
[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]

 

 

 

[image: Image Missing]


Copyright © 2016 Jen Williams

The right of Jen Williams to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2016

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 1 4722 1119 4

Cover images © Shutterstock

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk



About Jen Williams


[image: Image Missing]


JEN WILLIAMS lives in London with her partner and her cat. She started writing about pirates and dragons as a young girl and has never stopped. Her short stories have featured in numerous anthologies and she was nominated for Best Newcomer in the 2015 British Fantasy Awards. The Silver Tide follows on from The Copper Promise and The Iron Ghost, and is the final novel in Jen’s spectacular Copper Cat trilogy.




About the Book


You can’t teach an old god new tricks


Tales of the Black Feather Three and their exploits abound far and wide, and Wydrin of Crosshaven, Lord Aaron Frith and Sir Sebastian have become sell swords in demand. Having foiled powerful mages and evil magic, they now face a challenge unlike any before – in the form of Wydrin’s mother.


Devinia the Red, notorious pirate and captain of the Poison Chalice, is intent on finding the fabled treasure hidden within the jungles of the cursed island of Euriale. She needs the skills of her daughter Wydrin and her companions to get there, and our heroes cannot resist the lure of coin and adventure. But no explorer has returned from the heart of the island, and it’s not long before the Three find themselves in the clutches of peril. Deep within the island of the gods, there are remnants of forces best left undisturbed …


Follow the reckless heroes of THE COPPER PROMISE and THE IRON GHOST in an epic quest unlike any they have faced before.



By Jen Williams and available from Headline

The Copper Promise

The Iron Ghost

The Silver Tide



Praise for The Iron Ghost:


‘Williams has thrown out the rulebook and injected a fun tone into epic fantasy without lightening or watering down the excitement and adventure … Highly recommended’ Independent


‘The second outing is as entertaining as the first, being absolutely stuffed with ghoulish action. There is never a dull page’ SciFiNow


‘A highly inventive, vibrant high fantasy with a cast you can care about; fast-moving enough to ensure there is never a dull moment …’ The British Fantasy Society


‘Just as magical, just as action packed, just as clever and just as much fun as its predecessor … You’ll find a great deal to enjoy here’ www.fantasy-faction.com


‘Atmospheric and vivid … with a rich history and mythology and colourful, well-written and complex characters, that all combine to suck you in to the world and keep you enchanted up until the very last page’ www.realitysabore.blogspot.co.uk


‘Everything you need for a great fantasy read is right here’ www.lizlovesbooks.com


‘Nothing short of marvellous – it’s this light, fun, immersive kind of fantasy that kindled my love for the genre in the first place …’ Lucy Hounsom, www.tor.com


‘A fast-paced magical adventure that will enthral you’  Sci-Fi Bulletin


‘This is an excellent follow up to The Copper Promise, Jen Williams expresses a vivid Tolkien-like fantasy imagination in her writing, her wit will make you laugh, her horror will make you gasp’ www.fantasybooks.me.uk


‘I have absolutely adored living with the characters and the world that Williams has created. The Iron Ghost and its predecessor are full of fun, adventure, humour, angst, sorrow, life and magic … I can’t wait for the next book’  www.libertyfallsdown.wordpress.com


Praise for The Copper Promise:


‘Fresh and exciting, full of wit and wonder and magic and action, The Copper Promise is *the* fantasy novel we’ve been waiting for’


Adam Christopher


‘The Copper Promise is dark, often bloody, frequently frightening, but there’s also bucket loads of camaraderie, sarcasm, and an unashamed love of fantasy and the fantastic’


Den Patrick, author of The Boy with the Porcelain Blade


‘The Copper Promise is an excellent book, stuffed with all the ingredients of sword and sorcery mixed to a fresh new recipe. It’s a shamelessly good old-fashioned blood-and-thunder tale, heroic fantasy the way it’s meant to be’ Joanne Hall, www.hierath.wordpress.com


‘The characterisation is second to none, and there are some great new innovations and interesting reworkings of old tropes … This book may have been based on the promise of copper but it delivers gold’ Quicksilver on Goodreads


‘It is a killer of a fantasy novel that is indicative of how the classic genre of sword and sorcery is not only still very much alive, but also still the best the genre has to offer’


www.leocristea.wordpress.com


‘If there was one word I’d use to describe The Copper Promise, it would be “joyful”’ www.graemesff.blogspot.co.uk


‘Fast-paced and wonderfully-realised, Jen Williams’ first novel is a delight. The reader will encounter pirates, dragons, zombies, gods and demons, to name but a few, on their journey through this exciting new world’ www.readerdad.co.uk


‘Each page is a wild ride into the unknown and follows a cast of characters that you will root for from start to finish’


www.sleeplessmusingsofawellgroomedmoustachedman.wordpress.com


‘A wonderful sword and sorcery novel with some very memorable characters and a dragon to boot. If you enjoy full-throttle action, awesome monsters, and fun, snarky dialogues then The Copper Promise is definitely a story you won’t want to miss’ www.afantasticallibrarian.com



For Mum,
 (who is thankfully nothing like Devinia)
 With love.



PART ONE


The Poison Chalice
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Chen stood on the back doorstep, feeling the sweat cool on his skin. The moon had painted the clouds with light, and they hung in the sky like ghostly courtiers paying homage to their queen. Behind him, the roar of the tavern was constant, even at this time of night; the Banshee’s small company of ships had made port at Two-Birds that morning, and there were a lot of thirsty men and women with coin to spend. For Chen, cook and occasional scrubber of pots at The Blinkered Inn, this meant a long night in a stuffy kitchen. The Blinkered was on the outskirts of the crowded town, where the buildings ended and the rest of the island began, but it was worth the uphill walk for ale that had only been watered down a touch, and, in Chen’s opinion, the best double-meat stew Two-Birds had to offer.


It was a hot night, as most nights on Euriale were. Sometimes the heat would make Chen’s scars itch, and each scored line would become a map of his mistakes, his conflicts, his triumphs. Sighing, he slipped a finger under his eyepatch and scratched at the sweat gathering in the puckered hole that had once been his eye, lost when a line snapped in a storm; it had snaked out of the night like a lightning bolt and turned his eye to jelly in an instant. Chen had seen men have their heads sliced from their necks in such accidents, so he had considered himself lucky at the time. Chen, or Screaming Mad Chen, as he’d been known in those days, believed in looking on the bright side. The Graces had been with him that day.


A figure leaned out of the door behind him. It was Molly, her hair gathered into a kerchief and a look of extreme irritation on her face. Chen could see sweat glistening on her forehead in the moonlight. ‘I’ve got another six orders here, Chen. When you’ve quite finished taking the air, do you think you could give me a bloody hand?’


Chen drew himself up to his full height.


‘I’m collecting ingredients, woman. Don’t you fuss me now. Some of these ingredients, they need to be collected at night. Or do you want just any old stew?’


Molly rolled her eyes at him.


‘Don’t you pull that cook shit with me, old man. Just get what you need and get back in here, or I’ll find some other one-eyed fraud to boil up this slop.’


Chen waved a hand at her and she disappeared back inside the tavern.


‘Slop indeed.’


He left the step and headed to his garden. He had planted it himself over the last few years, buying seeds from the ships that sold such things, watching over the seedlings, even going as far as to cover the more fragile plants with an oilcloth when the worst storms hit. This small garden, his job at The Blinkered Inn – this was his retirement, of a sort. He had sailed with several crews over his long life, and hadn’t regretted a single moment of it, but his bones were too old for sea voyages now. So, it wasn’t exciting and Molly gave him no respect, but it was better than dying at sea. Better than watching a cutlass open your guts, or drowning in the deep, the weight of the sea pushing you down into the dark.


Chen bent and plucked a sprig of colder’s fern, smiling faintly as the crushed leaves gave off a peppery scent. He stuck them in his apron pocket and began a quick circuit of the garden, picking herbs for that night’s stew, as well as for tomorrow’s breakfast. What he’d said to Molly wasn’t complete bullshit; some plants were better picked at night, their flavours sealed in by darkness, and not sweated out by the sun. He chuckled quietly. He was getting to be a poet in his old age. Screaming Mad Chen, dithering under the moon and fussing over herbs. Well, bollocks to it, he thought. The men he’d sailed with would have laughed at him, but most of them were dead.


He paused at the furthest reach of his garden. It backed on to the wild woods, and the trees loomed over him like a bank of storm cloud. That was the end of Two-Birds, pirate port and town, and the beginning of Euriale itself. As he looked at that dark mass, some of his good cheer leaked away. He supposed it suited a pirate to grow old on an island such as Euriale – always close to danger, always close to death – but at night-time, in the dark, the usual bravado and jokes didn’t quite erase the sense of foreboding. You only ever left Two-Birds by sea, you didn’t venture beyond the town, and you certainly didn’t go walking in those trees after dark. Those who did, didn’t come back, and that wasn’t a story made up to tell around a tavern fire. That was the cold truth.


‘Cursed place,’ he murmured, and he scratched beneath his eyepatch again. His skin felt livid with scars, just as though the newest one wasn’t over a decade old. ‘Poison. That’s what it is.’


As he moved to go, his thoughts already turning to the next batch of stew, something pale at the base of the nearest tree caught his eye. It was a clutch of moonroot mushrooms – he’d tried to cultivate them in his own garden several times, and they had never taken. Now here they were, growing just a few steps from his small, neat fence. Growing not in Two-Birds, but in Euriale. The distinction was important.


Chen cleared his throat and glanced back at the tavern. Lamps shone at every window, and beyond it, the gathered lights of Two-Birds curled along the bay like a constellation of impossibly bright stars. Just looking at it made him feel a little braver.


‘I’m Screaming Mad Chen,’ he muttered to himself, before stepping over the fence. He scampered to the treeline, trying not to notice how quickly he was moving, or how his heart had started to beat faster. Immediately it felt colder, and the pleasant scents of his garden were lost. Instead, he could smell the thick, wild scent of the island; it smelled of animal dung and rotten things and madness.


‘Bloody nonsense.’


He knelt and quickly picked several handfuls of the moonroot. Once he’d had a chance to wash these and steep them, tomorrow’s stew would be the best he’d ever made. He allowed himself a smile, pleased with his own luck and no small bravery, and stood up to go back to his garden. Beyond the trees he was startled to see a man standing in the dark, lit from within by some sort of strange, bluish light. The man was tall and broad, his hair curling close to his head. From what Chen could make out, he was handsome, his strong jaw smooth, his posture straight and true. The man seemed to be looking at him, and then he turned away.


Chen would never know why he followed him into the trees. He simply dropped the last of the moonroot and went after him, stepping from the light into the dark. The man was already some distance away, moving silently between the tree trunks. Chen caught sight of a section of his broad back, still lit from within with that strange light, and then a glimpse of the back of his head, and then he was no more than a distant glow. Chen stumbled, holding out one hand and catching on a nearby trunk for support.


‘What am I …?’


Chen blinked rapidly. It was like waking up after dozing off by the fire; sounds seemed louder, lights brighter. There was a rustling in the trees that seemed to come from all around, although there was no breeze to speak of.


‘Stupid old man.’ He took a few rapid steps backwards. The trees pressed in on all sides, their darkness suffocating, but despite the closeness he felt terribly exposed. ‘I must be getting feeble.’


He turned back, searching for Two-Birds’ lights through the trees. Thick vines hung everywhere, obscuring his view.


‘Graces be damned.’


