavy with the scent of gullaime, hot sand and salt. They had twelve gullaime aboard now – five currently on deck, his gullaime, Madorra and five others in here. He did not know the names of the ten new gullaime, and they would not talk to him or meet his eye.


They sang constantly and though they followed the gullaime everywhere, were always with it, they seemed to obey only Madorra and not the Gullaime, which sat within their circle and looked mournfully up at Joron.


“Away go,” it said to them, sadly. Once it had been a whirlwind of anger and fury but now it only seemed tired. When the gullaime around it did not move, but continued singing their low and mournful song, a little of the Gullaime’s fire returned. “Away go!” it snapped at the one nearest to it and, as one, they withdrew to the door, though they did not leave the room.


“You were asked to leave,” said Joron to the group of gullaime, and they cooed and clicked but made no move on his say-so.


“Will not leave,” said the Gullaime. “Will not.” It settled down into its nest, its robe, once torn, filthy and ragged, now the finest thing on the ship. Sewn with cloth of many colours, jingling with shells and trinkets and feathers and bright things given to it by others of its kind and by the crew. Joron could not help feeling the robe was as much prison to the Gullaime as command was to him, that the windtalker was trapped within it, unable to share, unable to escape.


“Find ship woman?” it said.


“No, she was not there, and none knew of her.” He shook his head. “If you would have these gullaime removed from your cabin, I can have that done.” The Gullaime shook its head.


“No, no no. Madorra not leave. Madorra fight, Madorra kill. Not do, not do.” It sounded on the edge of panic. Joron nodded.


“You would not have cared about it killing us once,” said Joron. The Gullaime yarked quietly, a sad laugh to those who understood its ways.


“Not care much now. Care for Joron Twiner.” Its masked head turned to him. “Joron Twiner sick,” it said quietly. “No make Joron Twiner’s life hard.”


“My life is already hard and I do not think it will get much easier, Gullaime.” It nodded sadly.


“Not want,” it said.


“No,” said Joron. “Well, I only wanted to look in on you. I must see the hagshand now, and Aelerin. If there is ought you want, then call on me.”


“Call,” it said, and Joron pushed through the little gaggle of white-clad windtalkers and out of the door, only to be hissed at by Madorra as he passed. He ignored it – the windshorn were seen as outside the command of the ship, so for Madorra to act in such an insolent way was no more a threat to his command than if a kivelly pecked him or a longthresh bit him. Still, it rankled at Joron as he made his way deeper into the bowels of the ship to where Garriya, the hagshand, waited for him in the hagbower where the sick and the wounded were brought. It was empty today, their raid had seen no casualties. It was often the way. To turn up with overwhelming force was part of it, but more than that was his reputation, the Black Pirate who left none alive, the only proof of his passing in the swinging corpses and burning towns.


An exaggeration, of course, and he understood it was necessary – that in the long run his reputation saved the lives of his people, and it was what he hoped would lead them to Meas. He liked it no more for that though.


In the hagbower, Garriya sat on a stool, no hammocks for her, and laid out by her were the tools of her trade. Could take her for a torturer as much as a healer, he thought. The old woman was a mass of contradictions, fastidious about washing her hands, but never washed any other part of herself. Played dumb half the time but fooled no one any longer. A powerful intelligence worked behind those bright eyes.


“Caller,” she said. “How goes it?”


“I hear more and more reports of keyshans rising throughout the seas, and yet I have not sung them out.”


She chuckled, passed a hand over her tools as if wondering which would cause the most pain.


“You think you are all there is in the world?”


“No, but we called a beast, we . . .”


“Did not raise the first one, Caller,” she said, then rolled up her tools and stood. Making her way to the shelves and jamming the roll behind a rope before taking out a cloth and a bottle.


“Well, no . . .”


“You can speed a thing on a little,” she said, “but you cannot stop a thing once started.”


“What do you mean?”


“Take your scarf off, sit on the stool. Let us see how we do today.”


He did as she bade, it felt strange, the air against his skin rather than the warmth of his breath, caught by material. She came before him, ugly, old, skin ingrained with dirt.


“Anyone on that isle know where she is?” He shook his head. “Of course not, why would they send anyone that important way out here.” He was about to answer but she lifted his head by putting her hand under his chin and pushing up, effectively stopping him talking. “The sores are no worse,” she said. “Any dizziness?” Shook his head. “Nausea? Find time missing?” Shook his head. “Made any decisions you regret?”


“Many.” She smiled as she soaked her cloth in liquid from the bottle.


“Made any that made no sense to you later?”


“Not recently.”


“Good. Now, this will hurt.” She dabbed on the liquid and he hissed; it felt as if his skin caught fire, but if this was what was needed to keep the keyshan’s rot at bay then this was what they would do.


“How is Coxward?” he said, in one of the short respites.


“I could keep him here no longer,” she replied. “Now he is restrained in the brig.” Another dab. Fire running over his skin. “It’ll be a long time before you are in his condition though. He’s had the rot for many years.”


“I could have done with him, none know a ship the way he does,” he said. “Can you make him well?” She shook her head.


“Once the rot has reached the mind, only the Mother can fix it, and I am not her.” Dab. Pain. “It would be kinder to let him go, Caller,” she said, her voice low. Pain. “There is naught left in this world for him.”


“He has been with us from the start.” His voice caught. “I do not want to lose—”


“Sometimes it is not about you,” she said. Dab. Pain. “You know, Caller, life is loss, and much has been taken from you: Dinyl, your leg, your song and your shipwife. And if you think you can dilute your pain in blood you are wrong. Blood will only feed it.”


“It is not vengeance, Garriya.” He moved her hand away, caught a whiff of the liquid she had in the bottle and it made his eyes water. “She is in Bernshulme, I am sure of it. And I need Gaunt Island ships to assault the capital, but they will not give them to me while the Hundred Isles navy is strong.” He picked up the scarf and tied it once more around his face. “So I weaken them.”


“And yourself.”


“We lost no one.”


“Yet.”


“We lost no one, old woman.” He stood. She stared.


“Go visit your bonemaster in the brig.”


