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‘I’ll ask you again, girl,’ he said, although his tone was still gentle. ‘What’s yer name?’


She only stared at him.


‘Where’d you come from?’


Still she stared.


‘Are you …’ He couldn’t believe he was even thinking it, much less asking it. ‘Are you from Bleak Hope?’


She blinked then, as if coming out of a trance. ‘Bleak Hope.’ Her voice was hoarse from lack of use. ‘Yes. That’s me.’ There was something about the way she spoke that made Toa suppress a shudder. Her voice was as empty as her eyes.


‘How did you come to be on my ship?’


‘That happened after,’ she said.


‘After what?’ he asked.


She looked at him then, and her eyes were no longer empty. They were full. So full that Toa’s salty old heart felt like it might twist up like a rag in his chest.


‘I will tell you,’ she said, her voice as wet and full as her eyes. ‘I will tell only you. Then I won’t ever say it aloud ever again.’
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PART ONE






Those who have lost everything are free to become anyone. It is a steep price to pay, but greatness is ever thus.


– from The Book of Storms
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Captain Sin Toa had been a trader on these seas for many years, and he’d seen something like this before. But that didn’t make it any easier.


The village of Bleak Hope was a small community in the cold Southern islands at the edge of the empire. Captain Toa was one of the few traders who came this far south, and even then, only once a year. The ice that formed on the water made it nearly impossible to reach during the winter months.


Still, the dried fish, whalebone, and the crude lamp oil they pressed from whale blubber were all good cargo that fetched a nice price in Stonepeak or New Laven. The villagers had always been polite and accommodating, in their taciturn Southern way. And it was a community that had survived in these harsh conditions for centuries, a quality that Toa respected a great deal.


So it was with a pang of sadness that he gazed out at what remained of the village. As his ship glided into the narrow harbor, he scanned the dirt paths and stone huts, and saw no sign of life.


‘What’s the matter, sir?’ asked Crayton, his first mate. Good fellow. Loyal in his own way, if a bit dishonest about doing his fair share of work.


‘This place is dead,’ said Toa quietly. ‘We’ll not land here.’


‘Dead, sir?’


‘Not a soul in the place.’


‘Maybe they’re at some sort of local religious gathering,’ said Crayton. ‘Folks this far south have their own ways and customs.’


‘ ’Fraid that’s not it.’


Toa pointed one thick, scarred finger toward the dock. A tall sign had been driven into the wood. On the sign was painted a black oval with eight black lines trailing down from it.


‘God save them,’ whispered Crayton, taking off his wool knit cap.


‘That’s the trouble,’ said Toa. ‘He didn’t.’


The two men stood there staring at the sign. There was no sound except the cold wind that pulled at Toa’s long wool coat and beard.


‘What do we do, sir?’ asked Crayton.


‘Not come ashore, that’s for certain. Tell the wags to lay anchor. It’s getting late. I don’t want to navigate these shallow waters in the dark, so we’ll stay the night. But make no mistake, we’re heading back to sea at first light and never coming near Bleak Hope again.’


They set sail the next morning. Toa hoped they’d reach the island of Galemoor in three days and that the monks there would have enough good ale to sell that it would cover his losses.


It was on the second night that they found the stowaway.


Toa was woken in his bunk by a fist pounding on his cabin door.


‘Captain!’ called Crayton. ‘The night watch. They found … a little girl.’


Toa groaned. He’d had a bit too much grog before he went to sleep, and the spike of pain had already set in behind his eyes.


‘A girl?’ he asked after a moment.


‘Y-y-yes, sir.’


‘Hells’ waters,’ he muttered, climbing out of his hammock. He pulled on cold, damp trousers, a coat, and boots. A girl on board, even a little one, was bad luck in these Southern seas. Everybody knew that. As he pondered how he was going to get rid of this stowaway, he opened the door and was surprised to find Crayton alone, turning his wool cap over and over again in his hands.


‘Well? Where’s the girl?’


‘She’s aft, sir,’ said Crayton.


‘Why didn’t you bring her to me?’


‘We, uh … That is, the men can’t get her out from behind the stowed rigging.’


‘Can’t get her …’ Toa heaved a sigh, wondering why no one had just reached in and clubbed her unconscious, then dragged her out. It wasn’t like his men to get soft because of a little girl. Maybe it was on account of Bleak Hope. Maybe the terrible fate of that village had made them a bit more conscious than usual of their own prospects for Heaven.


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Lead me to her.’


‘Aye, sir,’ said Crayton, clearly relieved that he wasn’t going to bear the brunt of the captain’s frustration.


Toa found his men gathered around the cargo hold where the spare rigging was stored. The hatch was open and they stared down into the darkness, muttering to each other and making signs to ward off curses. Toa took a lantern from one of them and shone the light down into the hole, wondering why a little girl had his men so spooked.


‘Look, girlie. You better …’


She was wedged in tight behind the piles of heavy line. She looked filthy and starved, but otherwise a normal enough girl of about eight years. Pretty, even, in the Southern way, with pale skin, freckles, and hair so blond it looked almost white. But there was something about her eyes when she looked at you. They felt empty, or worse than empty. They were pools of ice that crushed any warmth you had in you. They were ancient eyes. Broken eyes. Eyes that had seen too much.


‘We tried to pull her out, Captain,’ said one of the men. ‘But she’s packed in there tight. And well … she’s …’


‘Aye,’ said Toa.


He knelt down next to the opening and forced himself to keep looking at her, even though he wanted to turn away.


‘What’s your name, girl?’ he asked, much quieter now.


She stared at him.


‘I’m the captain of this ship, girl,’ he said. ‘Do you know what that means?’


Slowly, she nodded once.


‘It means everyone on this ship has to do what I say. That includes you. Understand?’


Again, she nodded once.


He reached one brown, hairy hand down into the hold.


‘Now, girl. I want you to come out from behind there and take my hand. I swear no harm will come to you on this ship.’


For a long moment, no one moved. Then, tentatively, the girl reached out her bone-thin hand and let it be engulfed in Toa’s.


Toa and the girl were back in his quarters. He suspected the girl might start talking if there weren’t a dozen hard-bitten sailors staring at her. He gave her a blanket and a cup of hot grog. He knew grog wasn’t the sort of thing you gave to little girls, but it was the only thing he had on board except fresh water, and that was far too precious to waste.


Now he sat at his desk and she sat on his bunk, the blanket wrapped tightly around her shoulders, the steaming cup of grog in her tiny hands. She took a sip, and Toa expected her to flinch at the pungent flavor, but she only swallowed and continued to stare at him with those empty, broken eyes of hers. They were the coldest blue he had ever seen, deeper than the sea itself.


‘I’ll ask you again, girl,’ he said, although his tone was still gentle. ‘What’s yer name?’


She only stared at him.


‘Where’d you come from?’


Still she stared.


‘Are you …’ He couldn’t believe he was even thinking it, much less asking it. ‘Are you from Bleak Hope?’


She blinked then, as if coming out of a trance. ‘Bleak Hope.’ Her voice was hoarse from lack of use. ‘Yes. That’s me.’ There was something about the way she spoke that made Toa suppress a shudder. Her voice was as empty as her eyes.


‘How did you come to be on my ship?’


‘That happened after,’ she said.


‘After what?’ he asked.


She looked at him then, and her eyes were no longer empty. They were full. So full that Toa’s salty old heart felt like it might twist up like a rag in his chest.


‘I will tell you,’ she said, her voice as wet and full as her eyes. ‘I will tell only you. Then I won’t ever say it aloud ever again.’


*  *  *


She had been off at the rocks. That was how they’d missed her.


She loved the rocks. Great big jagged black boulders she could climb above the crashing waves. It terrified her mother the way she jumped from one to the next. ‘You’ll hurt yourself!’ her mother would say. And she did hurt herself. Often. Her shins and knees were peppered with scabs and scars from the rough-edged rock. But she didn’t care. She loved them anyway. And when the tide went out, they always had treasures at their bases, half-buried in the gray sand. Crab shells, fish bones, seashells, and sometimes, if she was very lucky, a bit of sea glass. That she prized above all else.