The glowing figure had been an odd shadow, or a bit of moon magic. Perhaps he’d mistaken the mushrooms, and just the touch of their skins had given him a strange dream. He’d made a mistake, a big one, but it wouldn’t matter. He’d go back inside, and it wasn’t as if he’d tell anyone about it, oh no …


There was a low thud, and Chen was pushed violently forward. Only a lifetime spent keeping his balance on storm-lashed decks stopped him falling to his knees. He looked down to see something long and glistening sprouting from his chest. It took him a second to realise that it was the head of an arrow.


‘You shouldn’t have left your world, godless one.’


To his right the darkness between the trees shimmered, as though the air was as thick as water, and a woman appeared. Chen would have sworn that seconds ago that space was empty, but she was utterly solid, no ghost made of blue light. In the gloom he could make out that she was short, with skin as white as paper and untidy black hair that came down to her jaw and curled under there. She was beautiful, with almond-shaped eyes and a full mouth painted red, but a shadow lay against her neck. Chen narrowed his eyes at that, sure it was familiar, but the pain in his chest was starting to push all other thoughts aside.


‘I … why would you? I was just …’


She came closer. The woman moved with grace through the undergrowth, barely making a sound, and she wore a strange combination of fur and leathers, beads and bones and other trinkets at her ears and wrists. In her hands was a pair of long curved swords. She was not carrying a bow.


‘You have entered the world of the Twins now.’ She smiled at him, and Chen felt his bladder release in a sudden hot torrent. It was the smile of a wolf. ‘Such as you must stand in sacrifice.’


She looked over his shoulder and nodded, and a man came out of the shadows, a bow held loosely in one hand. He did not simply appear out of the air as the woman had done, but he moved just as silently, and he wore dark clothes.


‘He will do,’ she told the new man, her tone kind now. ‘A bit scrawny for your first, maybe, but we will find the meat on him.’


Laughter came from beyond the trees. Chen looked around, trying to see who was there, but the woman reached out and pushed him to the ground. He cried out; the stench of the island had increased when she had touched him, and it felt like an invasion. He didn’t want to die here, with that stink in his nose.


‘Please,’ he said, aware from the taste of blood in his mouth that he was as good as dead already. ‘Please, I can give you coin. I spent most of it, but I hid some too. I can tell you where, I can—’


The woman laughed. Now that she was closer Chen could see that the shadow on her neck was a tattoo – it covered her neck, reaching up to the line of her jaw, and apparently continued below the leather vest she wore. It was too dark to see what it depicted.


‘Old pirates,’ she said, almost fondly. ‘Always the same offers, the same threats. This is the disadvantage of meat that can talk.’ She looked up to the man with the bow and held out one of her swords. ‘Make the cuts the way I taught you, and the gods will bless our feast this evening.’
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Wydrin passed the folded cloth across the table. ‘Go on. Have a look.’


Frith glanced up at her, frowning slightly. The chik-choks house was busy, full of the gentle clatter of men and women moving their pieces across their game boards, the murmur of quiet conversation and the occasional disagreement. Their own board had been colonised by several empty glasses, the game pieces – crystal monkeys, as was Wydrin’s preference – scattered to either side. Frith had picked up the game after only a few demonstrations and was dangerously close to winning his first match. He suspected this was why Wydrin had developed a habit of disrupting the game with elaborate orders of drinks.


‘What is it?’


She nodded at the cloth. ‘Nothing awful, I promise. Well, a bit awful.’


Frith picked up the material and unfolded it. Inside was a small piece of gold, rounded and dented into a familiar shape. ‘Wydrin,’ he said, ‘is this a tooth?’


She nodded. ‘Not bad work, either. Bit flashy for my tastes.’


‘And why am I holding a tooth?’


Wydrin picked up her glass and took a gulp. ‘That was left for me outside our room this morning. Wrapped in parchment, my name scribbled on it. Nothing else. No note, no instructions.’


‘You left the room this morning?’


‘I went out to get some fresh air. You were still asleep. It was as if you were worn out or something.’ She gave him a look over the top of her glass, and Frith smiled. It was strange, even now, to smile like that, but her green eyes demanded it. He put the gold tooth down on the chik-choks board.


‘Do you know why someone would send you a gold tooth? Is someone paying a debt they owe perhaps?’


Wydrin laughed, although he noted the bitter tone of it. ‘You could say that. You remember when you went swanning off to Whittenfarne to learn your mages’ words?’


‘Of course.’ Without thinking about it, Frith’s hand moved to the staff leaning against the chair next to him, fingers briefly brushing against the words carved there. These days Selsye’s staff never left his sight.


‘Seb had buggered off too, so I went back to Crosshaven, and—’ She paused, swirling the last of the mead around the bottom of her glass. ‘Well, I got involved in some stuff I probably shouldn’t have. Pirate business.’ He could see real regret in her eyes, not an expression he often associated with Wydrin. ‘I helped a man called Reilly rob a man called Morgul, but the stupid little bastard pushed it too far, and a lot of people died. It was a bloody mess.’


Frith raised his eyebrows. ‘You made some enemies then, I assume.’


She shrugged. ‘It’s not the first time it’s happened. I had to leave Crosshaven for a while, which was fine because we ended up, you know, having to deal with the god of destruction in the form of a dragon.’ She waved a hand airily.


‘I do seem to remember something like that.’


‘But when I came back I was careful. I asked around. Checked all the usual sources, and everything suggested that the Morgul situation had blown over. Those seeking revenge were apparently sated, and no one was muttering my name in dark alleys any more. Or no more than usual. And then this.’ She tapped the tooth with the end of her finger. ‘Reilly had a gold tooth. He thought it made him look dashing.’


‘So it’s a warning.’ Frith leaned back in his chair. ‘A threat.’


‘It seems so.’ Wydrin put her glass down, knocking over one of the crystal monkeys. ‘Nothing I can’t handle, but it might be worth—’


There was a crash from the front of the chik-choks room. A woman had just walked in and thrown the door back with more violence than was strictly necessary, catching the edge of a nearby chair and scattering game pieces. The man at the table stood up angrily – his drink appeared to have landed in his lap. He began shouting at the woman, who stood looking at him with a faint expression of curiosity on her face.


‘Oh shit,’ said Wydrin.


The woman looked as though she was in her fifties, with deep red hair tumbling in an untidy cloud to the middle of her back. It was braided here and there, Frith noticed, and tied with black ribbons. Her skin was tanned, and she wore salt-blasted leather trousers and vest, with a black silk shirt underneath. There was a pair of well-used cutlasses at her belt, along with a range of smaller daggers.


‘Who is it?’ There was a look of sheer alarm on Wydrin’s face now. Frith rested his hand on the staff. The solidity of it was comforting. ‘Is this one of the pirates you’ve angered?’


‘You could say that.’


The man was still shouting, his face growing redder and redder. The woman with the cutlasses seemed to grow abruptly tired of it, and in the middle of his rant she reached out with both hands, grabbed hold of his shirt, and brought her forehead up smartly to meet his nose. Even across the other side of the room, Frith quite clearly heard the crunch as small bones shattered. The man howled, pressing his fingers to his face as blood flowed from his broken nose.


The woman turned away from him, her eyes scanning the room for her next victim.


‘By all the Graces …’ Wydrin stood up and waved frantically. ‘Hello, Mum!’


Wydrin called for another round of drinks and fetched an extra chair from a nearby table. Out of the corner of her eye she could see the proprietor watching her with sudden attentiveness – even in Crosshaven, they didn’t get too many brawls in gaming houses, and she could tell that she had rapidly become his least favourite patron. She ignored him.


‘Frith,’ she said, as her mother took the offered seat. ‘This is Devinia the Red, notorious captain of the Crimson Sea Witch, scourge of the Bararian flotilla, first pirate to sail the Shadow-Bone Pass without smashing her ship to pieces, popularly referred to as the “Succubus of the Silent Sea”—’


‘No one has ever called me that,’ put in her mother, evenly.


‘… The Eighth Wonder of Crosshaven, or the Terror of the Torrent,’ continued Wydrin. ‘She is wanted in several countries with rewards healthy enough to set you up for life, if you live to claim it. She is also my mother.’


‘Thank you, Wydrin, that’s enough.’ Devinia looked her over, her dark blue eyes narrowing. ‘You do not look to have changed much since I saw you last.’


‘And when was that?’ asked Wydrin. She felt the brittleness in her tone and was powerless to change it. ‘Three years ago? Four?’


‘Possibly.’ A waiter arrived with their drinks, and Devinia peered with interest at the flagon of ale set before her, but did not move to drink it. ‘It’s the Poison Chalice now, not the Crimson Sea Witch. I have a new ship.’ She transferred her icy gaze to Frith. ‘Who is this, then? Where’s the other one? The big one?’


Wydrin grimaced. Frith was looking at the pair of them with a faintly stunned expression, but he recovered well.


‘Madam, I am Lord Aaron Frith of the Blackwood. It is an honour to meet such a distinguished lady, especially one with such a remarkable reputation.’


Devinia raised her eyebrows. There were a few beats of silence.


‘An honour, is it?’ Devinia turned back to Wydrin. ‘Where did you find this one?’


‘Frith and I have been travelling together for a while now. Saving the world from dragons, mad mages. That sort of thing.’


‘So I have heard,’ said Devinia, leaning back in her chair. Her face remained cool, disinterested, and Wydrin felt a flicker of irritation. It was as if fighting dragons and foiling evil magic was a regular occurrence, something Devinia did on a slow day perhaps, when she was bored. ‘Stories of the Black Feather Three abound in every port. I thought it was your usual ploy of spreading elaborate rumours, but the same tales were being told everywhere and, of course, your brother can attest to the reality of your dragon.’


Quickly, the irritation turned to anger. She didn’t say it outright, of course she didn’t say anything, but the accusation was there in the slight downward turn of her mouth.


‘Jarath is fine,’ said Wydrin, with more heat than she intended. ‘I saved him. We saved him.’ She glanced up at Frith, who said nothing. ‘He’s a pirate, Mum, like you. He’s hardly a bloody stranger to risk.’


‘A stranger to dragon fire though,’ replied Devinia, before shaking her head as if knowing Wydrin wanted to argue the point further. ‘That’s not why I’m here, anyway.’


‘Then why are you here? Not that it isn’t a pleasure to see you of course, out of the blue and with no prior warning.’ And in truth, it was good to see her. Devinia had a few more lines at the corners of her eyes, and the first few grey hairs were beginning to show at her temples, but otherwise Devinia looked as she ever had; strong, immovable and defiant. And like a spectacular pain in the arse. ‘Why exactly have we been blessed with your presence?’


Devinia cocked her head slightly.


‘This is your new young man, isn’t it? That’s why you’re showing off?’ Before Wydrin could answer, she carried on. ‘I’m here, Wydrin, because you have shown yourself to be an extremely capable sell-sword with a remarkable reputation won in a short space of time. You also have some interesting friends, with some interesting abilities.’ She glanced at the staff leaning against Frith’s chair. ‘And so I have come to ask you if you would like to join me on a small adventure.’ For the first time, Devinia smiled, just a little. ‘I think it might be your sort of thing.’


Wydrin sat back in her chair, suddenly wary. She could count the occasions that Devinia had asked for her assistance on the fingers of one hand, and still leave enough to hold a tankard of mead. She looked at Frith, who shrugged his shoulders minutely.


‘Oh? Exactly what sort of adventure are we talking about, Mum?’


Devinia leaned forward over the table, lowering her voice. ‘You remember the island of Euriale?’


Wydrin frowned. ‘Of course. It’s where the port town of Two-Birds is. You took me there often enough as a kid.’ Catching Frith’s questioning look, she turned to him slightly. ‘Two-Birds is a pirate town, full of – well, people like my mum here. Beyond Two-Birds, though, there’s nothing but wild jungle. It’s generally believed to be cursed.’ She smiled. ‘I was a terror for stories about Euriale when I was a kid.’