He turned from her, fully intending to go back up the stairs and through the underdeck and the hatch until he was on the slate and in the light of Skearith’s Eye far above. But guilt nagged at him. Coxward had served him well until the rot had taken his mind, and Joron owed him a visit at least. So he turned, heading further down and further into darkness, the only lights the small glow of the wanelights positioned along the tight corridors. He heard Coxward before he saw him. Heard the raving and crashing as he threw himself around the small room that housed him. The brig had been made as comfortable as possible, as the man had done no wrong, not really. He had caused a few bruises, but that was the disease, not the man.


“. . . fire is coming!” he roared. “It’ll all end in fire and teeth. You hear me? I am the teeth! I am the fire! I am the place beneath. I am the Hag’s own vengeance. You come upon me! You come upon me! I will kill you. I will . . .” He quietened as Joron stepped into his line of sight. He had been a large man, once. Now he was not, his flesh hung from his bones, skin mottled with sores and dried blood.


“Shipwife!” he said. Hand coming to his chest in salute.


“I am not . . .”


“They have locked me in here, Shipwife,” said Coxward, and he pushed himself up against the barred door. “It is mutiny, Shipwife. Mutiny. I know about the crew, listen to me.” Joron stepped nearer; the sores of keyshan’s rot filled the air with the smell of rotting flesh. This awaits me, thought Joron. This awaits me. “Listen, Shipwife, they think me mad, but I know the truth.” He sounded less manic than he had the last time Joron had seen him. He stepped nearer.


“Truth?”


“Ey, many aboard are new, they resent you, Meas, resent you. Know you fell from grace right off the beak of your ship, eh? Well, they are planning and things.” Was he almost lucid? Did he, despite thinking Joron was Meas, actually talk of something real? Joron stepped forward a little more. “And worse, Shipwife, you think they are women and men yet they are not, they are borebones, borebones in human flesh. They wear women and men as we wear coats.” His voice was rising with every word, with every syllable and Joron had no doubt the man was tormented, that he believed every word he said. “It is all true, Shipwife. It is all true, I feel them beneath my flesh! They think me mad! I see the fire and the death!” Spittle flying from his mouth and Joron stepped even nearer.


“Coxward,” he said softly, “I am not Meas. She is gone.”


Like cloud passing to reveal the light of Skearith’s Eye. The sudden return of lucidity.


“Joron?”


“Ey, it is me, Coxward.”


Coxward put his hands on the bars, brought his face right up to them. Tears in his eyes.


“Served well, didn’t I?”


“Ey, Coxward, you have. None better.”


“I cannot abide this, Joron.”


Joron put an arm in through the bars and around the man. Pulled him close.


“You have served this ship and me, Coxward. You served Meas and you have served as well as any woman or man ever could.”


“You believe me then,” he said, a froth of white in the corners of his mouth, “about the borebones? About the fire?” The cloud returning, the light going out.


“Ey,” said Joron quietly. “I will sort it, do not worry yourself.” The torment receded a little, as if Coxward had only needed to hear those words, and when Joron saw peace enter the bonemaster’s eye he gave him a smile.


Then Joron drove his bone knife deep into the man’s heart. Watched the light in his eyes go out, and hoped what he saw at the last was gratitude, that he had freed him from the madness. “Rest easy, old friend,” said Joron, letting the body down. “You rest easy.”


He stared at the still body of the bonemaster and inwardly, he cursed Garriya.


“We have lost no one.”


“Yet.”


Then he heard the call from above, the one he feared most, and the one that sent a thrill of excitement running through him.


“Ship rising!”
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And I Saw a Fair Ship
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Amazing how quickly you became used to something. He stood in the swaying tops of the spine, the slate of the deck far below him. Leg and bone spur braced against ropes as he lifted the nearglass to his eye. Not so long since he had thought he would never ascend the spines of a boneship again. Not so long since he thought the loss of his leg made it impossible. First he had ascended a little, then a little more and then a little and a little more, for how could he command a boneship if he would not do what he expected of his crew? And though each step had been tentative, each time he used his false leg, his spur, to move along a rope or spar he had been sure it would slip. But, just as with walking, and running and fencing, he had slowly become used to it, slowly worked out how to translate the pressure on his stump into a semblance of feeling, and now he climbed the spines of the ship as well as he ever had, better even.


He stared through his nearglass – her nearglass – at the horizon. Passing his eye along the grey sea while the topboy, Havir, gave instruction.


“Saw it just five off the shadow to the rump, D’keeper, only a hint see, but sure it was the flags waving off the tops of a boneship.”


“And not one of ours?”


“No, I’m sure o’that. Not flying the black were they, though?”


Joron nodded, continued to stare through the nearglass though he did not doubt Havir; the man was an old salt, a skilled deckchild with years of service under his belt. Joron spoke to make conversation while he waited for the moment when the sea rose below Tide Child and gave him that little more distance to his vision. Havir had said the ship flew just below the horizon.


Did it follow him? And if so how long for? Or was that paranoia, for paranoia was a symptom of the rot. He’d seen it creep up on Coxward, heard him talk of how Hewes, the bonewright below him, was plotting against him. The eventual violence that had risen before he’d been forced to move Hewes over to another ship, bring aboard a woman called Colwulf, and then things had been fine, for a while. Until the paranoia had started again.


But that was over now, for Coxward at least.


He took the nearglass from his eye, wiped sweat from his forehead, raised the glass once more. How long could he be up here? How long to wait? How long to stare into that circle, perfect hemispheres of sea and sky punctuated by the gliding dots of skeers as they danced above the waves?


There! A single line, unnaturally straight, jutting over the horizon.


“I found his tops, Havir.”


“And I knew you would.”


“Seems he’s no longer shy, three spines rising, rigged like us, so a four-ribber no doubt, full corpse lights.” He moved the focus ring. “There’s a second ship.”


“Ey?” He could feel Havir close to his side.


“Two-ribber.”


“Evenly matched, ey, D’keeper?”


“Ey, evenly matched indeed.” He leaned over so he could shout down to the decks. “Barlay, steer us two points toward the shadow!” He felt the ship come about, the kiss of the wind move from the side of his face to the back of his head, blowing the tangled locks of his hair around as he made his way down the rigging, not fast, maybe, but steady and even until he jumped from the spine to the deck, landing sure-footed and running, at an unseemly rate for the commander of a ship, up to the rump where Farys waited, hands behind her back, overseeing the deck.