‘What is it?’ she’d asked her mother one night as they sat by the fire after dinner, her belly warm and full of fish stew. She held up a piece of red sea glass to the light so that the color shone on the stone wall of their hut.


‘It’s glass, my little gull,’ said her mother, fingers working quickly as she mended a fishing net for Father. ‘Broken bits of glass polished by the sea.’


‘But why’s it colored?’


‘To make it prettier, I suppose.’


‘Why don’t we have any glass that’s colored?’


‘Oh, it’s just fancy Northland frippery,’ said her mother. ‘We’ve no use for it down here.’


That made her love the sea glass all the more. She collected them until she had enough to string together with a bit of hemp rope to make a necklace. She presented it to her father, a gruff fisherman who rarely spoke, on his birthday. He held the necklace in his leathery hand, eyeing the bright red, blue, and green chunks of sea glass warily. But then he looked into her eyes and saw how proud she was, how much she loved this thing. His weather-lined face folded up into a smile as he carefully tied it around his neck. The other fishermen teased him for weeks about it, but he would only touch his calloused fingertips to the sea glass and smile again.


When they came on that day, the tide had just gone out, and she was searching the base of her rocks for new treasures. She’d seen the top of their ship masts off in the distance, but she was far too focused on her hunt for sea glass to investigate. It wasn’t until she finally clambered back on top of one of the rocks to sift through her collection of shells and bones that she noticed how strange the ship was. A big boxy thing with a full three sails and cannon ports all along the sides. Very different from the trade ships. She didn’t like the look of it at all. And that was before she noticed the thick cloud of smoke rising from her village.


She ran, her skinny little legs churning in the sand and tall grass as she made her way through the scraggly trees toward her village. If there was a fire, her mother wouldn’t bother to save the treasures stowed away in the wooden chest under her bed. That was all she could think about. She’d spent too much time and effort collecting her treasures to lose them. They were the most precious thing to her. Or so she thought.


As she neared the village, she saw that the fire had spread across the whole village. There were men she didn’t recognize dressed in white-and-gold uniforms with helmets and armored chest plates. She wondered if they were soldiers. But soldiers were supposed to protect the people. These men herded everyone into a big clump in the center of the village, waving swords and guns at them.


She jerked to a stop when she saw the guns. She’d seen only one other gun. It was owned by Shamka, the village elder. Every winter on the eve of the New Year, he fired it up at the moon to wake it from its slumber and bring back the sun. The guns these soldiers had looked different. In addition to the wooden handle, iron tube, and hammer, they had a round cylinder.


She was trying to decide whether to get closer or run and hide, when Shamka emerged from his hut, gave an angry bellow, and fired his gun at the nearest soldier. The soldier’s face caved in as the shot struck him, and he fell back into the mud. One of the other soldiers raised his pistol and fired at Shamka, but missed. Shamka laughed triumphantly. But then the intruder fired a second time without reloading. Shamka’s face was wide with surprise as he clutched at his chest and toppled over.


The girl nearly cried out then. But she bit her lip as hard as she could to stop herself, and dropped into the tall grass.


She lay hidden there in the cold, muddy field for hours. She had to clench her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering. She heard the soldiers shouting to each other, and there were strange hammering and flapping sounds. Occasionally, she would hear one of the villagers beg to know what they had done to displease the emperor. The only reply was a loud smack.


It was dark, and the fires had all flickered out before she moved her numb limbs up into a crouch and took another look.


In the center of the town, a huge brown canvas tent had been erected, easily five times larger than any hut in the village. The soldiers stood in a circle around it, holding torches. She couldn’t see her fellow villagers anywhere. Cautiously, she crept a little closer.


A tall man who wore a long, hooded white cloak instead of a uniform stood at the entrance to the tent. In his hands, he held a large wooden box. One of the soldiers opened the flap of the tent entrance. The cloaked man went into the tent, accompanied by a soldier. Some moments later, they both emerged, but the man no longer had the box. The soldier tied the flap so that the entrance remained open, then covered the opening with a net so fine not even the smallest bird could have slipped through.


The cloaked man took a notebook from his pocket as soldiers brought out a small table and chair and placed them before him. He sat at the table and a soldier handed him a quill and ink. The man immediately began to write, pausing frequently to peer through the netting into the tent.


Screams began to come from inside the tent. She realized then that all the villagers were inside. She didn’t know why they screamed, but it terrified her so much that she dropped back into the mud and held her hands over her ears to block out the sound. The screams lasted only a few minutes, but it was a long time before she could bring herself to look again.


It was completely dark now except for one lantern at the tent entrance. The soldiers had gone and only the cloaked man remained, still scribbling away in his notebook. Occasionally, he would glance into the tent, look at his pocket watch, and frown. She wondered where the soldiers were, but then noticed that the strange boxy ship tied at the dock was lit up, and when she strained her hearing, she could make out the sound of rowdy male voices.


The girl snuck through the tall grass toward the side of the tent that was the farthest from the man. Not that he would have seen her. He seemed so intent on his writing that she probably could have walked right past him, and he wouldn’t have noticed. Even so, her heart raced as she crept across the small stretch of open ground between the tall grass and the tent wall. When she finally reached the tent, she found that the bottom had been staked down so tightly that she had to pull out several of them before she could slip under.


It was even darker inside, the air thick and hot. The villagers all lay on the ground, eyes closed, chained to each other and to the thick tent poles. In the center sat the wooden box, the lid off. Scattered on the ground were dead wasps as big as birds.


Far over in the corner, she saw her mother and father, motionless like all the rest. She moved quickly to them, a sick fear shooting through her stomach.


But then her father moved weakly, and relief flooded through her. Maybe she could still rescue them. She gently shook her mother, but she didn’t respond. She shook her father, but he only groaned, his eyes fluttering a moment but not opening.


She searched around, looking to see if she could unfasten their chains. There was a loud buzzing close to her ear. She turned and saw a giant wasp hovering over her shoulder. Before it could sting her, a hand shot past her face and slapped it aside. The wasp spun wildly around, one wing broken, then dropped to the ground. She turned and saw her father, his face screwed up in pain.


He grabbed her wrist. ‘Go!’ he grunted. ‘Away.’ Then he shoved her so hard, she fell backward onto her rear.


She stared at him, terrified, but wanting to do something that would take the awful look of pain away from his face. Around her, others were stirring, their own faces etched in the same agony as her father.


Then she saw her father’s sea glass necklace give an odd little jump. She looked closer. It happened again. Her father arched his back. His eyes and mouth opened wide, as if screaming, but only a wet gurgle came out. A white worm as thick as a finger burst from his neck. Blood streamed from him as other worms burrowed out of his chest and gut.


Her mother woke with a gasp, her eyes staring around wildly. Her skin was already shifting. She reached out and called her daughter’s name.


All around her, the other villagers thrashed against their chains as the worms ripped free. Before long, the ground was covered in a writhing mass of white.


She wanted to run. Instead, she held her mother’s hand and watched her writhe and jerk as the worms ate her from the inside. She did not move, did not look away until her mother grew still. Only then did she stumble to her feet, slip under the tent wall, and run back into the tall grass.


She watched from afar as the soldiers returned at dawn with large burlap sacks. The cloaked man went inside the tent for a while, then came back out and wrote more in his notebook. He did this two more times, then said something to one of the soldiers. The soldier nodded, gave a signal, and the group with sacks filed into the tent. When they came back out, their sacks were filled with writhing bulges that she guessed were the worms. They carried them to the ship while the remaining soldiers struck the tent, exposing the bodies that had been inside.


The cloaked man watched as the soldiers unfastened the chains from the pile of corpses. As he stood there, the little girl fixed his face in her memory. Brown hair, weak chin, pointed ratlike face marked with a burn scar on his left cheek.


At last they sailed off in their big boxy ship, leaving a strange sign driven into the dock. When they were no longer in sight, she crept back down into the village. It took her many days. Perhaps weeks. But she buried them all.


Captain Sin Toa stared down at the girl. During her tale, her expression had remained fixed in a look of wide-eyed horror. But now it settled back into the cold emptiness he’d seen when he first coaxed her out of the hold.


‘How long ago was that?’ he asked.


‘Don’t know,’ she said.