‘Some of those stories involved gold,’ cut in Devinia. She took a sip of the ale. ‘Gold and treasure, and wonders unlike any other place on Ede, all hidden at the very centre of the island.’


Frith shifted in his chair. ‘And you expect me to believe no one has yet claimed this treasure? When the closest town is full of pirates?’


Devinia gave him a cool look. ‘Whether the island is cursed or not, it certainly is dangerous. No one has been known to survive more than a handful of days when venturing into the island.’


Wydrin shook her head. ‘It hardly matters anyway, Mum. Unless you have some magical way to get to the centre of the island without getting killed?’


‘Actually, you’re the ones that have that.’ Devinia leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. ‘I just have the map.’


Wydrin snorted. ‘A map of the interior of the island? No such thing exists. Nothing reputable, anyway.’


‘I have one and I assure you, it certainly is real.’ And then to Wydrin’s surprise, her mother turned away from her and addressed Frith directly. ‘The problem, Lord Frith, is one of transportation. The island of Euriale is split by a great spiral of waterways that lead to the very centre, banked all along the way by high cliffs of black rock. With the right vessel it would be possible to sail almost all the way—’


She paused as Wydrin scoffed into her drink.


‘But Euriale is dangerous. Small boats and ships are surely doomed, overwhelmed within days.’


‘Overwhelmed?’ asked Frith. ‘Overwhelmed by what?’


‘The local wildlife,’ replied Devinia dryly. ‘The only reliable way through would be with a big, tough ship, one where the crew are kept as far away from the water as possible. A ship like the Poison Chalice.’


‘But Mum—’


Devinia silenced her with a look. ‘The difficulty is that the Poison Chalice is a ship with sails. And once we’re deep in those waterways with the cliffs rising on either side of us, we will lose most of the wind we need to move. The waterways are deep, but they are also cramped, and the Poison Chalice has no oars to keep her moving when we are becalmed. This is where you come in, with your staff and your magic.’


Frith toyed with one of the crystal monkeys on the table. ‘I’m not sure I follow.’


‘I’ve heard the stories of the Black Feather Three.’ Devinia tipped her head to one side. ‘You can hardly avoid them, around here. I’ve heard all sorts about what you can do with your magic.’


‘Are you asking him to move your entire bloody ship for you?’ Wydrin shook her head slightly.


‘I am asking him to provide our means of propulsion.’ Devinia looked directly at Frith. ‘What do you think? Is it possible?’


For a long time Frith said nothing. He looked at the staff, leaning next to him. Wydrin knew that he was limited to the words that Selsye, long-dead mage and crafter of the Edeian, had carved into the wood itself, but she also knew that, thanks to the ministrations of the mad mage Joah Demonsworn, he now knew more about the elusive magic than anyone else on Ede. Thinking of what that had cost him caused a bitter taste to flood Wydrin’s mouth. She fidgeted in her chair.


‘I think it is possible,’ he said eventually. And then he nodded, more certain of himself. ‘Yes, I believe so. I have the word for Force, and the ability to send it in several directions at once. And my mastery of the spell itself has vastly improved. I could sail your ship for you.’


Devinia’s mouth quirked up at the corner. ‘You can leave the sailing to us, I just need you to provide a fair wind. What do you say?’


Frith caught Wydrin’s eye, and she saw that he was open to the idea. There would be treasure, yes, and adventure, but more importantly there would be a way to use his knowledge of the Edenier, something she knew he had been craving. And there was Sebastian to think about. She had been avoiding that problem for too long.


‘It seems you have gained yourself the services of the Black Feather Three, Mum.’ Wydrin took a sip of her mead. ‘Now we just need to discuss the fee. There will be no family discounts, of course.’




3


Sebastian slipped into the crowd, pushing to the front easily enough. From the corner of his eye he saw a few men and women turn to him angrily, but once they caught a glimpse of his broad shoulders and muscled arms, they quickly turned back to the action in the pit. They were here to watch a fight, not to pick one.


It was a busy day at the Marrow Market, and the air was full of the smell of roasted meat and spilt beer as the people of Crosshaven sought out their afternoon’s entertainment. Sebastian leaned on the wall at the edge of the scale pit, peering down like everyone else. At the bottom was around a foot of water, still stained pink from the last fight. Sebastian remembered that one well. He had won so much coin that the gaffer had started to give him a curious look, but that hadn’t stopped him from going back to bet on this fight too. Let him look. Let them all look. He took a skin from his belt and had a gulp of toka, relishing the burn as it worked its way down his throat to his empty stomach.


‘Introducing our next combatants, ladies and gentlemen.’ The gaffer stood at the far side of the pit, with his twin daughters to either side. They were both lean and strong, blond hair pushed back from faces that looked like they’d been born already bored by life in general. In their arms they held a pair of sun-lizards, held securely at the neck. Each lizard was two feet long, with a narrow snout lined with sharp teeth. ‘On the right, we have Icefang, who has won his last two games.’ One daughter brandished the lizard she was holding easily enough, although Sebastian knew them to be heavy creatures. Icefang was pale blue and dotted with yellow markings from the end of his snout to the tip of his tail. Sebastian reached out instinctively and felt the cold thread of the lizard’s mind there waiting for him – the animal was relaxed, inert almost. It was a veteran of the pits. ‘And on my left we have Sourcrest, in his first ever bout.’ The second daughter stepped forward, and this lizard was a pale salmon-pink, with a deep brown belly and rolling yellow eyes. When Sebastian reached out to this one he took an involuntary step back; its mind was jumping all over the place. The lizard could smell the blood in the water, and the hands at his throat were too hot, too alien. He wriggled in the woman’s grasp, opening and closing his long snout. ‘I trust you have all placed your bets, ladies and gentlemen? Then let us begin.’


In unison, the two women stepped forward and dropped the sun-lizards into the pit where they landed with a splash. The blue lizard, Icefang, immediately scurried to the far side, pressing itself to the wall. The other, Sourcrest, thrashed for a while, snapping its jaws at the air in confusion. There was a cheer from the spectators, shouts of encouragement and derision.


‘I’m not doing it,’ murmured Sebastian to himself. His hand went to his beard, tugging on the bristles there. ‘I will just watch. No more than that.’


The blue lizard scampered along the bottom of the wall, sending waves across the water. The pink lizard was still confused, shaking its head back and forth, when the other one came for it, shooting across the pool and sinking its teeth into the animal’s scaly flank. There was a roar of disgust from the crowd – so easy! – and the pink lizard scrambled away, its blood tainting the water.


‘What’s the point of this?’ yelled a woman standing to Sebastian’s right. She had pale blond hair falling in a braid over one shoulder, and she was shaking a fist at the gaffer on the other side of the pit. ‘We’ve come to watch a fight, not feeding time!’


Sebastian looked back down. The pink lizard was limping badly now, while the other was openly stalking it. They moved in tight circles, the water filling with blood.


‘I won’t,’ said Sebastian again, and this time it was loud enough that the blonde woman heard him. She looked up, her face creasing with confusion. ‘I won’t do it again.’


But it was no use. Already he was reaching out to the pink lizard, his mind touching its own, a sliver of silver, so cold and yet frantic. He felt the shape of it clearly in his mind and very carefully he surrounded it. Listen to me, he said, uncertain that the lizard would understand but trusting his tone to convey the meaning. Listen to me, do as I say.


With the barest push, the lizard’s mind was encompassed. In the pool it went rigid, and for a few seconds the blue lizard was confused. The prey wasn’t retreating as it expected.


‘Go on, then!’ screamed the woman next to Sebastian. ‘Finish the bastard!’


Sebastian peeled apart the lizard’s mind, splitting the silvery threads until he found the part he wanted. As ever, it was easy, as easy as it had been with the wyverns – this part of them was always close to the surface. The need to fight, the urge to taste blood. He felt his own pulse quicken in response.


Kill.


The pink lizard leapt at its rival, jaws suddenly wide and lethal. It landed on the other and rolled with it through the water, sending up a splash high enough to soak some of the spectators. There was a cheer at this, but as the lizards fought and the water churned, it became difficult to see exactly what was going on.


Sebastian tugged at his beard. He didn’t need to see. He could feel it.


In a few moments it was all over. The pink lizard stalked away, leaving the shredded carcass of its enemy in the water. The blue lizard lay on its back, its guts open and ragged, and all around coin changed hands as they prepared for the next fight. One of the blonde sisters produced a long stick with a hook on the end, and attempted to retrieve the body.


Sebastian turned away, breaking the link with the victorious lizard. He could feel its disorientation now the fight was over, and that somehow was the worst part. He took another gulp of toka from his pouch, trying to wash the taste of blood from his mouth, when a hand landed heavily on his shoulder.


‘Hey, Seb. Still betting on the scale pits?’


He looked down into Wydrin’s open face. She sounded cheery enough, but he could tell from the creases on her brow that this was not where she had hoped to find him. It was still the first place she’d looked though; he could tell that from her frown too.


‘I am,’ he said shortly. Frith was standing just behind her, scanning the crowd with his usual expression of caution. ‘What is it? A job? Just tell me where.’


Wydrin sighed. ‘It’s a little more complicated than that. Come on, let’s go get some food. You look like you need something hot inside you.’


‘Your mother is back in Crosshaven?’


Wydrin nodded as she took a bite from her steaming slab of lamb. It was wrapped in thin brown bread, already soaked through with grease, and the butter was burning her fingers. ‘She asked after you,’ she said. They stood off to one side of the meat vendor, letting the crowd part around them. Sebastian had refused her offer of food at first, but she had insisted. He was too pale these days, his cheeks too hollow. Frith had accepted a small portion of the meat, holding the bread carefully with gloved hands. ‘I didn’t tell her you look like shit, but she’ll see that for herself.’


Sebastian took a slow breath, looking around at the press of people as though he wanted to be elsewhere. ‘And?’


Wydrin shrugged. ‘My dearest mother wants us to travel with her to Euriale. She has a map of the interior of the island, something long thought not to have existed at all, and there are some tall tales about what might be hidden there.’


Sebastian frowned. ‘Euriale? I know the name.’


‘The notorious pirate port of Two-Birds is situated there,’ said Frith.


‘Yeah, Two-Birds,’ Wydrin continued. ‘Devinia would take me there when I was small sometimes. Full of pirates, taverns, pissing contests. The island itself is largely unknown and unexplored though—’


‘– because it is considered to be incredibly dangerous,’ finished Frith.


Sebastian looked down at his food, considering.


‘All right,’ he said eventually. ‘But why would Devinia want us along on this little venture? From what I remember, Wydrin, she is more than formidable, and travels with a crew who would swim across the nine seas and back for her.’


‘Apparently, we have special skills.’ Wydrin winked at Frith, who wore his staff slung across his back. ‘Experience in the field, extreme quick-wittedness, good looks. And she needs Frith’s magic to get there.’


‘I have no special skills,’ said Sebastian flatly. He still hadn’t eaten any of the food.


Wydrin rubbed the back of her hand across her mouth, her levity vanished; this was something they’d been dancing around for months. ‘Seb, whatever happened with Ephemeral and the brood sisters –’ she paused, uncertain of what her next words might provoke. ‘Whatever happened with Dallen, you are still one of us. One of the Black Feather Three.’


Sebastian looked away from her. There were a few beats of silence between the three of them, filled by the general din of the Marrow Market. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Frith looking solemn. After a moment, Sebastian threw the wrapped meat parcel down onto the ground – not in an angry movement, but in a gesture of defeat.


