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‘This will be the last time I ask you. What have you done with the children?’


Grenly looked up at her, and there were tears streaming down his grizzled cheek. ‘Done? We ain’t done nothin’, and that’s the problem. First the navy came and took all our boys into conscript. We did nothing. Then not two days ago, a biomancer came and took all our girls. And still we did nothing.’ His fists were clenched and his whole body shook with suppressed rage. ‘My own Kapany. That monster in white took her and God knows what he will do with her. And when he loaded them all up on his ship, he left behind a chest of money as recompense. Like any amount of money could replace my sweet little Kapany.’ The man was openly weeping now, his breath hissing through clenched yellow teeth.


‘Two days?’ asked Hope, the ice in her stomach softening. ‘Where was it heading?’


‘What?’ Grenly blinked back tears, looking bewildered by her question.


‘It would help if I knew the direction the ship was heading. And if you can remember, the number of masts and guns as well.’


Grenly frowned. ‘But why?’


‘So that we can run it down and free your daughters,’ said Hope.


‘But … didn’t you hear me?’ he asked. ‘There’s a biomancer on board that ship.’


‘This here is Dire Bane you’re talking to,’ Filler said quietly. ‘And there ain’t a biomancer alive can scare her.’
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PART ONE






It is neither fate nor chance alone that controls our destiny. Rather, it is the clash of those two terrible powers that gives violent and savage birth to our lives, and our legacy.


And what of choice? I have never seen compelling proof that it makes the slightest difference.


—from the secret writings
of the Dark Mage
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It wasn’t Brice Vaderton’s first tour of duty, but it felt near enough, because this was his first time captaining an imperial frigate. The Guardian was a newly constructed, three-masted, square-rigged warship with forty-two cannons. It was half again as large as his last ship, and with twice the firepower.


Captain Vaderton’s quarters were big enough to hold a desk, a full-sized bunk, and a sofa. Had he been married, it would have been spacious enough to bring a wife. The cabin was positioned in the stern beneath the raised poop deck. It had several large portholes that offered a view of bright, cloudless blue skies and rippling dark green water as far as the eye could see. They’d had uncommonly good weather for the western edge of the empire, especially this time of year. As late summer gave way to fall, this region was usually raked with sudden, capricious blusters and sheets of icy rain. Instead, they’d had clear skies and a steady, manageable wind. Vaderton didn’t expect it to last, but he’d run with it as long as he could.


The captain sat at his desk, catching up on his logbooks. He was meticulous in his record keeping, something his superiors told him was one of the reasons they felt confident entrusting him with one of the greatest ships in the empire, despite his age. Vaderton had just celebrated his fortieth year and was now the youngest officer to be given command of an imperial war frigate. He intended to prove that their trust in him was not misplaced. As part of the grand imperial inspection, his orders were to sail down the western edge of the empire until he reached the straights that separated the Southern Isles from the rest of the empire, then head east to Vance Post. Along the way, he was to stop in all ports of call, partly to gather the annual census reports, and partly to show the new, resplendent might of the imperial navy. As simple as this tour was, Vaderton intended to do it by the book, no exceptions.


He checked his watch. Nine o’clock. Time for his mid-morning deck inspection. He stood and pulled on his heavy white coat. Despite the late-summer heat that still hung in the air, he liked the weight of it. The stiffness of the gold brocade in the front and the gold epaulets on his shoulders made him feel as if he was protected by the might of the entire imperial navy. He smoothed back his short, navy regulation-cut brown hair, then took his captain’s hat, also white with gold detail, and placed it securely on his head. He’d seen other captains wear their hat tilted back on the head. It cut a dashing figure, but it was terribly impractical. The first big gust of wind would fling it out to sea. Back at the academy, some of his classmates had teased him about obsessing over such minor details. However, none of them had yet been given command of a frigate, so he felt confident that his was the correct course.


Vaderton opened the door and stepped out onto the quarterdeck.


‘Captain on deck!’ called Midshipman Kellert.


Anyone on deck who could stop what they were doing did so, and gave Captain Vaderton a sharp salute. Only a month at sea, and they were already shaping up to be a fine crew. Counting the cannoneers, the Guardian had approximately two hundred crew, more than three times the number of his last ship. In the past, he’d always made a point of learning every name. That was impossible now, but as he scanned the deck, he gave them each a moment of eye contact. It was as important to acknowledge good behavior as it was to punish bad.