‘How did you get aboard?’ he asked. ‘We never docked.’


‘I swam.’


‘Quite a distance.’


‘Yes.’


‘And what should I do with you now?’


She shrugged.


‘A ship is no place for a little girl.’


‘I have to stay alive,’ she said. ‘So I can find that man.’


‘Do you know who that was? What that sign meant?’


She shook her head.


‘That was the crest of the emperor’s biomancers. You haven’t got a prayer of ever getting close to that man.’


‘I will,’ she said quietly. ‘Someday. If it takes my whole life. I’ll find him. And kill him.’


Captain Sin Toa knew he couldn’t keep her aboard. It was said maidens, even eight-year-old ones, could draw the attention of the sea serpents in these waters as sure as a bucketful of blood. The crew might very well mutiny at the idea of keeping a girl on board. But he wasn’t about to throw her overboard or dump her on some empty piece of rock either. When they landed the next day at Galemoor, he approached the head of the Vinchen order, a wizened old monk named Hurlo.


‘Girl’s seen things nobody should have to see,’ he said. The two of them stood in the stone courtyard of the monastery, the tall, black stone temple looming over them. ‘She’s a broken thing. Could be a monastic life is the only option left to her.’


Hurlo slipped his hands into the sleeves of his black robe. ‘I sympathize, Captain. Truly, I do. But the Vinchen order is for men only.’


‘But surely you could use a servant around,’ said Toa. ‘She’s a peasant, accustomed to hard work.’


Hurlo nodded. ‘We could. But what happens when she comes of age and begins to blossom? She will become too great a distraction for my brothers, particularly the younger ones.’


‘So keep her till then. At least you’ll have sheltered her a few years. Kept her alive long enough for her to make her own way.’


Hurlo closed his eyes. ‘It will not be an easy life for her here.’


‘Don’t think she’d know what to do with an easy life if you gave her one anyway.’


Hurlo looked at Toa. And to Toa’s surprise, he suddenly smiled, his old eyes sparkling. ‘We will take in this broken child you have found. A bit of chaos in the order brings change. Perhaps for the better.’


Toa shrugged. He’d never fully understood Hurlo or the Vinchen order. ‘If you say so, Grandteacher.’


‘What is the child’s name?’ asked Hurlo.


‘She won’t say for some reason. I half think she doesn’t remember.’


‘What shall we call her, then, this child born of nightmare? As her unlikely guardians, I suppose it is now up to us to name her.’


Captain Sin Toa thought about it a moment, tugging at his beard. ‘Maybe after the village she survived. Keep something of it in memory, at least. Call her Bleak Hope.’
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Sadie was drunk that night. Far too drunk to make it back to her bed. But she couldn’t stay where she was either.


‘Closing down the bar, Sadie,’ said Bracers Madge.


Sadie looked up at Madge, struggling to keep the double vision at bay. Bracers Madge was the bouncer and order-keeper of the Drowned Rat Tavern. She was over six feet tall and got the nickname Bracers because she was so large, she had to wear suspenders to keep her skirts up. Madge was one of the most feared and respected persons in the slums of New Laven. It was known throughout Paradise Circle, Silverback, and Hammer Point that she kept order in her tavern. Anyone foolish or reckless enough to cause trouble would have their ear torn off and would be barred from the tavern and marked with shame for the rest of their life. Madge kept her collection of ears in little pickling jars behind the bar.


‘Sadie,’ said Madge. ‘Time to go.’


Sadie nodded and lurched to her feet.


‘You got a place to stay?’ asked Madge.


Sadie waved her hand as she dragged her feet across the sawdust floor. ‘I can take care of myself.’


Madge shrugged and started putting chairs up on tables.


Sadie stumbled out of the Drowned Rat. She scanned the block for anyone she knew who might put her up for the night, squinting in the dim light of the flickering street lamps. But the street was practically empty, which meant the police had either just come through or were just about to.


‘Piss’ell,’ she cursed, scratching at her dirty, matted hair.


She shuffled down the street a ways until she caught sight of the plain wooden sign for an inn called the Sailor’s Mother. It was a notorious crimp house. But she was Sadie the Goat, known in Paradise Circle, Silverback, and Hammer Point as one of the most accomplished thieves, mercenaries, and artists of mayhem currently breathing. She had a rep. Nobody was stupid enough to southend her.


She wove her way unsteadily into the inn, where she ordered a room for the night. The innkeeper, a thin, pouchy gaf named Backus, eyed her speculatively.


‘And no funny business,’ she said, poking her finger on his forehead hard enough to leave a mark.


‘Naturally not.’ Backus smiled a thin, pouchy smile. ‘I’ll take care of you myself. Wouldn’t want no … misunderstandings, right?’


‘Sunny,’ said Sadie. ‘Lead on, then, innkeeper.’


Backus took her up broken wooden stairs and down a dingy hallway that echoed with laughter, sobs, and some bastard playing his fiddle at this ungodly hour. Backus unlocked the last door on the left, and Sadie shoved past him toward the filthy mattress that lay on the ground.


‘Want I should get you a nightcap?’ asked Backus.


‘That’d be real sunny, Backus,’ said Sadie. ‘Maybe I had you figured wrong.’


‘I’m willing to bet you did,’ said Backus, giving the smile again.


Sadie dropped to the mattress, not bothering to take off skirts, boots, or knives. She watched the cracked ceiling spin unpleasantly for a few minutes until Backus returned with a cold mug of something nice.


Had she not been so drunk, she would have smelled the traces of black rose before she’d even had a sip. But as it was, she downed the whole thing in one go, and a few minutes later everything went dark.


When Sadie woke up, she wasn’t on a mattress in a flophouse anymore. She was lying facedown on a wooden deck. It took her a second to realize that the deck was rocking back and forth. A small shaft of sunlight came in through a round portal that brightened things up just enough for her to see that she was in a ship’s cargo hold.


‘Piss’ell.’ She struggled to stand, but her hands and feet were tied with grimy rope, so the best she could manage was to sit up. She tried to untie her wrists, but it was hard to get a grip at that angle and it was some sailor knot so bewilderingly complex, she didn’t even know where to start.


She leaned back against something that gave a light grunt. She turned and saw a young boy next to her, also tied up. He was ragged and filthy, probably some street urchin that had been picked up same as her.


‘Eh, boy.’ She poked him hard in the ribs with her boney elbow. ‘Wake up.’


‘Get off, Filler,’ the boy muttered. ‘I ain’t got nothing for you.’


‘Stupid,’ she said and jabbed him again. ‘We’ve been pissing southended!’


‘What?’ The boy’s eyes opened. They were bright red, like rubies. It was the sign of a kid who’d been born to a mother addicted to coral spice. Nasty drug, very hooky and slowly ate the brain right out of your head. Most kids who were born coral-hooked didn’t last past the first month. Sadie figured there must be some hidden mettle in this kid for him to have survived. Hidden, because she sure as piss couldn’t see it now. The boy was blubbering and whining like a whipped puppy, tears falling from red eyes beneath a ragged curtain of brown hair as he cried, ‘W-w-w-where am I? W-w-w-what happened?’


‘I just told you, didn’t I?’ said Sadie. ‘We’ve been southended.’


‘W-w-w-what’s that mean?’


‘Are you a complete cunt-dropping?’ said Sadie. ‘Never heard of southending? How’d you live on the streets and not know such a thing?’


The boy’s lip quivered like he was starting a fresh bout of the weeps. But he surprised her by drawing in a shaky breath and saying, ‘I only just landed on the street about a month ago. I don’t know much. So please, lady. Please tell me what’s going on.’


She looked at him and he looked back at her and maybe it was the first sign of soft old age setting in, but rather than laugh or spit, she just sighed. ‘What’s your name, kid?’


‘Rixidenteron.’


‘Piss’ell, that’s a mouthful.’


‘My mom was a painter. She named me after the great lyrical romantic painter Rixidenteron the Third.’


‘She dead then, your mom?’


‘Yeah.’


They were quiet for a minute, with only the occasional sniffle from the boy, the wooden creak of the ship, and the gentle hiss as the prow broke the water. They must be sailing at a pretty good clip.