‘As far as I can see, Wydrin, the only skills I have are to alienate those I love, and to fail in my responsibilities.’ When she opened her mouth to protest, Sebastian held his hands up. ‘I will still come with you, if that is what you wish. I can still wield a sword well enough, after all.’


‘We leave two days from now,’ said Frith softly. ‘From the Fair Winds dock. Sunrise.’


Sebastian nodded once, before turning and heading away into the crowd. Wydrin sighed and rubbed her greasy fingers across her leather vest.


‘It will do him good to be away from here,’ said Frith.


‘I don’t like it.’ Wydrin shook her head. ‘Sebastian has never shown any interest in these things before.’ She gestured vaguely in the direction of the fighting pits. ‘But now it’s all he does, in between drinking toka and brooding. The Sebastian I knew would have found the scale fights barbaric, but now he watches them like he’s hungry for something. Our good prince broke his heart, and now it’s like he’s not really here. As though he left part of himself in Skaldshollow.’


Frith looked away, his expression darkening. ‘Skaldshollow was a cursed place. There is much I wish I could have left there.’


Wydrin threw away the last of her lamb. She no longer had much of an appetite. ‘And now we head off to another cursed place. Let’s hope this one has rather more treasure and fewer disasters.’
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The Poison Chalice was, Frith reflected, rather like Wydrin in one sense: it took an awful lot to get it moving in the morning.


Eventually, they sailed from Crosshaven at midday, with the sun a bright coin in the sky, and a busy sea channel to negotiate. Frith leaned against the guardrail as they moved, watching the bustling city port grow smaller as the ship sailed away from the island and into the larger archipelago. He could see other islands dotted around, brown blurs distorted with heat haze and smoke.


The Poison Chalice was easily the largest ship he’d ever been aboard. She was, Wydrin had told him, a galleon, and he had to admit the grandness of the name seemed appropriate. She was a tall, sturdy ship built of shining dark wood, with raised, boxy-looking hindquarters and three great masts hung with enormous cream-coloured sails. Above the crow’s nest flew a red flag with a black border and a silver cup at its centre. The figurehead that clung on the prow of the ship depicted a fierce-faced woman with pale-blue skin; her long white hair was strewn with delicately carved shells and crabs and she wore a silvery shift that appeared to be made of scales. Wydrin had told him the figure was supposed to represent one of the Graces. One arm reached out, fingers clutching a long silver chain that glittered in the bright sunshine. She looked, in his opinion, formidable. All in all, he thought the ship suited Wydrin’s mother down to her salt-stained boots.


Having grown up in the middle of the Blackwood, Frith’s only experience of boats had been the occasional summer’s day at the lake, punting around in an elaborate rowboat his father had had made for his wife. Thinking of it, he smiled slightly. Those memories were now so distant they almost seemed to have happened to another person. Had he truly once lived in a castle, with a mother and father and two brothers? His hair had been brown then, and he’d had only the one scar; a small oval depression on his upper arm, a souvenir from the afternoon he and Leon had pretended to be the leaders of the Steadfast Seven with daggers stolen from the armoury. Leon had laughed hysterically, until he had seen the blood soaking into his brother’s shirt.


Everything was so different now. Absently, he pressed a hand to his chest, where the Edenier no longer boiled inside him. The mage magic he had taken from beneath the Citadel had once leapt at his command, but now it was gone; all erased by the Edenier trap, a device that stripped magic from men and women like a practised hand skinning a rabbit. It had been worth it to stop Joah Demonsworn, who had been a mad man and a mass murderer, but all he had left now was the knowledge, a maelstrom of images inherited from the lunatic when they had shared their memories.


There was nothing left but the knowledge of magic, and the fear that to use it would take him down the path Joah had followed.


Frith took a deep, slow breath, tasting the salt in the air. ‘I barely recognise myself these days,’ he murmured.


A shadow fell over him. He looked up to see Sebastian, a faint smile on the knight’s gaunt face.


‘You and me both, my lord.’


‘I am glad you chose to join us, Sir Sebastian.’


Sebastian grunted. ‘It’s not like I had anything pressing to deal with.’


Frith looked back out to sea. There were seagulls high above them, a promise of white against the blue. It was a fine day.


‘Wydrin worries about you,’ he said eventually. ‘She shows it by trying to annoy you more than usual, of course. But she is worried.’


‘Lord Frith, you forget that I have known Wydrin for many years.’ Sebastian turned towards him slightly. ‘I have no doubt you have a greater knowledge of her underclothes than I could ever need or want, but don’t presume to think you know her better than I do.’


The anger was a sudden thing, clogging Frith’s throat. ‘You dare to speak to me so?’ He was thinking of his staff, wrapped within a length of oilcloth, locked in a long wooden box in their cabin. If he had it now … ‘I am sure I do not need to remind you what we have all been through together.’


The tense expression on Sebastian’s face faltered, and he shook his head. ‘I am sorry, Frith. Truly.’ He tugged at his thick beard, glaring at the horizon as if the answers to his troubles lay somewhere along that bright edge. ‘What you said about not recognising yourself. That cuts closer to the quick than I would like to admit.’


Frith cleared his throat. He was reminded of his childhood again, of a quiet castle with very few people of his own age. It had been difficult to make friends. ‘You can talk to me. If it would help.’


Sebastian smiled faintly, and for a brief moment he looked very much like the smooth-faced knight Frith had met for the first time in the Hands of Fate tavern. ‘Thank you. I shall bear that in mind.’


Before Frith could reply, they both turned at the sound of footsteps behind them. The ship’s first mate, Kellan, a tall bearded man with hair greased back into a tail and vanbraces wrapped in multicoloured scraps of cloth, was approaching with an elderly woman at his arm. She was short and wiry, with grey hair and deeply tanned skin, and there was a wine-coloured birthmark on her right cheek, faded and creased with age. She wore a long-sleeved green shirt, and at her waist there was a thick leather belt, glittering with a variety of knives.


‘Gentlemen,’ said Kellan, ‘I thought I should bring Augusta Grint to meet you. She is the ship’s medic, although of course, I very much hope you won’t be in need of her services on this voyage.’


The old woman glared up at the two of them, her eyes as bright and beady as a jackdaw’s. ‘Well,’ she said, addressing Sebastian, ‘you’re a biggun.’


Sebastian paused for a moment, before nodding shortly. ‘You are not the first to have said so, Mistress Grint. It is my pleasure—’


‘You, though – I don’t like the look of you.’ The old woman reached out and grabbed hold of Frith’s forearm. It took all of his self-possession not to gasp – her grip was incredibly strong. ‘Been ill, have you? I won’t have anyone bringing illness onto the Poison Chalice. I’ve got enough to bloody deal with.’


Frith wrenched his arm away. ‘I was injured, but it was some time ago and I am quite recovered, thank you. You are the ship’s medic?’ He glanced at Kellan, who was grinning with every sign of enjoyment.


‘Ship’s medic? Nursemaid to a bunch of ninnies, mostly. General dogsbody, more like.’ Augusta grimaced, deepening her considerable wrinkles. ‘You’re thinking, the baggage is too old. Too weak. How can she treat the sick? I’d be surprised if she could lift a spoon, let alone a bone saw.’ She stepped up and poked Frith firmly in the midriff with one bony finger. ‘Let me tell you, you long streak of piss, I could have your leg off in seconds.’


‘Augusta has been with Devinia all of the captain’s life,’ added Kellan with an expression of innocent helpfulness.


‘Oh, she was a bleedin’ nightmare!’ cried Augusta, apparently glad to have a crack at her favourite subject. ‘All knees and freckles and that ridiculous hair of hers.’


‘You knew Devinia when she was a child?’ asked Sebastian.


‘Of course I did. I was on the ship that picked her up. Merchant vessel, taken badly, blood in the water. Nowt left alive on board but rats and one scruffy little kid hiding under the bunk.’ She paused. Frith sensed that she’d said too much. ‘Anyhow, we took her on, and here we are. I’ve never questioned that girl’s orders, not once, and she gets some bloody foolish ideas in her head, let me tell you. But this, messing about with Euriale …’ She trailed off, then glared up at Kellan. ‘You know better, laughing boy. Why haven’t you said anything to her?’


Kellan shrugged. ‘I merely do as my lady instructs.’


Augusta snorted. ‘I would suspect you’d lost your balls, boy, except we’ve all heard the evidence of those, night after bleedin’ night.’


‘You do not approve of the journey to Euriale, I take it?’ put in Frith, desperately trying to steer the conversation into less horrifying territory.


The old woman seemed to shrink somehow then, and some of her bluster ebbed away. ‘Course I don’t. It’s a bad place. Unnatural. Cursed. No one with any bloody sense would sail into those waters. If I had my way we’d never set foot on the island, and that goes for bloody Two-Birds too.’ She patted absently at the knives on the belt. ‘What’s there is best left alone.’


‘And what is there?’ asked Sebastian. Frith was surprised to see that he looked angry again, as though the old woman were lying to them.


‘Ghosts,’ said Augusta. ‘Ghosts and wolves.’


It wasn’t the cabin Wydrin remembered from her childhood, of course, but she recognised many of her mother’s possessions: the big black iron teapot, stained with tea and age, the blue crystal sugar pot with its silver spoon. The giant sword with the curving blade, much too large for Devinia to actually wield, but kept in her cabin because it was beautiful, emeralds shining in the hilt like frozen pieces of summer. And the great map of Ede pinned to one wall of the cabin, painted onto parchment and filled in at the edges with various outlandish monsters. It had been her favourite when she’d been small, she remembered now. Her father would point to the places with the strangest names, and tell her wild stories about his adventures there; it had been one of his favourite games. Pete Threefellows had always been the most outrageous liar.


Devinia, who was sitting at the desk covered in more recent, legible maps, saw her looking. ‘What do you think of the new ship?’


‘Well, it’s not the Crimson Sea Witch.’


Devinia grunted. ‘You always were too sentimental to be a pirate.’


‘You really took it from old Tom Dogget?’


‘That particular storm had been brewing for years.’ Devinia leaned back in her chair, looking out of the small port window. ‘We’d been crossing each other’s paths more and more often, and there were rumours that he saw the Sea Witch as encroaching on his territory. More interesting were the rumours that his crew were sick to the back teeth with his ravings. I decided, in the end, to give him the fight he kept dreaming of.’ Devinia looked up, her mouth briefly curving into a smile. ‘I don’t think he enjoyed it half as much as he thought he would.’


‘And now you have the biggest, baddest ship on the Torrent.’ Wydrin watched her mother raise her eyebrows at her use of that term – the Torrent was what pirates called the stretch of five seas that formed an irregular belt around the belly of Ede: the Sea of Bones, the Yellow Sea, the Stony Sea, the Demon’s Strait, and the wide hot expanse of Y’Gria’s Loss. ‘And you want to use it to explore Euriale, of all places?’


Without answering directly, Devinia shuffled through the maps on her desk before sliding one on top of the others. On a map, Euriale resembled a pie that had been dropped from a great height and shattered into a rough spiral pattern. It was mostly round, with the port town of Two-Birds clinging to its outer rim, and then you could follow the wide waterways directly into the heart of the island, circling ever inwards with jagged cliffs of stone and jungle towering to either side. Except no one in their right minds did that, because Euriale was cursed. Not even the people of Two-Birds would map it – in fact, the people of Two-Birds would be the last to attempt such a thing; they lived with the ghosts and monsters of the island every day.


Wydrin picked the map up, peering at it critically. It certainly seemed more complete than any map she’d seen of the island before.


‘Where did you get this, then?’