‘Take your ease,’ he said gravely, and they went back to their tasks. He turned to Kellert, who looked smart in his own white imperial officer’s jacket. That had been a point of contention between them when they first set out. By nature, Kellert was a slovenly, unkempt sort. Vaderton had suggested that if Kellert didn’t wish to look like a proper officer, he was welcome to the less-formal accommodations of the crew. A few nights sleeping in a hammock and eating with the men had straightened him out. One of Vaderton’s responsibilities was to groom his officers to one day serve the empire as a captain on their own ship. He took that duty as seriously as any other.


‘Report, Mr. Kellert,’ he said as he scanned the deck, watching the men work.


‘All clear, Captain.’ Kellert gave a slight smile and said, ‘Well, except the ghost ship.’


Captain Vaderton did not return the smile. ‘What do you mean by “ghost ship,” Mr. Kellert?’


‘Oh, it’s nothing, sir. Young Jillen, who takes the night watch in the crow’s nest, thought he saw a ship in the distance a little before sunrise. But when he called down to me, I couldn’t see anything with the glass. He’d probably just been dozing off for a minute, but the men started teasing him that he’d seen a ghost ship. You know, to frighten the poor boy.’


‘He still maintains that he saw a ship?’ Captain Vaderton asked.


Kellert looked a little uncomfortable now. ‘I suppose, sir.’


‘You suppose? Did you not question him further? Perhaps for details on this ship he saw?’


‘The boy’s only twelve years old. It could have been anything, sir.’ Kellert was beginning to look nervous.


‘Anything includes pirates, Mr. Kellert.’


Kellert blanched. ‘Yes, sir. Would you like me to question him now?’


‘Send him to me. I will question him myself.’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Kellert meekly.


Captain Vaderton nodded, then watched the midshipman hurry off. He decided his charge still had a long way before him.


Vaderton walked unhurriedly across the quarterdeck, then down to the main deck. As he went, he watched the crew move around him with tight precision. It made him marvel that these men – none of them interesting or remarkable on their own – could be combined to perform the daunting task of sailing one of the most powerful ships in the empire.


He climbed the short ladder up to the forecastle, where he stood and looked out across the rippling green water to where it met the smooth blue sky on the horizon. In general, Captain Vaderton kept his thoughts and feelings close. But the sight of the open sea before him and the smell of salt wind in his lungs always softened his grip, if only a little.


‘You wanted to see me, sir?’ asked a light voice.


Captain Vaderton turned and regarded Jillen. The boy was an odd one, which was probably why Vaderton remembered him. He was uncommonly short and slight of build, even for one so young. He spoke with the slurring cadence of someone born to the slums of New Laven, but he was surprisingly intelligent for such humble beginnings. Vaderton had even noticed him examining books and notes, as if he had some rudimentary knowledge of letters.


‘Mr. Kellert informs me that you saw something on midnight watch?’ he asked the boy.


‘I did, sir. Off the port stern. Looked like a ship, sir.’


‘Can you describe this ship?’


‘Two masts crowded with sail. Heading toward us. And it didn’t have any imperial flags. Least, none that I could see.’


‘And did you report this to Mr. Kellert?’


‘I did, sir.’


‘And he didn’t think it worth bringing to my immediate attention?’


‘As I understand it, sir, he thought I must have dreamed it. Because by the time he took a look, it had disappeared.’


‘A disappearing ship? That is your report?’ Vaderton asked gravely.


‘I suppose so, sir.’ Jillen gave the captain a nervous look. ‘I know it sounds slippy, but that’s what I saw. Sir.’


Captain Vaderton understood why Kellert had not been eager to report this. The midshipman thought it impossible. Vaderton might have made the same mistake himself when he was younger. But if the last few years had taught him anything, it was never to count on something being impossible.


‘Young Mr. Jillen,’ said the captain. ‘Tell me what a ship is.’


‘Sir?’ Jillen seemed even more nervous, his eyes darting around like he was looking for an escape.


‘You’re not in trouble, boy,’ said the captain. ‘Just tell me, in plain words, what you think constitutes a ship.’


‘It’s a wooden vessel that floats and has sails that catch the wind to make it go.’


Captain Vaderton nodded. ‘Not bad. But a ship is more than the vessel. It’s also the people on it. They are a part of the ship as well. Each has his job, which he must carry out for the good of the whole. If any of those parts stops working, the entire ship suffers.’


‘Like bees,’ said Jillen.


‘Bees?’ asked Vaderton, caught off guard.


‘Sure, it takes hundreds of bees to make a beehive and keep it going. Each bee has his or her job. The queen bee is in charge, but even she has a job to do. That’s how a hive works.’ Jillen beamed up at him, then added, ‘Sir.’