“Two ships, Farys, four-ribber and a two-ribber.”


“You mean to give chase, D’keeper?” She smiled at him, the burned skin of her face pulling her eyes into slits.


“Well,” he said, “they call us murderers and marauders, let us not disappoint them, ey?” He grinned a murderous, piratical grin and raised his voice. “Full wings, give me all speed. Sound the bell, beat the drums! Clear my decks for action! Signal Chiver on the Last Light to do the same!” And all became seeming chaos around him, the ship stripped for war, deckchilder running hither and thither as he watched, a smile hidden beneath his mask for he saw the patterns within the seeming chaos. Saw that every woman and man knew their job and their place and he was pleased, for this was the ship he wanted to bring his shipwife back to, an orderly, well-run ship of war. He turned his head to the horizon, lifted the nearglass to study his quarry. Two ships side-on to Tide Child, white as new sand. The wind blew the tail of his hat around his arm, tangling with it and the long locks of his hair. He pushed it away. Went back to staring at the ships and the smile that had so recently been on his face fell away.


“Seakeep,” he shouted, “call Aelerin for me.” He watched the two ships while he waited for the courser to announce themselves in that soft voice he was so familiar with.


“You wanted me, D’keeper?”


“Ey, Aelerin,” he said. The courser’s robe was as pure and white as the hulls of the boneships ahead. “Two ships out there,” he pointed. “They have made a show of themselves and now they run, inviting us into a merry chase.”


“That explains all the noise,” said the courser, a hint of humour there.


“Indeed, but they run toward the wind.”


“That will work their gullaime hard.”


“It will, and they must know we have gullaime of our own, so they should save their windtalkers, there is a brisk enough wind to run with.”


“It is what a sensible shipwife would do.”


“Ey, so, I ask you this, why may they not?”


“I would think they seek to lead us away from something? Or toward something?” Joron nodded, collapsed the nearglass and placed it in his jacket.


“Have you studied the charts around here?” He knew the question needless, for Aelerin studied charts obsessively. “Is there anything that they may want to tempt us toward or away from?”


Aelerin stood, hands clasped before themselves, absolutely still as was their way when deep in thought.


“There is little the way they head, just the near northern isles, low and cold. A poor place for a trap.”


“And where they come from?”


“Open water until Skearith’s Spine is all.”


“Curious,” said Joron and he squinted into the distance; he could make out the ships without the nearglass now.


“There is one thing,” said the courser.


“Ey?”


“There were reports of keyshans, small ones. Not that way, but given how fast they swim it would not be impossible for one to have made it that far. Maybe they hunt one?”


“You would think they would have learned their lesson about that by now?”


“You would think. But maybe Sleighthulme is back in production of its poisons? Could they have perfected hiyl?” Joron thought a little on that, on what he had seen in Sleighthulme before the shipwife gave herself up. Vast cauldrons mixing human and gullaime flesh in search of the recipe for hiyl, a poison powerful enough to hunt keyshans with, for all other attempts simply ended up with women and men on their way to the Hag. He raised his voice.


“I think we shall return to our original course,” said Joron, “see what our friends out there make of that.”


“Ey, D’keeper,” said Farys and she called out the orders to Solemn Muffaz who called them back to Barlay and Tide Child heeled over, his wings creaking and complaining, spines echoing those complaints as he came back to his original course. If Joron heard the sighs and words of disappointment from his crew, that they were robbed of a fight, then he gave no sign. Instead he raised the nearglass and watched the ships so far away, waiting for the moment when they realised he no longer gave chase, letting time tick past and pretending to be unaware of the women and men scurrying around him, loosing some ropes, tightening others, making work in hope of overhearing his plans.


“What do you think, Farys?” he said after staring for long enough to be sure, then he passed her the nearglass. She raised it, found her quarry. Studied them.


“They want to be chased, D’keeper, are slacking some wing, letting it billow so they slow. Wait, the two-ribber has lost a top spar.” She passed the nearglass back and Joron returned to gazing through it. Saw that the smaller ship was indeed wounded, its highest crosspiece having fallen, bringing the white wing with it.


“Well, now he trails a wing like an injured kivelly.”


“A mess of rigging and gion is a lost topspar.”


“It is,” said Joron slowly, “if it is real, but if I were to fake damage then that would also be what I would choose to do. Rigged right it is a simple enough thing to pretend.”


“Ey,” said Farys. “They must be fair desperate for us to follow.”


“Which begs the question what is so interesting on our previous course, ey?” He dropped the nearglass from his eye, folded it and placed it safe in his jacket. Raised his voice. “Listen well my women and men, my girls and my boys.” All heads turned to Joron, all work momentarily pausing, then well practised hands continued in their tasks, even while gazes were focused elsewhere. “I’d not have you think I stole a righteous fight from you, but those ships want us following, and I reckon that means there’s something over the horizon they don’t want us finding. So we’ll do finding not following, ey?”


A rousing shout of “Ey!” in return.


“And we’ll keep Tide Child rigged for war, as if I am any sort of commander at all then I reckon I know what will happen soon. Those two ships will see we do not fall for their ruse, and they’ll be chasing us.” Looks and smiles were exchanged on the deck of Tide Child, and in the rigging of Tide Child and in the gloom of the underdecks where Joron’s voice reached and even in the deepest hold, where word was passed down from deckchilder to deckchilder. And each and every one of them knew he was right, for Joron Twiner had proved himself a fighting shipwife, even though he’d take the skin off the back of anyone who called him ought but deckkeeper; they knew what he was and where he took them, and they would follow him. For among the deckchilder of Meas’s fleet a rumour had grown up, one that had passed from idle gossip into an undeniable truth in the mind of every woman and man who flew those ships. Was Joron Twiner not Lucky Meas’s son? For what else made sense? And was not Lucky Meas a figure of legend, the Tide Child? The peacebringer? Unkillable, unbeatable, just biding her time afore she came back and led them all in glory? None doubted these were facts as true as the sea and the Hag and the Mother and the Maiden.