‘I have my sources,’ said Devinia. ‘You’ll see that it is possible to get a ship almost all the way to the centre of the island, despite what we’ve thought for all these years.’


Wydrin put the map back on the table. ‘When I was little, Augusta used to tell me stories about Euriale. That if you wandered into the trees, you never came back, that the spirits that lived in there would eat your soul and walk around in your empty skin.’ She waved her hands about for emphasis. ‘That the island hated people, that it would eat anyone foolish enough to wander away from Two-Birds.’


‘Do you believe in those old folk tales now, Wydrin?’


‘Mum,’ Wydrin sat down in the chair on the opposite side of the desk, ‘these days I have very good reason to believe in all sorts of shit. Or haven’t you heard my stories? A dragon under the Citadel, the resurgence of mage magic, an army of terrible dragon-women, a living mountain, demons and blood and gods only know what.’


‘Your stories now, are they?’ This time Devinia’s smile was cold. ‘You truly are weaving the legend of Wydrin Threefellows, the Copper Cat and slayer of dragons.’


‘Mum.’ Wydrin took a slow breath, closing her eyes briefly. Here it was, then – that quick flash of anger, always close to the surface. ‘You’re missing the point. Those things all sound like stories told by vindictive old women who like to keep their charges awake all night with bad dreams, but I know them to be real. I have the scars.’ She held up her hand where the skin in the centre of her palm was dented and pink – a remnant of her time joined to the mountain spirit, when a piece of Heart-Stone had nestled there.


Her mother didn’t look at it. Instead, she stood up and walked over to the great ornamental sword hanging on the wall. ‘There are other stories about Euriale. Do you remember those?’


Wydrin sighed heavily and fiddled with the maps on the desk. ‘There were lots of stories, but Augusta preferred the bloodthirsty ones.’


‘Treasure at the heart of Euriale. So much of it, you would need the biggest, baddest ship on the Torrent to carry it all back.’ Devinia touched her fingers to the emeralds glittering in the sword’s hilt. ‘And more than that. Magical items, secrets that have been kept for centuries. The island was once known as the island of the gods, did you know that? Every god, every demon, every limping spirit creature had a temple there, or a shrine, or a pile of blessed rocks. It was the very heart of Ede.’ Devinia turned back, and her eyes were shining. ‘Imagine what we’ll learn there, Wyd.’


And that was the truth of it. Wydrin leaned back in the chair, looking at the expression on her mother’s face with a weary sense of defeat. It was knowledge that Devinia craved, it always had been; to know more than everyone else, to hold the secrets, to get to the impossible places before everyone else. It was the great secret of her legend – Devinia the Red, Terror of the Torrent and ruthless pirate, feared and adored in equal measure, would step around a pile of gold coins if it meant she could discover something completely new. The giant sea chest that took up a good portion of her cabin was full of books rather than booty – notes collected by Devinia over the years, even sketches and maps she’d drawn herself. It was locked at all times, and as far as Wydrin was aware, only she and Augusta knew its true contents.


‘Is it worth the risk though, Mum?’ asked Wydrin, although she knew she’d already lost this argument. ‘How do you even know this map is accurate? New ship, all done up and shiny. Don’t you want to keep it that way? You’ve no real idea what we’ll find in that place.’


‘Ah, but now I have you, don’t I?’ Devinia came back over to the desk and briefly rested her fingers in Wydrin’s hair. ‘You and your new, dangerous friends. Magic, and the Black Feather Three. I have certainly heard those stories.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Wydrin, folding her arms over her chest. ‘And we have such a great track record with this sort of thing.’
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The island was alive around her; the soaring hunger of the hunters, the murmuring heartbeats of the hunted. The slow, green tide of the trees, reaching up and up. Estenn crouched on a thick branch some twenty feet above the ground, hidden in a crowd of fleshy green leaves. In the distance she could see the dancing white light of the bay, curls of smoke smeared by the wind. She sensed a flurry of activity in the port; a new ship had recently docked, which meant the chance for everyone to make some coin. The weight of her curved swords at her waist was comforting, and she knew her place on the island as clearly as she had ever done. The Eye called to her, even now.


She looked down to see a pale-blue figure moving slowly through the trees, just as on the night they had taken the wizened old pirate. They were coming more frequently now; the same figure, lost and wandering about the trees, glowing with its own inner light. You did not live in the wilds of Euriale without coming to expect the unusual – Estenn smiled slightly at the very idea – but she knew that this was something different. It was a sign. A sign that her time would be soon. The Eye of Euriale was opening.


In one smooth movement, Estenn stepped over to the trunk of the tree and slid back down to the ground, barely making any noise. When her feet were back in the mulch of the island, black soil and rotten leaves pushing up through her toes, she allowed herself to become less. She barely had to think about it now, after all these decades. One moment she was there, a solid presence under the trees, and the next she was a shadow, a cold space in the air. The ghostly blue figure to her right paid her no attention, although so far the ghosts seemed uninterested in anyone at all, even if you went right up to them and waved in their faces. Just one more mystery of Euriale.


Moving silently through the trees, she approached the figure and circled it slowly. Its own inner light blurred the details of its face, but she could see that it was a man, tall and broad across the shoulders, hair curling close to the scalp. He wore strange clothes, a mixture of robes, tunic and chainmail, and on his feet were leather sandals that laced up to the tops of his calves. Estenn thought back to the distant days before the island, when she had been so impossibly young. Had the men of her home dressed like that? She thought not. Certainly the slavers who owned the ship that had snatched her did not. There was something regal about the figure, in his bearing as well as his clothes.


‘What are you?’ she murmured, watching as the figure walked on. He appeared to be looking for something, or else he was lost. ‘Are you a sign for me, strange one? A message from the Twins?’


Her men and women had reported the same ghostly figure all over the island, even small groups of them stumbling through the forest together. A few had made it down to the town itself, floating through the streets of Two-Birds. Estenn had to wonder what the townsfolk thought of the ghosts. It would be one more thing for them to be afraid of.


Not so Estenn. Turning her back on the figure, she ran deeper into the forest, letting her feet carry her back to their small settlement. As she ran, she could feel the island growing around her, edging towards something unknown. She always felt it in this way – the heartbeat of the island moved her own blood – but just lately there was something new. The world had changed in some significant way, and the island was reacting, coming to life, or bringing life … Estenn smiled as she ran, feeling a tightness in her chest as she contemplated what that could mean. It wouldn’t be long now, and Res’ni and Res’na would call her to their service. She was sure of it.


She saw the first of their perimeter scouts at the top of a steep slope. He was deep in the foliage, well hidden and certainly invisible to any fool that might wander along, but not invisible to Estenn – the art of not being seen was her own, after all. Coming closer, she watched him looking all around, his face grown suddenly tense. He wore black paint on one side of his face, white on the other, a mark of respect to the Twins – and yes, he couldn’t see her, but he knew something was near. That was good.


Stepping forward, Estenn let herself become visible again, standing in clear view so as not to startle him too badly. Immediately he stood up.


‘Emissary.’ He nodded, almost bowing. He was young, this one, only stolen from the town in the last few years, and he was still half terrified of her. She could see him glancing nervously at the twin wolf tattoos that encircled her neck and shoulders. ‘You have been far?’


‘Down to look at the bay, Cully, to watch their comings and goings.’ She placed a hand on his arm and rewarded him with a smile. He was frightened now, but eventually he would come to love her, as they all did. Estenn the Undying, Estenn the Unseen, Emissary of the gods, Chosen of the Twins. ‘Anything to report?’


He swallowed hard. His eyes were still drawn to the snarling wolves at her throat – Res’ni and Res’na, gods of chaos and order.


‘Only the ghosts, Emissary. They are everywhere now. We’ve seen seven just today, all within walking distance of the base.’


‘Signs from the gods, Cully,’ said Estenn, looking beyond him. ‘They are an echo of something, I am sure of it. I will speak to the Spinner today. You never know when he might have something useful to say.’


‘Yes, Emissary.’


She left him to his watch and headed up the slope. There were signs now that she was nearing home – skulls propped on sticks and wedged into tree hollows, their smooth foreheads painted black and white, banners of bird feathers and bear skins hanging from the trees. There were more scouts hidden here. It was possible to feel them all around, warm human presences against the alien fog of Euriale.


Further up and she was through the thick circle of trees that sheltered the settlement, walking amongst the lean-tos and the huts, the smell of cooking fires and sweet, burning flesh. Her people nodded to her, lifting their painted faces and smiling. She smiled back, tasting their love on the back of her tongue. It was good.


At the far side she came to a hut that was bigger than the rest, and with four guards at the entrance. They stood aside as she approached, revealing the dark entrance to a sloping underground tunnel.


‘How is he today?’


The tall woman with auburn hair in plaits answered. She was holding a long spear in one hand.


‘Same as he ever is, Emissary. He moans, he stinks the place up, he doesn’t like the food.’


‘Thank you, Gen. But remember, he is a creature of the island. We owe him our respect, whatever his mood.’


The woman called Gen blanched slightly, and nodded. ‘Of course, Emissary. Forgive me.’


Estenn ducked past the guards and walked down the low earth tunnel. There were oil lamps wedged into the soft dirt every ten feet or so, and she could smell their thick scent, along with the wild odour of Euriale’s dirt. And another, stranger smell. That was the Spinner.


At the bottom of the tunnel was a wide chamber, the ceiling festooned with tree roots pushing through from above. There was another guard down here, a girl of around fourteen, one of the children to be born within the group – a true child of Euriale. Estenn smiled to see her.


‘Not on patrol, Ivy?’


The girl stood up from where she was crouching, the huge shape of the Spinner rising behind her. ‘It is my honour to keep the Spinner company today, Emissary.’


‘I’ll take over from you for a short while. Get some air.’


Ivy nodded once and left without looking back. Estenn stood for a moment, looking at the shape crouched in the corner. It was big, the rounded top almost brushing the ceiling, and it was covered with blankets and bearskins. Only near the ground was there a gap, and through this stuck a long, spindly limb, ending in a curved hook. There were bristles lining the inner curve of the claw, and the skin that covered the limb was a glistening black. She could just make out the lower shard of a piece of the Spinner’s pearlescent armour, shimmering where it covered what she chose to call his leg, for want of a better word. As she watched the claw flexed in and out, almost beckoning, and the covering of blankets and furs shivered.


‘To what do I owe the pleasure, Estenn of Euriale?’


The voice was old, deep, and shivered inside her head like a tuning fork. Most of her people could not stand to hear it, and many of them hadn’t even seen the face it issued from. It didn’t make it any easier to take.


‘Can I not just pass the time with you, Spinner? You are happy enough to talk to Ivy.’


‘Time? How much time though? You have slipped free of time, Estenn, as you have slipped the bonds of sight.’ And then before she could respond, ‘Ivy is still young. If she left now, she might not become as warped by the island as you have.’


‘So you were telling her to leave? Dripping your poison into her ears?’


‘With what is coming, she will be safer if she left now. You all would.’ The Spinner made a brief, high-pitched humming noise. Estenn resisted the urge to cover her ears. ‘Euriale was not meant for human souls. The cradle of Ede is no place for mortals.’


‘So you keep saying.’ She took a few steps forward, watching as the limb drew closer to the main body of the Spinner. ‘I’ve come to talk to you about that, actually. There are ghosts walking the island, images of the same man, painted in blue light. They are everywhere, even walking the streets of Two-Birds. Do you know what they are?’


The great bulk of the Spinner shivered all over.