Finally, she said, ‘So this is the length of it. We’ve been taken aboard a ship bound for the Southern Isles. Press-ganged into service. They’ll let us sit down here awhile and stew, then they’ll come down, maybe bloody us up a bit to let us know they mean business. Then they’ll give us the choice: Join the crew or be declared a stowaway and thrown overboard.’


The boy’s eyes had grown wider and wider until they looked like big red-and-white dinner plates.


‘But …’ His lip quivered again. ‘But I can’t swim.’


‘That’s the general idea. And even if you could swim, we’d be so far from shore, there’d be no way you could make it that far, even if you managed to escape the sharks and seals.’


‘I-I-I don’t want to go to the Southern Isles,’ he whimpered. ‘They say it’s full of monsters and there’s no food and no light and nobody ever comes back, that you can’t come back, that once – you go – you’re trapped there – forever!’ His voice was coming out in spasms now as the sobs overwhelmed him.


Sadie had heard just about enough of it. She thought about giving him a nice kick to the head. That would shut him up. And she doubted he’d be much help when she made her escape anyway. He wasn’t even a proper neighborhood wag. He was some artist’s kid, probably suckled at the teat till he was five. How he’d even managed to survive a month on the streets was beyond her.


But he had survived. And didn’t seem to be starving either. So there had to be something going for him. She wondered what it was.


The boy’s sobs had quieted back to sniffles. As much to stop him making that annoying sound as anything else, she said, ‘So tell me, Rixi-whatever your name is. What was your mom like? What happened to her?’


He gave one last sniffle and wiped his teary red eyes with his shoulder. ‘You really want to know?’


‘Course I do,’ she said, nestling her back into a burlap sack of potatoes and making herself as comfortable as she could with her wrists and ankles tied up. It could be hours yet before anyone came down to the cargo hold and she’d be able to make her move. A dreary story of an artist’s son was better than no entertainment at all.


‘Okay.’ His expression was earnest. ‘But you got to promise you won’t tell anyone.’


‘I swear on my father’s purple prick,’ said Sadie.


Rixidenteron’s mother, Gulia Pastinas, came from one of the well-to-do families that lived in the north end of New Laven, far away from the grime and violence of Paradise Circle, Silverback, and Hammer Point. She was the second daughter, and pretty enough, but so headstrong and fiercely independent that her father despaired of ever getting her married off. It was frowned upon in the wealthy families to let the women work, which meant he would have to support her.


He was thrilled when she told him that she was joining an artist group down in Silverback. It was fashionable at the time for the children of wealthy families to dabble in bohemian culture. That was all he thought it would be. A nice break from his troublesome baby girl.


But it turned out that she was an immensely talented artist, and that she would not be coming back within a year with her tail between her legs. That, in fact, she would not be coming back at all. First, because she was far too busy being the toast of the downtown New Laven arts community.


Later, because she was far too sick to return to him. Not that she would have returned even if she could.


Rixidenteron’s father was a whore, descended from a long line of whores, male and female. It never occurred to him that there was a problem with his profession until he was at a party and met a beautiful, dark-eyed artist who, after talking to him for ten minutes, declared she would rescue him from his life of misery. She was flush from the sale of a new batch of paintings, and bold from a recently acquired coral spice addiction. She took him home that night and insisted that he give up his life in the sex trade. He smiled his soft, warm smile and nodded agreeably, so smitten with her poised charm and fiery passion that he would have done just about anything she’d asked.


So she would paint and he would cook and clean, and for a while, they were happy. Then Rixidenteron was born and everything changed, as it always does when people become parents. Their son was born with the telltale red eyes of a coral addict’s child, and friends told them he wouldn’t last more than a week. But perhaps he did have some hidden strength. Or perhaps it was because his parents spent every waking moment caring for him, doing everything they could think of to keep him alive. They went without food so that they could afford the medicine her sister brought down from the uptown apothecary. It got so bad that Rixidenteron’s father offered to go back to work. But she refused and instead painted so much and so fiercely that her hands were perpetually stained with color. Years later, art critics would call this her finest period.


And Rixidenteron did survive against all odds. When they celebrated his first birthday, they figured the worst was behind them.


Except his mother’s paints contained a jellyfish toxin, harmless in small doses, but it had been seeping into her skin for years now and was beginning to attack her nerves. Between that and the coral addiction, it was increasingly difficult for her to paint. By the time Rixidenteron was two, she could no longer hold a brush steady. Again his father offered to go back to work. Again she refused. Instead, she taught Rixidenteron to paint for her. She had him wear a pair of leather gloves so he wouldn’t suffer the same fate. Then she put him to work. By the time he was four, he could create any image described to him with breathtaking precision. Rixidenteron flicked away at the canvas for hours a day while his mother lay on the battered blue couch in their apartment, trembling hands covering her eyes as she whispered the images in her head. And he would make them real.


He cherished this time they spent together and was proud that he could help his mother, the great painter, with her art. But as time went on, it got harder. Rather than steering her away from the coral spice, Rixidenteron’s illness and her subsequent infirmity pushed her deeper into addiction. By the time he was six, her descriptions were nonsensical, and he was making up most of the images himself. But while he had her dexterity, he did not yet have her vision. And the paintings made that evident. People said she was through.


This time, his father did not ask. He just went back to work. He was older, and life had taken its toll on him. But he was still reasonably handsome and able to make enough money to anonymously buy his love’s paintings. So she continued to think she was supporting her family. Rixidenteron knew the truth, but by the time he’d worked up the courage to tell her, she was too far gone to understand what he was saying. Or so it seemed. He always wondered. Because the night that he told her, she overdosed on coral spice and died.


For a while, Rixidenteron and his father continued to live on in the same way. But by the end of another year, his father had become thin and pale. Rixidenteron didn’t know whether it was illness or the loss of his mother. Either way, his father did not seem interested in getting better.


A week shy of his eighth birthday, Rixidenteron found his father had died in his sleep. He cleaned the shit and blood from his father’s body, burned the bedsheets, then left.


*  *  *


‘But how did you live on the streets?’ asked Sadie. ‘How in all hells did you survive when you clearly knew nothing about nothing?’


He shrugged. ‘I met some other boys, and they let me join them. Because I’m good at taking stuff.’


‘What do you mean, good at taking stuff?’


‘My hands are quicker than other people’s. Maybe because of all the painting. I don’t know. But taking wallets, watches, and the like is easy for me. They never notice.’


Sadie’s eyes sparkled. ‘That is a rare and useful gift.’ She looked down at the complex knot that held her hands together. ‘I don’t suppose those hands of yours could work this out.’


‘Probably,’ he said.


‘Even with your own hands tied?’


‘I can try,’ he said.


‘Why don’t you,’ she said.


When a sailor finally came down into the hold to check on them, the sun had gone down and only faint moonlight spilled in through the portal. They heard the sailor before they saw him, his boots stumping down the steep wooden steps as he muttered to himself.


‘Girls and kids as crew. What a rotten voyage this is shaping up to be.’


He was an older gaf, lots of white mixed in with his greasy black hair and beard. He wore a wool sweater stretched across a vast paunch, and he limped a little. Sadie and the boy were sitting next to each other on the floor, rope visibly wrapped around their wrists. She forced her face to remain blank as the sailor squinted at her with eyes that looked bleary with drink.


‘Listen up, you two,’ he said. ‘You’ve been volunteered to work on the crew of this here ship, the Savage Wind. If you follow orders and do just as the captain and I say, you’re free to go when we return to port at New Laven. We might even pay you. If you don’t follow orders, you’ll be flayed within a breath of dying. It’ll be like this.’ He slammed his great big slab of a hand into the side of Sadie’s face so hard, her lip split. ‘Only a lot worse. Do we have an understanding?’


Sadie smiled, letting the blood dribble out the side of her mouth. ‘Do you know why they call me Sadie the Goat?’


He leaned in close, his breath stinking of grog. ‘Because of the beard?’


She slammed her forehead into his face. While he gaped at her, blood gushing from his broken nose, she shook off the rope that had been loosely coiled around her wrists, pulled the dagger from his boot, and shoved it up into the soft skin beneath his chin. She slowly twisted, and he convulsed against her, blood spattering her face. Then she jerked the blade, opening a vertical slit in his neck that went all the way down to his collarbone. She pulled out the knife and let the still-shuddering body drop to the deck.