“So,” said Joron, who knew what was said of him and how very wrong it was, though he did nothing to stop the rumours persisting, “you mark my words, girls and boys, women and men, we’ll get our fight. Those ships will come after us soon enough, and maybe more will be waiting over the horizon.” He ran over to the bonerail, raised himself onto it. One hand on a rope as with the other he lofted his straightsword. “Sharpen your curnows, ready your blades and your gaffs and gallowbows, for I see a bloody day ahead.” At that a riot of shouts, a joyous cacophony from his crew and Joron felt it too. Until he saw Garriya, the old woman’s head just above the hatch which led to the underdecks, and then came a dark cloud over him.


“We have lost no one.”


“Yet.”


A shudder ran through his body.


“Now,” he shouted, “back to work the lot of you, I’ll have no slate-layers on my ship! Rig for speed, tighten the wings and put out the flyers!”


They went to work, excited and gossipy and ready for the coming battle as Tide Child scudded over waves which glinted and winked in the light of Skearith’s Eye, every scrap of variskcloth raised to catch the wind. Once more Joron brought up the nearglass and trained it on the ships now vanishing behind them. Smiled to himself in vindication as he saw the two-ribber hoisting its fallen spar back into position. “Clever,” he said quietly, “many would have fallen for it.” Then he turned, putting away the nearglass and staring down the deck of Tide Child toward the future. “Best speed we can make in this wind,” he shouted. “Barlay, keep our last course for that was what worried them. Topboy!” he shouted. “You keep me appraised on those ships, I want to know the urgency with which they chase!”


“Already turning, Deckkeeper, wings a-full of wind!”


Then it became a race, though not a true race, for Joron knew it was unlikely Tide Child would be caught, they had the wind still, and if those ships flogged their gullaime hard for extra speed then Joron had gullaime of his own, and they needed no flogging to work for him. Were glad to, for they named him Caller, and saw in his words the nearing of the Windseer’s time and if they were right, that brought nothing good. But Joron knew prophecy was a fickle thing, for Meas had been named in one, and where was she?


Where was she indeed.


On flew Tide Child, cutting through air and water, making such speed that it caught the breath from the lungs of those who rode him. And if there was a greater joy in the world than a ship under full wing then Joron did not know it. That he flew toward danger did not matter in this moment. This was what every deckchild lived for, just them and the sea and the wind and the way it carried them. A shout went up, that made so much sense but also filled Joron with fear. For what else was worth so much in the Hundred Isles that two ships would risk sacrifice to keep him away from it?


“Keyshan rising!”
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The Cause


[image: Illustration]


What fear and amazement. What wonder and terror those words brought to every woman and man in the crew. “Keyshan rising!” For many among them had seen the keyshans, knew the majesty and the danger that came with them, knew the creatures could smash a ship like Tide Child to nothing and barely even notice. Those of the crew who had not seen a keyshan had heard talk of them, heard it so often that to every woman and man among them it was as if they had seen the keyshan themselves. Like they had felt the heat coming from it, the splash of the water as it breached the surface, heard the terrible cacophonous song that beat against the ear like a hammer.


And each and every one of them knew that they were somehow linked to the keyshans by their special gullaime, and some believed by their shipwife, who had raised one from the dead rock of an island and given herself up to the enemy so that they may escape.


Or so they thought.


And Joron let them.


And if some remembered otherwise, well, they never spoke of it to their deckkeeper.


As the crew wondered and worried and talked among themselves Joron stared at the world through the convex circle of the nearglass. First over the beak of the ship, toward the horizon where the topboy said the mighty form of a keyshan awaited him, then over the rump of the ship. Behind him and to seaward, the black form of the two-ribber, Last Light, black as Tide Child, but smaller. Only two spines and wings trianglerigged, not square like the bigger ship’s, and corpselights glowed above it marking that it had come over from the Hundred Isles fleet and was not a true black ship. He was built for speed and quick hit-and-run attacks with his twenty smaller gallowbows. Then Joron tracked back toward the two white boneships, towers of billowing white varisk cloth growing larger every moment.


“They punish their gullaime to catch us,” he said.


“Should I bring up ours?” said Farys.


“No,” he said, turning back to the beak, “let them tire their gullaime, we will keep ours fresh. Make sure Chiver on the Last Light knows that too.”


“Ey, D’keeper,” she said and ran to shout out instructions for the signals to be given. Tide Child flew on, his beak smashing through waves, sending spray up in twin arcs as he barrelled forward. In the convex world Joron looked through he saw the first sign of the keyshan, a huge flipper, almost as long as the ship that followed them. He waited for the thrill to run through him, the shock and awe at the creature. Yet it did not come.


Where was the heat?


The joy?


The song in his heart?


Where was the terror?


The majesty?


The sheer and overwhelming presence?.


Somewhere, deep inside, he felt a darkness. Knew a truth.


“Dead,” he said quietly.


“D’keeper?”


He focused the nearglass on the beast, saw its belly, as big as an island, thick with white feathers and as he scanned along it, the creature’s body bending in the imperfections of the glass, he saw it was spattered with blood. And that blood surrounded the creature, a slick of black, and within the black a million jewels. He struggled to understand it. Was this some property of keyshan blood? Did jewels run through its body?


On closer inspection he saw a line of wounds across the beast’s body.


What weapon could do this? What vast engine had been created to make this series of punctures across the body of something as mighty and indomitable as a keyshan, empress of all the seas?


No woman or man of the Hundred Isles had caused this.


And no woman or man of the Gaunt Islands either. He looked harder, saw how the regular the wounds were, how they were shaped, long and narrow like a beak.


Bite marks.


A fight?


It must be. Over what he did not, could not, know. Territory? Mates? Some terrible sub-aqueous grudge? How could a man understand a keyshan? None could, not really. Not even himself, who had, in some unfathomable way, a connection with them. But he was also not surprised by the violence. How could he be? He had seen them smash ships, seen them open their mouths to reveal a cave of huge teeth. He had, unthinkingly, presumed them simply for hunting. Never thought of them fighting.


“It’s dead?”


He turned to find Farys, staring across the water. She looked stricken.


“Ey, so it seems,” he replied. “No wonder they wish us away, there’s enough bone there to keep the Hundred Isles fighting for another generation, and with the damage we’ve done to their fleet it’s bone they need.”