‘Signs and portents, ripples from the opening of the Eye.’ And then, more urgently, ‘You must let me go, do you not see? The cycle is starting again, and I must be there to birth it. I am the Spinner, it is my job, my purpose. New life will be beginning, in the heart of all-gods isle, and I must spin for it, I must ease its passage, it is dangerous for all, it is …’


Estenn sighed. The Spinner would do this often; become over excited, lose focus. She went over to the side of the chamber and picked up one of the lamps. Holding it out towards the blankets, she watched the claw flex convulsively.


‘You are burbling again. You know I do not appreciate that.’ She crouched, holding out the lamp so that the bright circle of heat and light fell directly on the exposed limb. ‘It has been a while since I burned you.’


The Spinner still made the high-pitched humming noise, but when he spoke again his voice was slower.


‘You play with things you cannot possibly understand, Emissary.’ He used her title without anger or irony. ‘The Eye of Euriale is opening, and those forces cannot be bent to a human will.’


Estenn grinned. ‘Are you so sure I am human?’


The Spinner was quiet for a moment. ‘The island has changed you,’ he said eventually, his voice oddly sad. ‘Given you life beyond your years, a strength that you should not have. You walk in its shadows and its secrets, but it comes with a price. You cannot see that any more, because it has broken your mind.’


She ignored that. The thing was always telling her she was mad. ‘The Twins have chosen me to be their weapon.’ She pressed her free hand to the tattoo at her neck. ‘And they have given me the gifts I need. I will do what is necessary.’


‘The last secrets are still hidden from you,’ said the Spinner, sounding defiant again. ‘There is that at least. I will not tell you, no matter what you do to me.’


‘Don’t be so sure about that.’ She rested the hot rim of the lamp against the bare skin of the Spinner’s leg, and the creature shrieked. There was a hiss and an alien stink. ‘There is a lot of you to hurt, and many more limbs we can cut off.’


The Spinner shivered and moaned, but said no more. After a moment, Estenn made her way back out of the tunnel.
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Nestled in the blue heart of Y’Gria’s Loss, Euriale grew on the horizon like an ink spot in water; dark, chaotic, wild. As the Poison Chalice drew closer, Sebastian could see tall black cliffs fringed with explosions of green foliage, trees festooned with vines and bursts of exotic blooms of all colours. Almost hidden underneath this broad stroke of riotous nature was a smaller example of the human sort: the pirate town of Two-Birds was a crowded collection of ships and buildings, cosily squeezed into the island’s natural bay. There were multitudes of flags, most of them black, and as they neared the port he could hear them snapping in the wind; a natural counterpoint to the cries of the gulls that wheeled overhead.


He was so absorbed in this spectacle of colour and activity that he didn’t notice Kellan standing next to him until the other man spoke.


‘Quite a sight, isn’t it?’


Sebastian turned to him. He didn’t like to be taken unawares, but his mind always seemed to be elsewhere lately. The captain’s first mate was standing with his arms crossed over his chest, an expression of benign amusement on his face. Despite the growing heat of the day, he still wore the elaborate vanbraces and gloves that Wydrin said were his particular affectation. Sebastian forced down the initial surge of irritation.


‘There are so many ships already at port,’ he said, gesturing to the confusion of wood and masts and flags that threatened to blot out the town entirely. ‘I’m not sure they have the room for us.’


Kellan nodded, still smiling. ‘Not to worry, they always find room for us somehow. The captain is not the sort of person you turn away from Two-Birds, not if you want to keep your lungs breathing easily in your chest.’


‘This isn’t the first time you’ve been here?’


‘Oh, not at all.’ Kellan grinned, a brief flash of white splitting his black beard. ‘We’re old hands here. And I don’t expect you’ll be a stranger here for long – your companion Wydrin is already planning on giving you a guided tour of all the taverns, one after the other, I believe. The captain wants to take on more supplies before we head on into the island, so you’ve plenty of time to nurse your head tomorrow.’


Sebastian winced despite himself. ‘Oh, good. Will you be joining us for the tour?’


Kellan smiled, and slapped Sebastian on the shoulder as if they were old friends. ‘Alas, I have other business on Two-Birds this evening. You will have to face that fate alone.’


Long after sunset, Sebastian found himself following Wydrin through the door of what she promised would be the last tavern of the evening, a place right up at the edge of the town, pressed against the looming curtain of the jungle. He had to hope she was telling the truth. His stomach felt as though it were building up for its own tropical storm.


Frith was leaning on the door frame with an expression that suggested he was concentrating very hard on something; possibly staying upright or not throwing up. He clasped his staff to his chest, fingers white at the knuckles. ‘How many taverns is this now?’ he said to Sebastian, his voice low and urgent. ‘What number are we on?’


‘Something in the upper-tens.’ Sebastian grimaced. It was hot in the tavern, and noisy, as they had all been so far. He could smell ale and cooking meat. His stomach cramped. ‘I lost count somewhere after The Blistered Coin.’


Frith nodded seriously, as if this were what he expected. ‘I hate pirates,’ he said, with feeling.


Ahead of them, Wydrin was already ordering at the bar, her voice cutting over the general hubbub. A harassed-looking woman with a kerchief holding her hair back was taking her order, already slamming tankards down onto the bar top. When they caught up, Sebastian held up one weary hand.


‘Do you have any food left? Anything at all would do, at this point.’


The woman raised an eyebrow at him. ‘We’ve still got some stew. Not as good as it used to be, not since I lost my last cook, but it’ll settle your stomach some.’ She disappeared through a door behind her, where Sebastian could just make out a stove and a cloud of steam.


‘Good call, Seb.’ Wydrin took a swig from her ale, before dragging over a couple of stools. ‘And for the Graces’ sake, Frith, sit down before you fall down.’


The young lord gave her a cool look before sliding onto the stool and propping his staff against the bar. ‘I don’t suppose this place serves wine?’


Wydrin ignored him. The serving woman came back, three bowls of hot stew balanced carefully on her arms. Sebastian took them gratefully, before passing her a handful of coins.


‘I’ve heard you do the best stew,’ said Wydrin, poking the surface with her spoon. ‘Best stew on Two-Birds up at The Blinkered Inn, is what I’ve heard.’


The woman frowned and fiddled with her kerchief. ‘Used to be. Chen was a pain in the arse, but he knew how to throw a bowl of grub together.’


‘What happened to him?’ asked Sebastian. Asking questions kept his mind off how the room was gently tilting back and forth like they were still at sea.


‘He went out back one night,’ the woman jerked a thumb over her shoulder, ‘and I think he went into the trees.’ She looked for a moment like she might say something more, but then she shrugged, having apparently reached the end of the story.


‘Into the trees?’ Sebastian took a slurp of the stew. It was hot and a touch too salty, but it wasn’t ale, and for that his stomach was grateful. ‘What happened to him then?’


To his surprise, the woman glared at him. ‘He went into the trees. Around here, that’s enough.’


With that she turned and bustled off up the other end of the bar. A man who was drinking next to them leaned over. A deep scar twisted its way down his face, turning his left eye white. He grinned at Sebastian, revealing a mouthful of brown teeth.


‘Not been to Two-Birds before, squire?’ The man looked them over, nodding to himself. ‘Nope, fresh meat, the lot of you.’ He peered at Wydrin a little closer, screwing up his good eye until it was nearly lost in a net of wrinkles. ‘’cept this one, maybe. Well, if you’d been here before, you’d know not to go into the trees. Euriale eats those that venture too far from the lights. Screaming Mad Chen, he went out for a walk, didn’t come back. Happens all the time.’


‘You mean people get lost?’


‘Oh no, squire. People gets taken. It’s a hungry island, this one. We live under the sufferance of a ravenous beast.’ He shifted in his seat, frowning at Wydrin now. ‘Don’t I know you, girl? You look awful familiar.’


‘You’ve probably met my mother,’ said Wydrin, looking tired for the first time that evening. ‘Devinia the Red, Terror of the Torrent, blah blah blah, pain in my arse.’


‘No, it’s you I’ve heard tell of.’ He jabbed at her exposed arm, where the inked sharks curled around her elbow. ‘Wydrin of Crosshaven, the Copper Cat.’ He looked up at all three of them. ‘The Black Feather Three. My brother sails up north – can’t be doing with it myself, too bloody cold – but at the end of this last crab season he came back with all sorts of tales. A mountain that got up and walked, an entire city of the dead.’ The man sniffed, his tobacco-coloured whiskers bristling. ‘And I’ve heard other stories too. That you were part of that mess at Sandshield. Dressed up like one of those Graceful Ladies, and sneaked a band of rival pirates right into Morgul the Biter’s treasure room. A bloody business. A lot of men and women died that night. Good and bad.’


Sebastian looked at Wydrin, watching carefully for her reaction. Her disastrous caper at Sandshield had happened while they were apart, and she very rarely spoke of it. Sebastian suspected she carried a significant weight of guilt over the lives needlessly lost there, and guilt was unusual for Wydrin. Eventually she sighed and leaned an elbow on the bar, one hand drifting closer to her dagger Frostling at her hip. ‘And do you have something you want to say to me about that, old man?’


With a prickle of unease, Sebastian realised that the rest of the tavern had gone eerily quiet. There was still a murmur of conversation, the occasional knock of glass against wood as people moved their drinks, but he could sense an alarming amount of focus on their small group. Wydrin had warned him about the tooth she had received, and had mentioned that possible danger was coming their way. At the time, he had barely taken notice. When wasn’t danger coming their way?


Before the old pirate could answer, Frith lurched forward, brandishing his staff. Tendrils of white light flickered up and down it like a miniature lightning storm.


‘If you do have something to say, you’d best say it to all of us,’ he said, scowling in a manner Sebastian found very familiar. ‘But beware of the consequences.’


He struck the staff on the ground and a small fireball, roughly the size of an orange, popped into existence in front of them. Frith gestured with the staff, and it floated towards the scarred man, bathing his face in light so intense that the old man cried out and turned away.


‘I didn’t mean anything by it!’ He stumbled back, half falling off his stool. ‘You’re all mad, the lot of you!’


‘Hoy!’ It was the woman behind the bar, her kerchief askew. ‘You can’t bring bloody fireworks in here, what are you playing at?’


Sebastian stood up, and touched Frith’s elbow. For a moment the young lord swayed on his feet, and then the fireball winked out of existence. ‘Wydrin, perhaps we should take our friend outside for a spell?’


They left via a side door, Wydrin’s arm around Frith’s waist. Outside there was barely any breeze at all, but it was still cooler than the tavern had been, and Sebastian took a long, slow breath. The jungle loomed off to their right, a curtain of darkness that felt too solid. Sebastian looked at it out of the corner of his eye, suddenly feeling an odd sense of superstitious dread. He was reminded of when he walked the Demon’s Throat as a young novice. There had been that same feeling of a greater presence, something bigger than you could imagine, watching you in the dark.


He looked away, and tugged at his beard. How much ale had he had? With what they’d all seen, it wasn’t that surprising that he was jumping at shadows.


‘Here, sit down for a bit.’ Wydrin led Frith over to the low stone wall that marked the perimeter of the tavern. ‘Really, I thought you lordly types would be able to handle more ale. I mean, don’t you spend half your time drinking wine out of silver goblets? Watered wine with breakfast, mead with dinner, iced wine with supper—’


‘Wydrin, if you say wine one more time,’ Frith held up one hand, his fingers trembling slightly, ‘I am going to make a mess on your boots.’


‘Perhaps I should go back in and bring out the stew.’


‘Why are we here, Wydrin?’ Sebastian turned back to them. He could still feel the trees at his back. ‘What has brought us here, of all places?’


Wydrin looked up at him, pausing in the act of rubbing Frith’s back. Despite how much she’d had to drink, how much they’d all had to drink, Sebastian could see caution in her eyes. It was one of the tricks of the Copper Cat – she was never quite as drunk as you thought she was.