She wiped her face with her sleeve, then leaned over and drew the sailor’s sword.


‘Here.’ She handed the knife to the boy. ‘There’s bound to be more of them topside. Most like we’ll need to kill them all.’


The boy stared at the knife, still wet with blood, that lay in his hand.


‘Red,’ she said. When he didn’t respond, she gave him a swat across the back of his head. ‘Look at me when I’m talking to you.’


He blinked stupidly at her.


‘Red. That’s your name now. You’re my sidekick. Sunny?’


His eyes grew wide, and he nodded.


‘Now, let’s go explain to these gafs how we ain’t interested in being southended.’


It was dark out on the deck, with only a sliver of moon. The sailor who stood watch topside was so surprised to see them that she planted her sword in his eye before he could even say a word. He fell twitching, and it took her a moment to wrench the blade free from his skull. Most of the sailors were drunk or asleep or both. Sadie didn’t care. This was what they deserved. She was no swordsman, so it was all hack and slash as they made their way through the ship. By the time they reached the captain’s quarters, she was breathing hard, her arm ached, and she was covered in the blood of six men. The cabin door was locked, so she pounded on the wood with the pommel of her sword. ‘Come out, you fish-bellied scum!’


‘Sadie!’ came Red’s shrill voice.


She turned just in time to see a man in a wide-brimmed hat about ten feet away leveling a pistol at her. But instead of firing, the gun fell from his hand as he clutched the knife handle that protruded from his chest.


Red’s hand was empty. He smiled a bit sheepishly, his ruby eyes glimmering in the moonlight. ‘I was aiming for the gun.’


Sadie grinned and slapped him on the back. ‘Well done, Red. I knew you had some mettle under all that artsy softness. Now, let’s turn this tub around. There’s one more gaf back on New Laven who needs it explained to him nice and slow why nobody southends Sadie the Goat.’


Getting the boat back to downtown New Laven was tricky with only Sadie and Red, neither of them knowing what they were doing. But the wind was in their favor and they reached the docks eventually. They probably would have crashed into the docks, but luckily, Sadie knew a few of the wags in port who helped guide them in without sinking themselves or someone else.


Sadie gave the sailors a terse grunt of thanks, then stomped down the docks, her blood-encrusted saber still in hand. Red scurried behind, eager to see how his new hero exacted her revenge.


It was too early in the day for Backus to be working at the Sailor’s Mother, so Sadie headed for the Drowned Rat. When they reached the tavern, she threw the door wide. ‘Backus! You shifty assworm!’


Backus lifted his thin, pouchy face up from his mug of ale and looked across the tavern. Every patron of the Drowned Rat went quiet, and all eyes bounced from him to Sadie and back again.


‘If it ain’t Sadie the Goat.’ His calm tone sounded forced. ‘I didn’t expect to see you again. Too ugly for sailors even, is that it?’


‘I’m about to make you a whole lot uglier than I left them.’ Then Sadie lifted her sword and charged.


Backus looked at first incredulous. Everybody knew you didn’t start trouble in the Drowned Rat. But as she drew near, his expression turned to terror.


Then Bracers Madge rose up, seemingly out of nowhere, and caught Sadie’s sword arm. She yanked hard enough to lift Sadie off her feet, a snarl on her thick lips. She slammed Sadie’s hand down hard on the nearest table, sending tankards of ale flying and forcing Sadie to let go of the sword.


‘You know better’n to start trouble here, Sadie.’ Her voice was a throaty growl.


‘He’s gotta know!’ said Sadie, trying to twist her hand free of Madge’s iron grip. ‘Everybody’s gotta know they can’t southend Sadie the Goat!’


‘I understand you,’ said Madge. ‘But everybody’s got to know, even you, that nobody kills nobody in my bar. Now get the hells out of here.’


Everybody knew that Madge liked Sadie. She was giving her an out right then. Sadie could have taken it, and that would have been the end of it. But she didn’t.


‘Not till I show them all!’ She lunged toward Backus with sudden strength.


Bracers Madge only grunted, her hand still tight around Sadie’s wrist. She reeled Sadie back in close, grabbed her head with her other hand, leaned down, and with a wet tear and a spurt of blood, bit off Sadie’s ear.


The wail that came from Sadie’s throat was loud enough to rattle the glass behind the bar, as much from rage as it was pain. Sadie clutched at the bleeding side of her head. Madge held the ear between her teeth, along with a tuft of hair that had gotten in the way. Sadie ran out of the bar, choking back the sobs of shame.


All eyes were riveted to Madge as she walked calmly to the bar, took out an empty jar, spit the ear into it, and added it to the rest of her collection.


Red saw Sadie’s bloody sword still on the table. He didn’t know what would happen next, but he knew Sadie would probably need that sword. He sprinted across the tavern, just as Backus was turning toward it. Red snatched it up before Backus could lift a hand. Then he dashed out of the tavern after Sadie.


He found her stumbling back toward the docks. She was cursing and crying as she held the side of her head, blood leaking out from between her fingers.


‘What happened?’ His voice was shrill.


‘I’m through,’ she howled. ‘Sadie the Goat, shamed in front of everybody. Bracers Madge has my ear in her collection and I can never show my face there again.’


‘What do we do now?’ he asked.


‘We?’ she snarled. ‘What do we do?’ She looked like she was about to haul off and smack him. But then she stopped and stood there, frowning. ‘We,’ she said again, this time a little quieter. She looked out at the docks. The Savage Wind was still tied up where they’d left her. ‘We,’ she almost whispered. Then she grinned at Red.


‘We are entering a new business enterprise, my best wag. Who needs the filth of Paradise Circle, Silverback, or Hammer Point when so many other points of interest lie waiting for us, just begging to be plundered? Sadie the Goat may be through. But Sadie the Pirate Queen is just getting started.’
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The coast of Galemoor was comprised of jagged black rock worn smooth by the constant crash of icy waves. Further inland, the dark soil was hard but, when churned properly, rich and nourishing enough to grow an abundance of crops, particularly the barley and hops the Vinchen monks used to brew the brown ale that was prized all through the empire.


Most of the island was given over to agriculture, but in the center was the Vinchen monastery, hewn centuries ago from the black rock of the island by the disciples of Manay the True, one of the wisest grandteachers in the history of the empire. The long, rectangular buildings formed a large closed square around a courtyard, and in the center was the temple. The south side of the monastery contained the communal living quarters for the monks, and a separate – but still humble – dwelling for the grandteacher. The north side contained the kitchens, and the west side contained the brewery.


Grandteacher Hurlo had seen many boys arrive at the black iron gates of the monastery with looks of horror in their eyes. Most of them were rich, spoiled, and likely sent to become Vinchen because their parents found them difficult to manage at home. Hurlo remembered a time when being a Vinchen had been desirable. Fashionable, even. But those brought to him now took years to appreciate what he and the other sworn monks were trying to give them. Still, he had grown to accept that it was the way of things now.


He didn’t know what to expect of the girl, though. She was something completely new, both for him and for the order. Captain Toa brought her to the gates dressed in filthy rags. Her dark blue eyes took in everything around her, yet gave nothing away.


‘Hello, child,’ Hurlo said to her. ‘I am Grandteacher Hurlo. Welcome to the Vinchen monastery.’


‘Thank you,’ she said in a barely audible voice.


‘Good luck, then, Hurlo.’ Sin Toa offered his thick, hairy hand.


‘Good travels,’ said Hurlo, taking it warmly.


Once Toa had left, Hurlo gathered all the monks and students in the courtyard. They eyed the little girl beside Hurlo with varying mixtures of surprise, confusion, and distaste.


‘This is Bleak Hope, a child left orphaned and homeless because of the actions of a biomancer,’ he said. ‘She will be staying with us, helping with chores and other menial tasks until she is old enough and strong enough to depart.’


None of the monks were disrespectful enough to speak out, but Hurlo heard several gasp audibly. This didn’t surprise him. No female of any age had ever stepped inside the monastery. Now they would be living with one every day, possibly for years.