“So what do we do?” she said.


“We fight, Farys; what choice do we have?”


“Ship rising!” shouted from the tops.


“Tell of the ship, Topboy,” shouted Joron, and he hoped it would be one of theirs – Brekir, maybe, having turned back for some reason.


“Boneship, D’keeper, coming from t’ward the Eaststorm, four-ribber, I reckon.”


“A pair of four-ribbers and a two-ribber against us,” said Joron. Beneath the mask he grinned at Farys, and Farys, knowing him well enough to read the movements of his eye and the cloth across his face, grinned back.


“Seems unfair on ’em, if you ask me,” she said.


“Jennil,” shouted Joron, “get your seaguard fully armed, I went half of them up the spines with crossbows. The rest belowdeck, ready for boarding. Solemn Muffaz! Clear my ship for action! And I want . . .”


Before he could finish speaking the Gullaime exploded from belowdeck in a blur of bright colour, flapping robes and noise.


“Stop ship! Stop ship!” screeched at the top of its considerable voice. Behind it came Madorra, also screeching.


“Listen! Listen!”


“What do you mean, Gullaime?” roared Joron in his best storm voice. “The creature is dead, there is no danger.”


“Dead! Dead!” shouted the Gullaime, speeding down the ship toward the beak so it could look over the sea at the rapidly growing corpse. “Much danger! Much danger!”


“From what?” said Joron as the Gullaime turned and ran back up the deck.


“Poison! Poison!”


“Hiylbolts,” said Joron, “they have managed to make them at last?”


The Gullaime screamed at him, opened its beak wide showing the cave of spines within and screeched for all it was worth, before spinning round on the spot twice in frustration.


“Poison! Poison! Sea sither poison!”


“They are not poisonous, quiet yourself. I have read the books, Gullaime, and granted, death is never pleasant, especially the death of a creature so great.”


“No!” it screeched, shaking its entire body. “Stupid human. Stupid.”


“Gullaime, I—”


“Stupid! Keyshan dead. Keyshan dead. Dead keyshan bad. Poison!”


“Gullaime,” he stepping toward it. “Speak more slowly. Please, I do not understand.”


“The fire in the heart. Heart break, fire unleashed.”


“There is no fire, Gullaime,” said Farys.


The Gullaime turned slowly, first its head, then its neck, then its body. The mask that covered its eyes focused on Farys.


“Stupid human. Not see fire. Poison fire.” All around the Gullaime the women and men of Tide Child were smiling and grinning to one another at this display of strangeness and insubordination – they had come to expect such things from their gullaime. It was a creature of odd passions, given to taking against the strangest things. Then Solemn Muffaz stepped forward.


“My mother used to say ‘sooner break a keyshan’s heart’, if she were making a promise she would never break,” he said.


“I have heard such a thing,” said Joron, “may even have said it myself but . . .”


“Among the bonewrights,” said Colwulf, stepping forward, speaking quietly, still unsure of her position on the ship, “’tis well known the flensers never allowed a heart to stay near a town.”


“Ey,” said Cwell from behind him, “those born near a heartground seldom come out right or live long.”


And as each spoke, the Gullaime’s masked head flicked from them back to Joron.


“Listen!” it squawked. “Stupid ship man!”


Joron was about to explain to it that it was wrong, simple superstition. That they could not simply believe it and allow the bones to fall into the arms of the Hundred Isles. That to do so was to supply material for more boneships. To undo their work in weakening the Hundred Isles to bring Meas back. To make the fight for peace when she returned harder.


Something black caught his eye. Something black and strange and boneless moving across the huge corpse. He lifted the nearglass once more. A shudder ran through him. A tunir, the black-spined, three-legged killing machine he knew to fear like few other beasts. Yet it moved like no tunir he had seen, it crawled across the body, plainly struggling. Then it staggered, tripped over its own rubbery legs and fell, rolling down the sheer side of the keyshan as slack as seaweed tipped from a bucket until it splashed into the water. As he watched he realised this scene was wrong. Where were the skeers? There were no skeers flying above the corpse. Anything that died on the ocean attracted the carrion birds and yet here, the biggest creature alive in the entire archipelago had died and there were no skeers.


Tide Child flying full speed toward the corpse with all his wings out, his commander wondering why there were no skeers around the corpse.


Was he being foolish?


Something hazy above the carcass. Like heat on a summer’s day. But the air was cold.


He let the nearglass dip.


The water full of jewels.


No.


Fish.


Dead fish.


And in among the fish there were the skeers, or their corpses. Attracted by the bounty. Killed by something invisible.


“Hard to landward!” he shouted and ran to the rear rail of the ship. “Hard to landward!” he shouted at the smaller ship behind them and then Tide Child tilted, the sea rushing up to meet them, the edge of the circle of dead birds and fish that marked the radius of the poison so much closer than it had been before. “Hold on! Hold on!” he shouted. The ship came around, tilting further and further, the turn feeling impossibly tight for such a large ship. The circle of death drawing closer. Behind them the smaller ship turned in a tighter circle and he could hear the Gullaime screaming out a raucous squawk, “Poison! Poison!” The deck now heeled over so steeply Joron had to pull himself along one of the ropes, finding the gullaime.


“How far does it reach, this poison?”


“Not far?” The ship shook and creaked. “Long way? Not know! Not know!” The circle of deathly water grew nearer.


“How long does it stay?”


“Long and long, many lives.” The ship creaked and shook, the circle of deathly water still nearer.


“How quickly does it kill?”


“Weeks, hours, year. All different.” He stared into the colourful feathered mask of the Gullaime and heard a cheer as the ship began to right itself, skirting the edge of the poisonous water, the giant hill of the keyshan’s corpse moving to seaward of them. At the furthest edge of the turn, where Tide Child almost touched the deathly circle around the corpse, Joron finally felt the heat he associated with the vast beasts, yet this was different. Where before it had been warming, like lifting his face to Skearith’s Eye, this was a scorching heat, a flaying heat, like the wind after a hagspit strike, a devouring heat that set the sores on his face burning. The poison from the beast was not some ichor that leaked from it despoiling only the water, it was something on the air, some unknown element within that radiated out from it, killing all that came too close whether over or under the water. Silently, he thanked the Gullaime for warning him, if not for it they would have flown straight into the poison and all aboard would have died. He felt as sure about that as the slate beneath his feet.