‘You know why we’re here, Seb. We’re the Black Feather Three, seeking out adventure, coin, stories to tell around the tavern table.’ She waved a hand, half smiling. ‘This is exactly the sort of place we’d end up.’


Sebastian shook his head. ‘And it doesn’t have anything to do with proving something to your mother?’


Wydrin’s eyebrows shot up at that, and even Frith shifted in his seat on the wall. ‘Look, we’ve all had a few pints, so maybe we should just—’


‘We keep throwing ourselves at ludicrous situations, again and again. Haven’t we done enough damage? Haven’t we caused enough trouble?’ The world was spinning again – Sebastian squeezed his eyes shut, urging everything to keep still. ‘The people we’ve hurt, the lives lost because of us. And here we are again, on a cursed island. We should go home, or at least start trying to find one. You two should be enjoying the time you have together, not looking for more inventive ways to get yourselves killed.’


Wydrin stood up, her fists clenched at her sides. ‘So we should go back to Crosshaven, where you can spend your days fiddling the scale fights and drinking yourself into a stupor? That’s a much better plan.’


Sebastian frowned. ‘How do you know I’m scamming the scale fights?’


‘Oh please, your name is mud all over the Marrow Market!’ Wydrin threw her hands up into the air. ‘We had to get you away from there, if nothing else. I’m not blind, Seb, I know something is wrong. This is like the demon all over again – too proud to admit your mistakes!’


‘This coming from you!’ Sebastian could feel his voice rising, but could do nothing to stop it. ‘The queen of reckless decisions, the mistress of questionable behaviour!’


Frith laughed, and they both looked at him in surprise. He covered his mouth, shaking his head, before something behind them both caught his eye. The young lord sat up, his features suddenly much more sober. ‘What is that?’


Sebastian turned to see a shimmering figure of blue light emerging from the trees at the edge of the woods. It was tall and broad shouldered, dressed in robes and chainmail, although the light was too bright to make out the features of its face. The figure passed them slowly, making not a sound at all.


‘Augusta said this place was riddled with ghosts,’ whispered Wydrin. ‘I can’t believe the old baggage was right for once.’


Sebastian opened his mouth to answer, and found he could not. The sight of the pale-blue figure had stilled him, thrown a hook in his heart and captured it. There was something about it that was deeply familiar and deeply alien at the same time. He remembered seeing the wyverns for the first time, feeling that silver thread thrumming in time with his own soul – but this was no dragon, and as far as he could tell, no dragon-kin. So what was it?


The figure continued on down the cobbled path towards the centre of Two-Birds, and then, before it reached the lamps on the next street, it faded, then vanished. When he closed his eyes, he could still see the faint imprint of it, haunting the inside of his eyelids.


Wydrin put a hand on his shoulder, the tension in her voice now replaced with concern. ‘Seb? Are you all right?’


For a moment it was difficult to think. He swallowed hard, and nodded. ‘I believe so. Although I’ve completely forgotten what we were talking about.’
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Wydrin rose early the next morning, a fat slice of sunshine cutting through the slats, laying a warm hand across her forehead. She expected to find Frith asleep next to her, in the deep death-like sleep of the horribly drunk and soon to be hungover, but the narrow space next to her was empty, and after a moment she heard a splash from the small room next to the main chamber. Slipping out of bed, she padded across the floor, moving silently out of habit.


Frith was standing next to the big washbasin, pressing a wet piece of cloth to his forehead, rivulets of water running down his face. His white hair was damp, and sticking up in all directions. She paused by the door frame, taking a moment to admire the taut muscles of his stomach, the sharp angle of his shoulders. The light coming through the slats lay across his brown skin like bands of gold, and Wydrin experienced the odd tightening of the chest she often felt when she and Frith were alone together these days. There had been other men, of course, men with whom she had spent pleasant evenings and memorable afternoons, but being with Frith made her fingers itch for her daggers, filled her with an indefinable need to fight, to protect. She remembered how Xinian had mocked her – a fool willing to die for love, but not to live for it. She supposed this was living for love, and in truth it made her uneasy. It was dangerous and exposed, like walking a taut rope over a great drop.


‘If I were an assassin, I could have killed you eight times over by now.’


Frith turned at the sound of her voice. There were dark circles under his eyes but he smiled at her wanly. ‘I seriously doubt that. I have the Copper Cat in the other room, watching my back.’


‘I’m certainly watching something.’


She came into the room and saw his staff propped against the wall. It was never far from him. Seeing the direction of her glance, Frith’s face grew serious again. He was never far from that, either. ‘I get the impression your mother is more interested in the staff than me.’


She gave him her best filthy look. ‘Like mother, like daughter.’


He shook his head at her, almost laughing but not quite. He threw the piece of cloth back in the basin. ‘It’s dangerous, Wydrin. I feel that now more than ever.’ He crossed the room to the staff and briefly rested his fingers against it. ‘Storing what Edenier I could in the staff seemed like a good idea at the time – the idea of a desperate man – but it haunts me now.’


Wydrin crossed her arms. ‘Selsye made the staff, and I’ve no doubt she was a decent sort. She wasn’t Joah. She wasn’t anything like Joah, and never could be.’


Frith’s lips thinned at the mention of the rogue mage’s name. ‘No, she wasn’t like him, but I was.’


‘Frith—’


‘The Edenier trap. I finished it when Joah Demonsworn couldn’t.’ He turned towards her, but his eyes were glassy now, staring off at something she couldn’t see. ‘I spilled blood for it. I killed a man, for no other reason than the pursuit of power. One in a long line of terrible things I have done.’


‘It’s not the staff that haunts you, it’s that demon-tainted mage bastard.’ Wydrin stepped lightly from one foot to another, feeling herself getting angry and knowing it was foolish. The man was dead. She had cut his head from his shoulders with her own blade. ‘We’ve all done things we regret.’ Unbidden, Sandshield appeared before her, fire pouring out of the doors, men and women with their heads burning like torches. She hadn’t meant it to end like that, but when had good intentions ever stopped terrible things happening? ‘What happened at Skaldshollow, we have to put it behind us – you, me, and Sebastian.’


He came back to her then, his grey eyes finding hers. Instead of the fire at Sandshield she remembered standing in his castle on the day before they went chasing the dragon, the pad of his thumb brushing the underside of her wrist.


‘We don’t have to forget everything that happened in that cold place,’ she said. ‘I have a couple of good memories, at least.’ Wydrin stepped up and kissed him, sliding the flat of her hand over the smooth skin of his back. No scars now, thanks to the deal she’d made with the demon Bezcavar. No visible scars, anyway. ‘You stink,’ she said, when they broke apart. ‘Do you want some breakfast?’


Outside the air had been washed clean and the cobbles under her boots were damp. The rain had moved on, but Wydrin could smell it still in the air, mixed with sea salt and the wild, thorny scent of the jungle that crouched behind Two-Birds. She had left Frith up in their room, still trying to wash away the scent of stale wine, and she had it in mind to wander down to the western part of the pirate town, where she dimly remembered the best eateries to be.


When she had been small, Devinia had brought her to Two-Birds a number of times. It had been one of Wydrin’s favourite places to visit, so full of noise and colour and very much like her home of Crosshaven, and yet not quite. Whereas Crosshaven was as old and as ingrained as the stones it perched upon, there was a fragility to Two-Birds, a dangerous sense that the town could be gone again at any moment, either wiped away by a storm, or raided by a bigger gang of criminals. She remembered how the rain would come in like a grey curtain, solid and loud, roaring across the ocean and dousing the small town in minutes. She remembered storms that howled and crashed waves up the small cobbled streets – people had been washed away and lost – and long days of blistering heat that had left her too hot to move, sprawled on the deck of her mother’s ship with a huge palm leaf over her head for shade, or drinking iced wine with her feet dangling over the side of the pier. Always, Augusta had had her beady eye on her, warning young Wydrin not to venture beyond the borders of the town, and for once she had listened. You had to be a fool not to recognise the danger of Euriale. It was not a place for children to go wandering.


And now we’re sailing right into the bloody middle of it.


She followed the winding street downwards, passing ramshackle houses, warehouses, taverns and butchers. It was like any busy town, with men and women heading here and there on their daily business, except there were more scars on display, more missing eyes and absent limbs. Life on the sea was hard; hard enough for retirement on an island like Euriale to seem like a good deal.


Walking on she came to a small market square. Across the wet stones there was a tall wooden building painted white, complete with a bell tower and a giant rusted bell. There was a pair of red doors at ground level, with a great grinning skull painted across them. This was the home of the current mayor of Two-Birds; once a year the pirate captains would goad themselves into a rough sort of democracy, voting for one of their number to be the official head of the pirate town. Devinia had told her more than once that it meant very little – who could really be said to be in charge of such a bunch? And who could possibly enforce their wishes? But it was a figurehead position, someone to look to when an official word was wanted, when someone was needed to blame. Wydrin privately suspected that the reason Devinia dismissed the title was because she herself had yet to win it.


Pausing in the centre of the square, her quest for food quite forgotten, Wydrin tried to remember who held the position currently. Lamefoot Jameson? Edgar ‘The Fury’ Sims? Around her men and women were setting up their stalls for the day, heaving stolen goods out of sacks and giving them a spit polish. Then, as if she had summoned the figure by thinking about it, the red doors of the Mayoral Tower opened, and a tall, broad-shouldered woman stepped out into the morning light. She wore a long leather great coat, stained and scuffed with use, and leather boots that looked equally battered. Her hair was short, so blond it was almost white, and she had a high forehead, so that her hair seemed to be straining backwards from her face. There was a wide slash of red greasepaint across her mouth, an affectation that reportedly caused the crews of the ships she attacked to run in fear; when she bellowed her war cry, it almost looked as though her head were splitting in two. Wydrin was familiar with the effect, as she was familiar with the woman who employed it. Inwardly, she sighed. Ristanov the Banshee was a well-known rival of her mother’s, and likely the last person she wanted to see as mayor, but there was the thick golden chain around her neck with the fat golden skull pendant dangling from it. No one ever said pirates were subtle.


There was movement behind the tall woman and another figure stepped out into the daylight. This one Wydrin recognised straight away; Kellan still wore his tattered vanbraces, and he looked like he’d had a late night. Wydrin had been ready to walk away, eager to put some space between herself and the Banshee, but this was too curious not to question.


‘Hoy!’ She waved at them and jogged over before either of them had a chance to depart. ‘I was looking to get some breakfast, Kellan. Any suggestions?’


Kellan looked faintly pained, while Ristanov placed her hands on her hips. ‘Ah, Wydrin, you’re up and about early,’ he said. He fiddled with one of the rags tied around his left arm, and then shrugged. ‘Should be easy enough to find food around here.’ Wydrin said nothing, simply beaming up at the pair of them with a carefully innocent expression. After a moment, Kellan cleared his throat. ‘I take it you know Carlita Ristanov, also known as the Banshee, current mayor of Two-Birds?’


Wydrin grinned a little wider. ‘I do believe we’ve never actually met.’


‘Devinia’s whelp,’ rumbled the Banshee. She had a low, throaty voice, still thickly accented from her native Bararia. ‘Not the one that calls himself the Crimson Scar. The other one.’ Ristanov peered down at Wydrin. Her eyes were so pale a blue they were almost colourless.


‘Congratulations on making it as mayor.’ Wydrin nodded seriously, trying to convey how deeply impressed she was that the Banshee had managed it. She watched with pleasure as the taller woman’s mouth turned down at the corners. ‘That is quite the achievement.’