‘You may return to your duties,’ he said calmly. As he watched them slowly disperse, casting frequent glances at him and Hope, he decided it would be interesting to observe how they handled this adjustment.


The Book of Storms said that there was only one Heaven, but many hells. Each hell was unique, but just as cruel as the next. This, the book said, was because there was no limit to human suffering, and no end to the number of ways the world could inflict it.


Grandteacher Hurlo thought often of that passage. He suspected that to the young boys who had recently joined the Vinchen order, Galemoor itself might be a hell. Far from the large cities and luxurious northern estates of their childhoods, it was located in the center of the Southern Isles, as far from the warm, sunny capital of Stonepeak as one could get.


For many of the older brothers, change alone was a kind of hell. Adding one unexpected element to a routine that had become rigid from years of repetition sent these men into something like panic. They seemed not to mind the girl as long as she didn’t affect their day in any way. But if she cleaned their rooms, they complained to Hurlo, sometimes even that their rooms were too clean. If she spooned food onto their trays at mealtime, they complained to Hurlo, even if it was that she had put too much on their plates.


For other brothers, hell was the sudden presence of a female in their midst. When she drifted past in the baggy, hemmed old black monk robe that hung down to her ankles, silent and pale as a wraith, her eyes lost in the shadow of her hood, Hurlo could not have even said that she was female. Yet, somehow, these brothers seemed unable to focus on even the simplest tasks when she was in the room.


The Book of Storms said that a man’s hell told a great deal about him. So, too, did his reaction to that suffering. Hurlo found it interesting that while some complained about Hope, and others ignored her, still others tried to befriend the tiny blond agent of their suffering. But after a few attempts at flattery or gifts of sweets, those well-meaning brothers faltered under her unfathomable blue gaze, and slunk away.


After a few days of observation, Hurlo’s attention drifted back to his studies and meditation. So he didn’t notice at first when yet another reaction began to surface among his brothers. Cruelty.


It had been a week since Bleak Hope had entered the Vinchen monastery. She would not say she was happy. She was not sure she would ever be able to say that again. But she was comfortable. She had a warm place to sleep and three meals a day.


She didn’t really understand what the Vinchen brothers did. They meditated, they read, and they exercised. Every evening just before dinner, they gathered in the temple for prayer. None of those activities had been popular in her village. In many ways, this life among the quiet monks was even more unfamiliar to her than those raucous few days aboard Captain Toa’s ship.


She understood her work, though. Small rooms that needed to be kept neat, plain food that needed to be served, simple clothes that needed to be washed and mended. She took no pleasure in the work, but there was a certain peace to getting lost in the monotony of it. She treasured that peace, because the rest of the time, her thoughts were weighted with death and a dark hunger for revenge. Night was the worst time. She lay on her straw mat in the kitchen, and the thoughts pressed down on her until she could barely breathe. When sleep finally came, it was restless and full of nightmares.


‘You there. Peasant girl.’


Hope stopped. She had been walking back to the kitchen from cleaning the outhouse. She turned and saw Crunta leaning in the doorway of the building where the brothers slept. Crunta was one of the younger brothers, about thirteen, and still in training.


When Hurlo had first given her the list of tasks, he had mentioned that most of her chores would be for the older brothers. That the younger ones must perform chores for themselves. So she was surprised that Crunta was calling to her.


‘Me?’ she asked.


‘Yes, you, stupid,’ he said, and waved her over.


Not sure how to handle the situation, she went over to him.


‘Come in.’ He turned and went inside.


Hope followed him. The inside of the building was all one room. The smooth wooden floors were lined with neatly spaced straw sleeping mats and small, cylindrical pillows. Hope watched as Crunta pulled his black monk robe off. Underneath he wore a small undergarment that left his upper body and most of his legs bare. His body was lean and tightly muscled with almost no hair on his chest.


He balled up his robe and shoved it into her arms. ‘Wash this and bring it back to me right away.’


Hope was sure the younger brothers were supposed to do their own washing, but she was afraid to say so. ‘Yes, brother.’


His hand flew out and smacked the side of her face. ‘I’m not your brother. Call me master.’


Bleak Hope stared up at him, a dark rage spreading through her body. She imagined him screaming in agony as worms ripped through his skin. But she knew she could do nothing. She was just a weak little girl. So she swallowed her anger and said, ‘Yes, master.’


He sauntered over to his mat and lay down. Then he picked up a book. ‘Hurry back.’


Hope carried the robe, which stank of sweat and stale beer, over to the washtub outside the kitchen. As she scrubbed the cloth hard against the ridges of the washboard, she imagined that it was Crunta’s face.


As she stretched the robe across the smoldering coals in the kitchen to dry, she imagined the coals searing into Crunta’s bare chest. She knew these thoughts were wrong, but they gave her some relief. Even so, the feeling of helpless rage ate at her as she walked back across the courtyard with the robe neatly folded in her arms.


She found him still lounging on his mat in his undergarments. She laid the robe at his feet. ‘Is there anything else, master?’


He looked at her over the top of his book for a moment, then stood. Ignoring the robe, he walked over to her. He stood several feet taller than her so that her face was level with his chest. She stared at it now because she liked the look in his eye even less. She didn’t understand his gaze, but something about it made her skin crawl.


He pushed her hood back. She watched the rise and fall of his chest quicken as she felt his hand close on a lock of her hair. Her entire body shook, though from fear or loathing, she couldn’t say.


‘Brother Crunta!’


Hope turned her head, pulling her hair loose from Crunta’s fingers. One of the older brothers, Wentu, stood in the doorway, a frown on his lined face. ‘Do not stand before the girl in your undergarments! It’s indecent!’


Crunta took a slow, leisurely step back, a smirk on his face. ‘Yes, brother.’ He leaned over and picked up his robe, then pulled it over his head.


His brow knit together and he pressed the cloth to his nose. ‘Ugh, this stinks of the kitchens! Do you want me to smell like a servant?’


‘S-s-s-sorry, master,’ stammered Hope. ‘You wanted me to be quick, so I dried it over the coals. I didn’t—’


He slapped her across the face again.


‘Young brother …’ said Wentu disapprovingly.


‘You’re lucky I don’t beat you senseless!’ Crunta said to Hope, his fist raised. ‘Get out of my sight, you filthy peasant.’


Hope ran to her straw mat in the back of the kitchen and curled up into a ball. She felt like crying, but no tears came. Only black thoughts of violence and revenge. She thought Crunta must be the cruelest brother in the monastery.


But she hadn’t yet encountered Racklock.


Bleak Hope’s favorite job was to care for the temple. The floor, walls, and altar were all made of the smooth black rock on the island, but in this place, it had been polished to a shine that made it feel at once solemn and bright. She loved the smell of the prayer candles, which gave a hint of jasmine as they burned. Most of all, she loved the tall stained glass windows at the top of the temple. She didn’t understand the pictures they showed, strange creatures and black-armored warriors, but the colors reminded her of the necklace she had made for her father. She had supposed that she could never enjoy such things again. But there was a tiny ember that remained, and grew slightly warmer at the sight of sunlight streaming in through those colored windows.


‘So here is where you shirk your duties,’ came a deep voice.


Hope tore her gaze from the windows and looked at the short, powerfully built brother known as Racklock. He stood with his arms folded, his face hard. Hope knew Racklock was second in the order only to Hurlo, and all the other brothers feared him.


‘It’s my duty to clean the temple every day, master,’ said Hope.


‘I saw no cleaning.’ Racklock took a step toward her. ‘Only idling. We feed you, clothe you, give you a place when the world surely would have been rid of you. And this is how you repay us?’


Hope had learned from Crunta that defending oneself could be dangerous. So she only bowed her head and said, ‘Sorry, master.’


‘You are not a woman yet, but already your forked tongue tries to aid you.’ He said it with calm disdain as he walked over to a cabinet. He opened the cabinet, which was filled with an assortment of items, and pulled out a long, wooden cane. As he examined it, he said, ‘Others may be fooled, but I see what you truly are. A vile sickness that seeks to destroy this order from the inside. An evil to be purged.’