“Barlay!” he shouted. “Bring us alongside the Last Light. Seakeep! Bring in the wings, slow us down.” He stared over the side at the Hundred Isles boneships, still a good way off. His mind so used to measuring time and distance and wind he did not notice the effort of the calculations even as he did them, did not consciously consider any one of these things as they had become a part of him, like breathing, like pain, like disease and like loss. Four turns of the glass away at least, even with gullaime to assist them. “Heave to! Solemn Muffaz! Bring him to a stop!”


“All stop!” shouted the giant who stood before the mainspine, “let out the seastay!” Over the side went the concertina of rope and varisk cloth that would hold the ship still and Tide Child came to rest beside the Last Light. Joron went to the rail.


“Ho the Last Light!”


“Ho the Tide Child!” came the reply and Shipwife Chiver, a tall man who wore his long hair in a thick braid that fell down his back and the sculpted trews and leather straps of the Kept, he was as pale as Joron was dark. His face thick with scars earned fighting in Joron’s fleet. “It seems we have found a mighty prize out here!”


“Ey, but this cup is poisoned, Shipwife,” Joron shouted back. “Look in the water around it, it brings only death.”


“So what is your plan then, Deckkeeper?” and when he said the rank, it took Joron back to the days it had been first given, when no one had respected him or thought him worthy.


“Well, there is a great jointweight of bone there in the water, Shipwife,” he said. “I plan to give those ships out there what seems a very generous gift.”


“If you are wrong about this poison, it is a costly mistake.” Chiver did not hide his scorn.


“Feel free to take your ship nearer, if you, wish, Chiver,” said Joron. All action stopped aboard Last Light. The crew looked to their shipwife, who stared at the circle of black water, full of dead creatures. Chiver also looked, for a moment. Then turned back to Joron.


“They will think it odd if the Black Pirate simply runs away, D’keeper,” He shouted over the water.


“Ey, they will. So we must bloody ourselves a little.” He saw a smile appear on Chiver’s scarred face. “But not you, I am afraid, Shipwife. Given long enough to think about it they may make the link between the old heartgrounds where all is death, and the poison around this keyshan. They must not think. I want them to take it in tow, and if they get it back to Bernshulme then it could destroy their entire fleet.”


“So what is your plan?”


“I want you to run, as if you are going for reinforcements. There will be no new scars for you today.”


“I will not pretend I am less than disappointed, D’keeper,” he shouted back, “but if we simply run they will know something is wrong – that is not the reputation the Black Pirate has cultivated. Would be stranger to run than stay and fight.”


“Ey,” Joron shouted back, “Tide Child will engage, but then break off. They will think we got a little full of ourselves then thought better of it. But your escape will have them worried that more of our ships are coming. I am sorry to deny you a fight, Chiver.”


He grinned, and waved a finger in the air.


“Well, the Hag knows the black ships, and she will scar me another day, no doubt. Fly well.”


“And you, Shipwife Chiver.” He turned away, calling out to his crew, and the ropes were pulled and the wings hoisted. He watched, always a beautiful sight to see the serrated and hooked hull of a boneship go from still to moving, the way the wings billowed then snapped tight as the wind caught them. The sound of women and men heaving on ropes and the slow, almost imperceptible first movements as he caught the wind and the ship gathered impetus. Then building up of speed until the movement seemed unstoppable, and the speed seemed limitless and Joron knew he could watch happily until the Last Light vanished over the horizon and the wake of white water faded into one with the sea, as everything must eventually. Maybe in another life he would have done just that, and spent his days on a beach somewhere, watching the boneships come and go.


But this was not that life, and he turned from Last Light and back to his own ship, saw his crew arrayed and waiting on his word, like longthresh sniffing blood, eager and ready. “Hoist the mainwing! Untruss the gallowbows! Get yourselves ready for there will be blood, and there will be suffering and there will be death!” He walked among them. “But let that be at our hand, and let the Hag hear my voice, and know we do not act in vain, for we do this for the black ships, for the Hag, and for Lucky Meas!” And the cry was returned,


“For Lucky Meas!”


And the wings went up, and Tide Child began to move, and in the distance two boneships, white as fear, grew larger and larger.
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Blood on the Water
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Tide Child gripped the wind. Cut through water. His music the rhythmic crash and hiss of the beak smashing through waves. The beat guiding the song of the crew as they pulled on the ropes, tightened wings, altered rigging. Two white ships growing larger.


Corpselights glowed above them. Too far to make out the colours yet.


He knew that across the water, the shipwives of those ships would mirror him. Stood on their rumps between their officers. Staring down the deck, between the gallowbow crews crouched around their weapons. Shot and bolt stacked. Gullaime gathered before the mainspine. Deck strewn with sand to soak up the blood. Ropes and nets through the rigging to catch falling spars and wings. Weapon racks brought up.


Ships of war.


Not long now.


Far behind them a third enemy ship now approached and Last Light made his escape, though Joron had already put Chiver’s vessel out of his mind. He had a plan, and that approaching third ship was part of it though he did not intend to fight it, and it would play no part in his current calculations for the coming battle unless something went terribly wrong.


“My crew! My proud women and men, my black pirates!” To this a cheer. “The time for blooding comes, but we will play a fancy trick. What pain they take out of us, they will suffer a thousandfold, for that keyshan we leave behind is a poison, it is death to all that approach it. Given time, a clever shipwife would notice, as we noticed, ey?”


“Ey!” And nudges and winks and looks were exchanged, for although he never called himself shipwife, the deckkeeper was a clever one all right, and how could he not be, being Lucky Meas’s son?


“So we must sell them a ruse; first we will engage. Not for long, just long enough for them to think we leave because of that third ship. And they will think that we leave to get help. So they will hurry to lash up that keyshan and tow it away. They have no loyal gullaime to warn them of the danger! So, I tell you this, the Hag may take from us today, she’ll want paid in blood, and we’ll see little from it, for I do not want those ships destroyed or crippled. I would leave them strong enough to take my little gift, maybe take it all the way back to Bernshulme to poison their water. So stand fast! Stand strong! Stand for Lucky Meas!”