‘It is a vote, as well you know,’ said Ristanov. ‘The captain that is considered most capable, yes.’


‘You must be very proud.’


Kellan took a slight step forward, almost coming between the two of them, but not quite. ‘Did you want something at the Mayoral Tower, Wydrin?’


‘Not especially. Did you?’


Kellan grinned. ‘Just updating our records, making sure your mother’s acquisition of the Poison Chalice has been recognised. We don’t want anyone turning up later to argue about it.’


Wydrin tipped her head to one side. It was true that there were ledgers in the Mayoral Tower, a rough history of the pirates affiliated with the island. It was up to each captain how often they updated their own records.


‘Your mother caused some ripples when she took Tom Dogget’s ship as her own,’ Ristanov sneered, distorting the slash of red greasepaint. ‘Even pirates have a code, yes.’


Kellan laid a hand heavily on Wydrin’s shoulder. ‘True enough. Well now, shall we find ourselves some breakfast, Copper Cat of Crosshaven?’


For a moment Wydrin wanted to argue the point further – it would, in many ways, be a fine start to the morning to draw her sword against this woman – but she had long since been out of pirate politics, and had no real desire to get involved again. She shook Kellan’s hand off and sketched the Banshee a brief bow. ‘Absolutely. If I stand here too long I shall get a sour stomach.’


When Wydrin and Kellan were across the square and down a side street, Kellan gave her a sidelong look. He was smiling a little ruefully.


‘I take it from that little exchange that you know about the history between the Banshee and your mother, then?’


Wydrin nodded. Ahead of them she could see an open hut where a man was roasting chickens on a spit. They were glistening and fat, and the smell of cooked meat and butter wafted up the alley. Her stomach growled.


‘I know that four years ago Devinia was in the midst of taking a fat little trading schooner out on the edge of Emmet’s Bay when Ristanov the Screecher came out of nowhere to put a hole in the side of my mum’s ship, and in the resulting chaos made off with the goods. And then, six months later, my mum caught up with her north of Onwai and returned the favour.’


‘And so it has been going on ever since,’ said Kellan. He did not sound concerned. ‘Banshee isn’t liked by many, but she is respected. Which is why she’s the mayor now, as much as your mum doesn’t like it.’


‘Hey, you want one of those chickens?’


For the first time Kellan looked pained. ‘I don’t eat meat.’


Wydrin raised her eyebrows at that. ‘A pirate who doesn’t eat meat? No salted pork rations for you?’


‘It’s the smell,’ he said shortly, and then turned away as she bought one of the hot roasted chickens, wrapped in brown paper.


‘It doesn’t bother you then,’ she asked as they made their way back up the alley, ‘that Devinia’s worst enemy is the mayor of Two-Birds now? It doesn’t strike you as a problem?’


‘Not a problem as such. An opportunity, maybe. You know what pirates are like, kid. When do they ever like each other? Two-Birds is like throwing a bunch of angry tomcats in a crate and doing a little dance on top. It’s all one-upmanship, a big group of show-offs competing to be the biggest show-off. And now your mother has the biggest ship of them all.’


‘One big pissing contest,’ agreed Wydrin absently, passing the parcel of food from one hand to the other. The butter was burning her fingers. ‘Is this what this is all about? The Banshee is lording it up over Two-Birds so Mum turns up and prepares to explore the inner heart of Euriale, supposedly an impossibly dangerous task. Do you know where she got this latest map, by the way?’


Kellan turned to her, and for a moment the look he gave her was too avid. She frowned slightly.


‘Sad to say, I don’t know all of your mother’s secrets, Wydrin of Crosshaven.’


Kellan seemed distinctly unworried by Devinia’s plans, and by the potential for trouble posed by Ristanov’s presence, so much so that Wydrin had to wonder if he truly understood the dangers of either. However, Kellan was Devinia’s first mate, and Wydrin had never known her mother not to choose the shrewdest of her crew for that role. He might look like a grease-covered idiot, but she knew there would be more to him than that.


‘I’ve got a hungry mage to feed. I’ll see you on deck, Kellan.’
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The moon was rising over an ocean of deepest indigo when Frith finally emerged from the leather worker’s shop, his coin purse significantly lighter but his boots, his belt, and the special sword-strap he’d had made to carry the staff across his back, all oiled and in fine order. It had been a lot of work and on short notice, but the woman who’d served him had been unperturbed, apparently well used to unusual jobs late in the evening. Now Frith stood on the doorstep, looking down across crowded roofs to the sea below. The rains of earlier had cleared swiftly, just as Wydrin had said they would, and now the night sky was a hectic explosion of stars.


He turned to head further up the hill, the staff held comfortably in his right hand. Frith liked to carry it when he could, using it like a walking stick of sorts – the gods knew he’d had experience of using such – as it meant the Edenier was always at hand, with only a thought needed to summon it. This was the closest he could get to the power he had once wielded, when the magic had churned in his chest. Now there was a silence inside him, the raw magic replaced by a tumult of knowledge and images – knowledge gifted to him by the mad mage Joah Demonsworn. The only Edenier he had access to now was stored in the staff, ready to do his bidding but forever one step removed. He took a slow breath, reminding himself that without the genius of the Edeian-crafting mage Selsye, a thousand years dead, he wouldn’t even have that.


Two-Birds was particularly busy at this time of night, the scent of alcohol and cooking food everywhere. He was eager to get back to their rooms, to spend one more night of relative peace with Wydrin before their adventures moved them on elsewhere, but as he crossed the small market square his eye fell on a stall full of cunning little daggers, their shining surfaces like liquid silver under the lamps. On an impulse he moved closer, catching the attention of the vendor, a short dark-skinned man with a string of pearls around his neck.


‘Can I help you, sir?’ he asked. His voice was soft and his expression grave. ‘I was just about to pack up for the night, but always glad to have one more customer.’


‘Yes, I … I’m not sure.’ Frith looked over the man’s wares, frowning slightly. ‘Give me a moment.’


The man nodded to him, and began to fold up the cloth hung over the back of his stall. When Frith remained quiet, the man began to pack away the knives and daggers, but at that moment a flash of light like the moon on water caught Frith’s eye. He held up his hand. ‘Let me look at this.’ He picked up the knife. It was short and wide, and its fat handle was made of smooth dark wood. Embedded into it was a piece of mother-of-pearl, carved into the shape of a shark. The blade itself was sharp enough, and curved on one side. ‘How much for this knife?’


The seller looked up at him, a considering expression on his face. ‘It’s not for you, I’m guessing?’


Frith scowled slightly. ‘How could you know that?’


The man shrugged, and pointed. ‘Guessing by the brooch at your neck and the arms sewn on your cloak, sir, you prefer a griffin or a tree motif.’


Frith blinked, surprised despite himself. ‘You are quite correct.’


‘For a dear friend then, I’m thinking. A lover, even.’


All at once Frith remembered buying silver trinkets outside the Storm Gates. The vendor had asked him if they were for his sweetheart, when at the time he had thought Wydrin dead. A familiar sick feeling washed through his guts.


‘I don’t have time to haggle. Just tell me your price.’


The man relented, holding his hands out in a gesture of peace. ‘For you, sir, two silver bits. It’s a fine knife, I think you’ll agree.’


Without saying any more, Frith passed the man the coins and took the knife, wrapping it carefully in a scrap of offered fabric before slipping it into the bag at his belt. He was glad he’d found it, but the whole conversation had dredged up memories of the Desert of Bones and his time there – his desperate grief for Wydrin, and the man he had killed to power the Edenier trap – and now his evening felt soured. He was still brooding over it as he left the market square to head further uphill, cutting through side streets to avoid the main crowds, and perhaps that was why he failed to notice the three figures that followed him down one particular dark alley. His first clue that anything was amiss was a throaty chuckle from directly behind him.


‘In a hurry are you, lordling?’


Frith spun around, belatedly taking in his surroundings. There were three men behind him, their faces partially hidden in the poor light, although one of them, a man with a ragged scar dividing his face, looked familiar. ‘What do you want?’


‘What does anyone want?’ said the fattest one. He was bald, the light of the moon casting a ghostly silver coin on his shining head. ‘Job security, a warm hearth, a sense of peace in one’s life—’


‘Shut up,’ snapped the one with the scar. ‘We know you, you posh bastard. Lording it up in The Blinkered Inn. And we also happen to know that that thing you’re carrying is worth a few bob.’


‘This?’ Frith gestured with the staff. He could feel a familiar quickening in his chest – not the Edenier any more, only his own growing rage.


‘The stories have reached us, even out here in the arse-end of Y’Gria’s Loss.’ This was the third man. He had lank hair hanging in his face, and had produced a dagger. He was weaving it back and forth in front of him, as if already carving flesh. ‘The Black Feather Three, the Copper Cat and her pet mage. A mage’s staff has got to be worth something, that’s what we reckon.’


Frith nodded. He gripped the staff with both hands now, and the magic was licking at his palms, eager to be free. ‘By all means,’ he said, ‘you are quite welcome to try and take it from me.’


The fat one and the one with the knife charged him, apparently hoping to simply knock him to the ground. Frith pictured the mages’ word for Force, imagining it flying from his mind to the Edenier trapped inside the staff, and almost instantly his fingers tingled. A wave of faint purple light burst from the staff lengthwise, catching both men across the stomach and throwing them back up the alley. Frith heard the twin oofs as the breath was knocked from them, and he savoured the fierce burst of satisfaction. Without giving them a second to recover he pictured the word for Ice and sent a cone of glittering white brilliance up the alley that welded their boots to the cobbles. The other man, the one with the scar, had hung back against the wall. Of course, reflected Frith, this one had seen him use the staff in the tavern, and knew it was no mummer’s trick.


The thief looked frightened now, and he was scrambling backwards, his comrades both moaning on the ground. Frith turned quickly, meaning to swing the staff in a one-handed arc to give the thief a good crack on the skull, when something connected solidly with the back of his own head.


Black stars burst in front of his eyes and he staggered, dropping the staff and falling almost to his knees. Inwardly, he cursed himself – he’d been concentrating on the men in front of him, not listening for footsteps in the alley behind him – Wydrin was always telling him he was no street brawler. A big man with a club in his hand stepped past him and snatched up the staff before Frith could react. He was covered in bristly black hair, his beard swamping the lower half of his head like a thistle. Frith touched a hand to the back of his head: no blood, but it was difficult to focus.


‘Oh no, I think I get to play with it first.’ The staff looked like a toothpick in the bearded man’s meaty hands. He shook it at Frith, then looked aggrieved when nothing happened. Wincing, Frith climbed to his feet.


‘Don’t mess about with that!’ snapped the one with the scar. ‘You might scratch it, and those things fetch more when they’re perfect.’


‘I just want to try it out.’ The bearded one swung it again, poking at the air. The parts of his face that Frith could see were turning red. ‘How come it’s not working? I want to make ice like he did.’


‘You are a fool,’ said Frith in a low voice. ‘You think such knowledge is for everyone? The Edenier is art, poetry. Power.’ Frith blinked. His head was throbbing. ‘You are like a bear holding a lute.’


‘What’re you talking about?’ The bearded man screwed up his face in confusion. ‘He’s bloody mad, this one.’


‘Here, let me show you.’ Frith reached out and placed his hand flat on the staff. The magic inside sang, and he fed it the word for fire. Bright coppery flames erupted from the other end, blasting the bearded man directly in the face. For a moment the alley was filled with orange light, and the man fell back screaming, his head ablaze. Deftly, Frith snatched the staff from his arms as he collapsed, before spinning back and sending a wave of ice towards the scarred man, welding him to the wall up to his neck.
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