It was on that sun-dappled afternoon in early fall that Hurlo was shaken from a deep meditation by the sound of a little girl’s screams. He rushed from his tiny room, across the sunny courtyard, and into the temple. There he found Bleak Hope cowering on the ground, her face pressed against the cold stone floor, her black robe wet with blood. Racklock loomed over her. His thick shoulders surged as he brought the cane hard against her back and she screamed again.


That was the moment Hurlo understood that he had not rescued the girl. He had merely moved her from one hell to another. That was also when he discovered a new hell of his own. The hell of allowing an innocent to suffer. True, he did not wield the cane, nor did he ask that the girl be brought to him in the first place. But as he looked down at her ashen face, he knew he could not stay in this hell a moment longer.


Racklock brought the cane down again, but this time Hurlo was there, little more than a black blur as he took the cane from his brother’s grip, then knocked him forward so that he tripped over the prostrate girl. Racklock landed on his hands, then vaulted forward into a summersault so that he landed on his feet. But as he spun to face Hurlo, the grandteacher poked him in the throat with the tip of the cane just hard enough to leave him choking and temporarily unable to speak.


Hurlo watched him retch and wheeze for a moment, then said mildly, ‘Did you have something to say? No? Then allow me to inform you that hence forth you will not harm this girl. Her cries disturb my meditation, and the smell of her blood in the temple vexes me. Nod once if you understand, twice if you wish me to strike you again.’


Racklock’s face darkened with a reddish-purple color, but his lips pressed together in a hard line as he nodded once, then turned on his heel and stalked out of the temple.


Hurlo looked down at the shuddering little girl at his feet. He had a sudden urge to comfort her. To scoop her up in his arms and rock her to a sweet, dreamless sleep. But it was only a momentary flash. He was not, after all, some peace-loving, gentle old man. He was grandteacher of the Vinchen order, and one of the greatest warriors the empire had ever known. So instead, he walked quietly over to the meditation mat that lay before the black stone altar, and knelt down.


They stayed like that for some time, the girl prostrate on the floor, the old monk kneeling, silent, his back to her.


Finally she said in little more than a whisper, ‘Master … thank you for saving me.’


‘I am no master, child. I am a teacher.’


She paused to consider that a moment. Then he heard her shuffle a little closer on hands and knees. ‘What do you teach?’


‘Many things. Although I am not always successful. I tried to teach Racklock restraint, and it appears I failed in that.’


‘He was punishing me.’


‘A punishment should fit the crime. What did you do that warranted such a beating?’


‘I … don’t know. He said I was evil.’


‘I see. And do you feel evil?’


She did not answer.


‘Come and kneel facing me,’ he said.


She shuffled around him cautiously, still on hands and knees. He could see where her black robes stuck to her back from the drying blood, but she did not flinch or wince at the pain. She knelt as he did, facing him, but with her head bowed.


‘Look at me, child,’ he said.


She looked up at him and he allowed himself to look deeply into those haunting eyes in a way he had not done before.


‘I do see darkness in you,’ he said. ‘That is not surprising. Darkness begets darkness.’


Still she didn’t answer, but only continued to look at him.


‘Does it frighten you? This darkness within yourself?’


Her expression remained fixed, but tears welled up in her eyes.


‘What if I could teach you how to control that darkness? How to use it to become a great and powerful warrior?’ The moment he said those words, his heart began to race. What he proposed was forbidden by both The Book of Storms and the codes of the Vinchen order. But as he said it, he saw the light that broke on the little girl’s face like the first dawn of a new world, and he knew that fulfilling such a promise was worth any risk. ‘Would you like me to teach you this?’


‘Oh, yes, please!’ she said, the tears now freely coursing down her cheeks.


‘Yes, Grandteacher,’ he corrected her.


‘Yes, Grandteacher.’


‘It will not be easy. In fact, you will suffer a great deal along the way. There may even be times when you hate me. When you think me nearly as cruel as Racklock. Do you still wish to learn?’


‘Oh yes, Grandteacher!’ she shouted, her face wet and flushed.


‘Good. Then let us begin your first lesson.’


‘I am ready, Grandteacher!’ Her body tensed, as if she could barely restrain herself from leaping to her feet.


‘Your first lesson is to breathe.’


She cocked her head slightly and paused. ‘Only to breathe, Grandteacher?’


‘Breath is the most important thing. It is life itself. Until you master it, you can do nothing. A warrior can no more afford unrestrained joy than he can unbridled terror, and while it is true we cannot stop ourselves from having emotions, we can choose not to be swept away by them. We do this with the anchor of breath. So right now, you must breathe slow and deep until this tempest of emotion passes, and you return to calmness.’


‘Yes, Grandteacher,’ said Bleak Hope.


The old man and the little girl knelt facing each other, and the temple was silent except for their breath.
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Sadie knew she couldn’t sail a ship, even a small sloop like the Savage Wind, with just herself and an eight-year-old boy. The trouble was, now that she’d been shamed at the Drowned Rat, none of her previous associates would have anything to do with her. In order to gather a crew, she had to look further afield and bring on people she didn’t know as well from outside Paradise Circle.

She had a few connections over in Hammer Point, where they didn’t give a piss about Bracers Madge or the Drowned Rat, or shame, for that matter. Bull Mackey was a square-jawed fighter she’d done some time with on the Empty Cliffs. He brought along a tall, thin wag with sunken eyes, named Spinner, who was either his cousin or his boyfriend, or maybe both. She also knew some people up in Silverback, from when she’d been a drug mule for Jix the Lift. Avery Birdhouse was an actor who was nearly as handsome as he thought he was. Wergishaw was mute but good in a scrap, and played a hell of a fine tune on a fiddle.

It had been a long time since Sadie had to convince a man that she was every bit as capable as him, and probably more. Sadie the Goat’s reputation had spoken for her. It was why she’d been so desperate to keep it. Now she was back at the beginning. But she’d done it once before and if anything, she was even better at it the second time around. So it was only a week before she’d gathered herself a crew. There was only one problem. Not a one of them knew how to sail. That is, until Finn showed up.

It was a rare sunny morning in New Laven. Sadie stood on the deck of the Savage Wind, which was still tied at the same dock. She held up a line and glared at her crew. ‘Nobody knows where this rope goes?’

‘I thought it went up front somewhere,’ said Bull Mackey.

‘Nah, I saw it was tied on the right side,’ said Spinner.

‘Who even took it off in the first place?’ asked Sadie.

‘Sorry, I tripped over it,’ said Avery Birdhouse.

Sadie glared at him. ‘I thought actors were supposed to be graceful.’

‘It’s actually called a line, not a rope,’ said a new voice, rough but cheerful. ‘Also, the front of a boat is called the bow, and the right side when facing the bow is called starboard.’

A man stood on the dock, smiling up at them. His skin was deeply tanned, like he’d spent a lot of time under the sun, and he wore the loose-fitting linen shirt of a sailor. He also wore a black patch over one eye.

‘That so?’ asked Sadie, shifting her glare to this stranger. ‘And I suppose you’d know.’

The man seemed unfazed by her tone. ‘You don’t remember me, do you?’

Sadie squinted at him. ‘Should I?’

‘Me and you tossed a few times in the alley behind Gunpowder Hall.’ He waited expectantly. After a moment, he added, ‘I had both eyes back then.’

Sadie scratched at her matted hair, then shook her head. ‘Nope. I bent a lot of cocks in that alley. Can’t say I remember you.’

His smile faltered.

‘But you’re a proper wag of the Circle, then?’

His smile returned. ‘Born and raised. Lucky for you, I came down to the docks a while back and started working on ships.’

‘Why’s that lucky for me?’

‘I heard there was a molly calling herself Captain Sadie who was putting together a crew for a new business venture. Looks like you have some solid wags here, but what you need is someone who really knows their way around a ship.’

‘And that’s you, is it?’

‘It is.’

Sadie considered it a moment. ‘What’s your name?’

‘On these docks, they call me Mister Finn.’

‘Yeah, well I’m calling you Missing Finn.’

‘On account of my eye?’ he asked.

‘On account of where in hells have you been this whole week I’ve been trying to get this tub fixed up?’ She held out her hand to him. ‘Welcome aboard the Savage Wind.’

His smile grew even broader as he took her hand and climbed aboard. ‘What sort of business venture is this, anyway?’