And the call came back, strong and proud.


“For Lucky Meas!”


“Gullaime!” he shouted. Before him on the deck, the brightly coloured figure stood tall within a circle of white-robed acolytes. Its feathered mask turned to him. “Are you ready to bring me the wind, Gullaime?”


The Gullaime opened its curved predatory beak, lifted it to the sky, raised its wingclaws so its coloured robe became flashing wings and it screamed, and Joron felt the familiar pain in his ears, the heat across the deck as it took hold of the weather. Clouds appeared above the ship, first white then darkening and it felt as if the Gullaime’s scream never stopped, as if it reached out across the water and Joron imagined the crew of those approaching ships hearing it, wondering what it was that could make such a noise. Seeing the clouds that gathered around Tide Child, and he knew they must feel fear. Brave deckchilder, he thought, to still come on. Brave officers, to face the Black Pirate despite the noise they must hear, despite the clouds they must see, despite the savage reputation he had.


A crack of lightning. His ship writ out in stark white lines. A rumble of thunder.


“Hold there, Gullaime!” he shouted. “I’ll not have them run from us in terror.”


“Sea sither spirit,” shouted the Gullaime. “In the air. Angry.”


“Then calm it, Gullaime,” he shouted, “we want to put up a good fight and run, not blow them from the sea.”


“Foolish, smash bad humans.” The gullaime yarked to itself and those in its circle nodded their heads, all except Madorra who hissed at Joron as the storm calmed, the clouds paled and the wind fell to something more manageable.


Two ships advanced and Joron Twiner, shipwife in all but name, smiled to himself.


“Open the bowpeeks! Crew the gallowbows, we’ll fight both sides as we pass!” At those words he heard the slap of bone on bone as the bowpeeks on the underdeck were opened. Two ships, approaching fast. The two-ribber less of a threat, only ten small bows on its deck and Tide Child was far taller. The smaller ship could not sweep his decks with stone, or fire into the bow crews. All the two-ribber’s shot would be straight into the hull and Joron knew Tide Child was sturdy enough to take it.


“Untruss the bows!” Farys, her voice cutting through the song of the wind. Gavith the bowsell nodded and the crews went to work, bringing up and over the firing arms of the heavy bows so they stood ready for their bloody work.


The four-ribber was his problem: not as big as Tide Child, unlikely to do enough damage on one sweep to stop them – though there was always the chance of a lucky shot, a spine coming down, the tiller shot away – and then it would be boarding and hand-to-hand and real hard and harsh work.


Though it would be harsh whatever.


One pass – four great bows, probably loaded with rocks, ten smaller bows loosing directly into the underdeck. He foresaw it, the slate awash with blood in the blue glow of the corpselights, the way the gentle blue made it look the deepest purple. The screaming. The agony. The endless churn of the longthresh in the water as the dead went overboard and he again saw that flash, that moment long ago that never truly left him; his father crushed between two hulls.


He felt his hands shake. Not fear, not quite. Or maybe it was but he had become so used to it he no longer recognised it, felt it as excitement, felt it as anger, felt it as a burning fury for what he believed was right. Inside, where there had once been fear, and then hate, there was now only an empty place. When he did feel fear, it was often the fear that someone would see the hollow within him, or that the lack of direction and purpose was a symptom of the rot eroding his mind. He needed Meas back.


Shaking hands behind your back. Stand straight.


Get them ready.


“Today,” he shouted, ignoring the closing ships, not thinking of the damage a bolt could do to him, “my women and men, my loyal girls and boys. We fight a quick fight, once through and we’ll be off. Put on a good show, hurt ’em bad but not too bad. We want them to feel like they’ve won their prize!” A glance forward, the ships large in his view. In his mind counting down the grains of sand in the glass before he gave the command.


Ships growing.


Water rushing.


Ships growing


Rigging singing.


Ships growing.


“Wind the bows!” he yelled, Gavith shouting the same, the bowsells echoing him. Furious work on the deck, women and men winding back the cords on the gallowbows. Shouts going up of “Ready! Ready! Ready!” all along the slate as the cords locked in, the warmoan of tightly stretched cord sang out. “Load the bows!” The bolts going into the grooves.


The ships growing.


Water rushing.


Rigging singing.


He could make out the keyshan skulls on the front, so much smaller than on the creatures he had seen. For a second he wondered what it had been like, in the days of the great boneships, the skullships that must have had crews of thousands. To crew such a ship now would empty Bernshulme.


What was it all for?


“We’ll not go the Hag today!” he screamed into the air. “We shall not hear her call!” A roar from the deck.


The ships growing.


Warmoan loud in his ears.


The sound of Tide Child, hungering for blood.


“Loose as they bear!”


Into the maelstrom.


Into a storm of shot.


The bows on either side of the deck loosing. The two-ribber’s shot angled up, trying to cut Tide Child’s rigging, punching through wing and bouncing off spar and spine but not strong enough to smash through it. The four-ribber loosing its shot, sweeping the decks of Tide Child, cutting through his crew. Saw Chelvin have her legs ripped from under her. Saw Hotston lose his head in a pink spray. Saw Kitgon’s torso seem to just vanish, arms legs and head hanging there for a second. Shards of bone were smashed from the rail and the hull, piercing and bludgeoning and cutting. Blood hanging in the air as the storm moved down the deck to surround him with noise and screams and violence. And all the time, that thing that was not fear and not anger and not hate growing within him. A bolt ripped through the circle of gullaime, killing two of the white-robed windtalkers, but the rest did not waver and despite the violence the wind kept coming and the ship kept moving and that dark empty place within Joron kept growing until they had passed through the storm.


The order was there, in Joron’s mouth. Bring him round. So easy to say it – his Gullaime, his friend could work the wind like no other. Vengeance for the pain they had just suffered could be his, swing the ship round, loose into the rear of his enemy. So vulnerable now. Fire his wingbolts with hagspit. Watch them burn and die.


“We’re clear, D’keeper!”