‘Oh, didn’t I say?’ asked Sadie. ‘Piracy. We’ll be plundering the coast.’

‘Piracy?’ asked Missing Finn. ‘On New Laven? It’s never been done.’

Sadie slapped his back. ‘And that, my wag, is why it’s going to work.’

True to his word, Missing Finn knew his way around a ship and had them fit to sail in a few hours. He instructed each member of the crew on their tasks and helped Sadie plot their course along the coast.

‘That’s it, then.’ Finn rolled up the map. ‘We’re ready to set sail.’

‘Not quite.’ Sadie tapped her finger on one of the chart divider’s points. ‘My best wag is out doing a little job for me. He should be back anytime now.’

Red had been sitting outside the Sailor’s Mother all day, posing as a beggar while he waited for a suitable mark. He’d even made a few coppers by the time the sun began to set and at last he saw what he’d been looking for. A man on the small side, wearing a broad captain’s hat and fine black leather boots that went almost to the knee.

Red waited until he’d entered the inn, then quickly pocketed his begged coppers and followed. He stepped inside in time to see the black boots stomp up the stairs to the rooms.

‘Hey, boy. What are you doing?’

Backus leaned across the front desk, eyeing him suspiciously.

‘Oh, uh …’ Red realized he should have thought of an alibi ahead of time. ‘That’s my, uh, uncle, and—’

‘No, I remember you. That red-eyed boy following Sadie around. What are you up to?’ He stepped out from behind his desk and started to roll up his sleeves. ‘You better not be making mischief for my customers.’

Red had been on the streets long enough to see a beating coming. Without another word, he ran through the doors and out into the safety of the crowded street. He hid himself behind a cart and watched through the spokes to see if Backus would come after him. He waited a few minutes before deciding the danger had passed. But now what was Red supposed to do? There was no way he could sneak past the front desk with Backus looking out for him. But he couldn’t go back to the ship either.

Sadie had told him she wanted a proper captain’s hat and boots. This was his chance to prove he was good enough to belong on her crew. That he wasn’t a charity case.

‘Whatcha doing, Rixie?’

Red glanced up and saw Filler, the boy from his old pickpocket gang. Filler had been a terrible pickpocket, and didn’t seem all that smart either. But he was a head taller than any other kid his age, so they’d all done what he told them.

‘It’s Red now,’ he said self-importantly.

‘Who says?’ asked Filler.

‘Sadie the Goat.’

‘Oh.’ Filler looked impressed. He was keen enough to know the name, but thankfully not so keen as to know she was recently shamed. ‘You with her now?’

‘Yeah, so I don’t have time to …’ He trailed off as an idea came to him. He looked at Filler appraisingly and a smile slowly grew on his face. ‘Say, Filler, my wag.’ He put his hand on Filler’s shoulder, attempting that casual swagger Sadie had whenever she wanted Red to do something for her. ‘How’s about you help me out with this job for Sadie?’

‘Me?’ Filler’s eyes got wide. ‘Helping out Sadie the Goat?’

‘That’s right,’ said Red. ‘I’ll tell her what a true wag you are.’

‘Okay, what do I have to do?’

‘Follow me.’ He led Filler back across the street to the Sailor’s Mother, then into the side alley and around to the back of the inn. The sun had set by then, and the alley was dark except for the light that came from occupied rooms.

‘It’s awful dark back here,’ said Filler.

‘It’s not even,’ Red said absently as he scanned the lit windows. He saw his mark on the second floor, one window to the left of center. He watched the old sailor take off his hat and coat, then the light went out. ‘Alright, Filler. Stand here.’ He positioned Filler directly beneath the window. ‘And put your hands together like this.’ He showed his own hands with fingers interlocked.

Filler locked his hands together. ‘Now what?’

‘I’m going to run at you, and you’re going to give me a boost up to the window.’

Filler looked up at the window. ‘I don’t know if I can throw you that high.’

‘Fine, then how about to that little ledge below it?’

Filler squinted. ‘I don’t see any ledge.’

‘You wouldn’t see a flaming pile of horseshit if it was hurled at you.’

‘Yes, I would.’

‘Just trust me. It’s there. Give me a heave and I’ll catch it.’

Filler shrugged and held out his hands.

Red stepped as far back as the narrow alley allowed, then ran forward and jumped into Filler’s waiting hands. At the same moment Filler pulled up, Red pushed off and was launched into the air.

Filler had been right about the window being too high, but Red overshot the ledge beneath it, slamming into a flat, empty section of wall. He bit down on his own whimper as he scrabbled for any purchase. His stomach lurched as he felt himself drop for a moment. Then his toes found the ledge. There was a sickening moment when his body started to tilt back into empty air, but he widened his stance and bent his knees out, like he’d seen lizards do when they clung to walls, and he found his balance.

‘Guess there was a ledge,’ observed Filler below him. ‘But how are you going to reach the window above you?’

Red hadn’t actually gotten that far into his plan. He craned his head up and tried to gauge the distance. It looked like it was close enough to reach if he jumped. But if he missed, it didn’t seem likely he’d be able to land back on the ledge. He couldn’t get a clear angle to see exactly how far of a fall it was, which was probably for the best. He wasn’t going to let Sadie down. He had to do this. So he bent his knees even lower, his stomach and the insides of his thighs pressed against the gritty wall.

‘You’re not going to—’ began Filler.

Before he could finish, Red launched himself up into the air, his arms stretched as high as they would go, fingers straining toward the windowsill. And he caught it.

‘Piss’ell,’ Filler said, his voice somewhere near awe.

Red hung from the sill by his fingers, his boots scratching at the wall as he tried to find even a momentary purchase so he could get a better grip. His fingers were already burning with fatigue and he didn’t think he could hold on much longer. Doubt and fear began to creep up his spine. But then he remembered the day he first started painting for his mother. He’d looked up at her pleadingly through snot and tears of frustration. ‘I can’t draw like you!’ She’d looked down at him with that knowing smirk of hers and said, ‘If you believe you will succeed, there is always a chance you might. But if you believe that you will fail, then you will always fail. Never allow yourself to lose before you begin.’

Red hadn’t fallen yet. He hadn’t failed yet. But the specter of doubt continued to press down on him. He needed to think about something else. His fingers were on fire, throbbing with so much pain he was near tears. Then a new image came to his mind. Sadie grinning at him, her face streaked with the blood of dead sailors. I knew there was something under all that artsy softness. Artsy softness like hells. He’d watched one parent die, then the other. He’d survived on the streets of Silverback, then Paradise Circle. He would show her there was not an inch of softness in him. He clenched his teeth and pulled himself up slowly to the window ledge.

‘You did it, Rix – I mean Red!’ said Filler.

‘Shut it or you’ll give me away,’ hissed Red, covering his own shaky exuberance with a confidence he didn’t feel. Then he looked through the window and saw a new problem. When the window had gone dark, he’d assumed the captain had gone to sleep. But now that he was able to see into the room by the faint rays of moonlight, he realized that the captain was in bed, but still awake. There was also a woman with him, and the two were bouncing against each other.

Red knew about sex, of course. The son of a whore doesn’t go long in life before learning that bit of truth. He’d asked why the neighborhood alley cat had gotten so fat, and his father had casually explained that she was pregnant. Red was an inquisitive child, firing a battery of questions at his father until they arrived at the human act of sex. The way his father had explained it led Red to believe it was a quiet, gentle act that involved a great deal of affectionately whispered words. But that wasn’t at all what Red was seeing through the window now.

The captain held himself up by his arms, his bald head gleaming with sweat and the skin of his hairy shoulders leached of color in the moonlight. He was facing the window, but his eyes were squeezed shut, like he was in pain. He rocked his lower body against the woman beneath him. Because of the angle, Red could only see the back of her head, one large, pillowy breast, and her arm, which dangled listlessly at the side of the bed. For a moment, he wondered if she was even conscious. But when he pressed his ear to the window, he could hear, along with the harsh grunts of the captain, a thin, screechy female voice saying, ‘Oh yeah, tommy, gimme that big, fat cock!’

All in all, Red decided that sex was pretty gross. Still, with all the noise and commotion, there was a good chance he could get in and out of there without being noticed.
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