Deep breath. Blood on the decks. Bodies to seaward and landward. The ships behind them the same, a faint haze of bonedust about them both. Swallowing air as if to fill the empty place within him, suddenly aware he had been holding his breath.


“Full wings! Gullaime, give me more wind, let’s get out of here.” He stepped forward, “Farys, I’d know the price we paid the Hag if you would.”


“Ey, D’keeper,” she said, and turned to relay the order to Solemn Muffaz, who took it gladly, even though she was half his age and third his experience, for he had taught her all he knew and was well proud of the woman she had become. And all around them the deck was cleared of the dead, and the wounded were dragged below to the hagbower.


“D’keeper? D’keeper?” He found Gavith looking up at him, holding out a rag.


“Ey, Gavith?”


“For your face, D’keeper,”


“My face?” he said.


“The blood.”


He raised a hand, touched his cheek above the scarf, found wetness, blood flowing from a cut below his eye. Recognised a cut that would need stitching, would leave another grey scar on his dark skin. Took the rag from Gavith.


“Thank you.”


“You should go to Garriya, have it stitched, D’keeper.”


A scream from down the deck as a man was lifted – Chariff, he thought, a good deckchild, his leg broken, white bone showing through flesh.


“Others need her attentions more than I right now, Gavith.” The boy nodded.


“Ey, D’keeper,” he said, bowed his head and glanced across at Farys, gave her a shy smile that she ignored. Solemn Muffaz arrived, a spray of drying blood across the light brown skin of his face.


“D’keeper,” he said, his voice as sonorous and serious as ever.


“What news from the Hag?”


“None good, D’keeper. Twelve lost to shot as we passed, another four we will lose, three we may and if we do not they will be poor deckchilder from now, on account of not having an arm or leg.” He paused, glanced down at Joron’s spur. “Although, I suppose one can learn to cope with anything, ey?”


“Indeed, Deckmother; in truth I worried it would be worse.”


“It is worse.”


“And how is that?” The big man rolled his shoulders.


“Colwulf, the bonemaster, she only says the mainspine caught a bolt.” An immediate cold shock through Joron and he stared down the deck, all too aware of the tower of wings, catching the wind and straining the central spine of the ship. “Says it ain’t about to go yet, but we should be careful.” As he finished speaking, Colwulf, a small thin woman swathed in bandages, appeared from below with three of her fellows, all carrying spars of hardened varisk.


“What goes, Colwulf?” said Joron, striding down the slate accompanied by the deckmother. “Does my ship ail?”


The woman paused in directing her helpers up the spine.


“For sure it does, as it will indeed if you insist on taking him into the range of other’s bows, and who has to fix it all with dear old Coxward gone to the Hag? Colwulf, ey. Colwulf does.” She turned away and spat on the deck, and Joron swallowed his annoyance. The bonemasters were an odd lot, afflicted with the rot, just like him, and Meas had told him to treat the good ones well and Colwulf was as good as they came, trained as she was by Coxward.


“How does he ail, Colwulf? Should I bring down the wings?” She sucked her teeth, or on what she had left of them.


“If I thought that I would not have brought up the bracing, no. Caught a glancing blow further up, took out a chunk but it seems strong still. I’ll have my women and men up there, tying on the varisk around it. I’ll leave old Chiff up there to watch for any sign of splinters.”


“Good, now—”


“While we is talking, D’keeper, the spine is weakening, so you go do your ordering them that need it about and I will do my job, ey?” Joron nodded, suddenly feeling no more a commander than the day he stepped aboard Tide Child.


“You do that, Colwulf,” he said and turned back to Solemn Muffaz. “There is something I would speak with you of, Deckmother, privately.” He walked the big man to the rail.


“How can I help, D’keeper,” said the deckmother.


“Farys,” he said, “and Gavith.” Solemn Muffaz nodded.


“I have noticed.”


“The Bernlaw, Solemn Muffaz, it is strict on such things. Lovers of the same sex only, a child must never be brought onto a ship of war.” Joron stared out over the sea. “I am only a deckkeeper, Muffaz,” he said. “If I went against the Bernlaw for my crew there are those in our own fleet who would use it against me, and many who would agree.” He turned to look at Solemn Muffaz. “You must speak to Farys and Gavith, I have no wish to find Farys with child and then be forced to pronounce sentence of death upon them. None at all, I could not stand it.”


“I will speak to them, Deckkeeper,” he said, his voice so low it was little more than a growl.


“Thank you,” said Joron, “such an order is likely to cause less resentment coming from a friend than a commander.” Solemn Muffaz nodded and turned away, to be about the clearing of Tide Child’s decks.


For a moment Joron wondered if he had made a mistake, if he had simply pushed away a task he did not wish to do onto another. But the decision was made so he took out his nearglass and stared behind them. The two ships he had fought were making good time away from him, all their wings raised and full of wind as they sped toward the corpse of the arakeesian and all that had in store for them. He allowed himself a little smile at that, wondered if right at that moment they were jeering him, calling him out for a coward that he ran from them. Then the larger of the two ships moved a little and Joron saw the third ship, the one that had been on the horizon. Too big to be one of his. It also had full wings raised, a tower of billowing white and six blue corpselights glowed above it. But it was not heading toward the massive corpse, it was heading toward him. As he watched it an arrow was launched from the tops. Up and up it went, a flame burning brightly and when it reached the zenith of its climb the arrow burst into a dirty black smear against the blue, blue sky.


“A signal,” he said to himself.


“Could be ruse though, D’keeper,” said Farys, coming to join him, “to scare us away from the corpse, like?”


“Could be, Farys,” he replied, and put away thoughts of his conversation with Solemn Muffaz, “but we cannot afford to treat it as such. We must presume there are those out there watching for such a signal, and now they will be coming.”


“A chase then?” she said.


“Ey, a chase, and with the mainspine weaker than I would like we must be canny about it. Call Aelerin, have them set up the table in the great cabin. Our pursuers will know we head back to the Gaunt Islands and I would not fly straight into a trap. Let us see if we can outthink them.”


“If they pursue us,” said Farys.


“Ey, if, but no one ever died from being over-prepared, as the shipwife always said.”


“Indeed,” she said and turned away, heading toward the underdeck with the name of the courser already on her lips.
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