‘Yes,’ said Vaderton, wondering at how this New Laven street urchin could have such knowledge. ‘And do any of the bees ever decide that perhaps they won’t perform all their duties and hope the queen won’t notice or mind?’


‘Of course not, sir. If the bees stop working, the whole hive might die.’


‘Indeed,’ said Vaderton. ‘What if a person on a ship decided not to perform all his duties? Let us say he took it upon himself to determine if something was possible or not, instead of bringing it to the captain for him to decide. That crew member might well put the entire ship in jeopardy.’


Jillen’s eyes went wide. ‘But, Captain, I told—’


Captain Vaderton raised his hand and Jillen immediately went silent. Smart boy. ‘As I said before, young Mr. Jillen, you are not in trouble. But I want you to keep what I have said fixed firmly in your mind while you witness Midshipman Kellert receive ten lashes.’


‘Y-yes, sir,’ said Jillen, looking no less frightened.


All hands were called to witness Kellert receive his lashes at midday. The sun blazed brightly overhead, gleaming off the blood and sweat that ran down the midshipman’s back as he clung to the mainmast. No doubt some of the men thought the captain too harsh, especially Kellert’s fellow officers, who tended to think themselves above such punishment. But by such a public show, the captain made it clear that he would tolerate no shoddy work, be they crew or officers. Furthermore, this lesson also benefited Kellert. For all its great ships and fierce fighting men, it was the iron resolve of the officer class that kept the imperial navy afloat. And it was Captain Vaderton’s solemn duty to make sure that the captains of the future were just as resilient and exacting, tempered by the fires of experience and discipline so that they had iron wills of their own.


Captain Vaderton took no pleasure in it, though. In fact, he was pleased to note that Kellert didn’t cry out. Even as he was led away to the officers’ quarters to recover, Kellert walked steadily, back straight, head high. He might not be the most reliable officer, but at least he could take a beating.


Once the ordeal was over, and the men sent back to their posts, Captain Vaderton set a double watch at all hours, with orders to report anything they saw, no matter how minor or strange, directly to him. Then he took a turn at the helm. It wasn’t necessary, of course. The Guardian had several helmsmen. But Captain Vaderton liked the feel of the hard wooden wheel in his hands now and then, especially after performing some of his more distasteful duties. The late afternoon sun sent sparkles skittering across the white-flecked sea. He took in a slow breath and allowed himself to savor the steady pull of the wheel against his hands – the surge of the ocean itself. To his mind, there was nothing more grand in all the world.


Gradually, Captain Vaderton became aware of a presence standing respectfully nearby.


‘Mr. Jillen,’ he said. ‘Something on your mind?’


‘Begging your pardon, Captain.’ Jillen squinted up at him in the hard sun.


There was something almost pretty about the boy’s delicate features. Vaderton knew if the boy didn’t toughen up, his peers would soon be giving him hells. But it was not Vaderton’s duty to instruct the regular crew. That was the bosun’s responsibility. So Vaderton said nothing about it. ‘Out with it, Mr. Jillen. You’ve already disturbed my serene repose.’


‘Well, sir.’ Jillen looked up at him earnestly. ‘I just wanted to know what you think it was I saw. The disappearing ship, I mean.’


‘I don’t know,’ said the captain. ‘But there are stranger things in this world than ships that seem to vanish, I can assure you. I have seen weather that gave no warning. I have seen oarfish the length of this deck. And once, off in the distance, I saw a giant ship encased in metal.’


‘A ship of metal, sir? How did it not sink?’


‘Perhaps some sailing art not yet known to us. Perhaps by biomancery.’


‘Biomancers, sir?’ Jillen hesitated for a moment. ‘The men say you know one, sir. A biomancer, I mean. Is it true?’


‘I’m not sure any normal man can know a biomancer. But I did serve one for a time, and he was pleased with my service.’ Vaderton knew that many of his peers whispered that this was the real reason he had been given a frigate at such a young age. The favor of biomancers held sway in both the navy and the imperial court.


‘Are they really sorcerers, sir?’ asked Jillen. ‘It’s not just tricks?’


The captain smiled faintly. ‘Did you know, young Mr. Jillen, that we are not the only large and deadly thing in these seas called the Guardian?’


‘I thought no two ships could have the same name.’


‘Oh, but it isn’t a ship,’ said Vaderton. ‘It’s a great sea beast created by the biomancers to protect the northern borders of the empire against invaders. I saw it myself, once, while I was in service to the biomancers. A terrible kraken as big as an island that can crush a ship in one of its massive tentacles as easily as you crack an egg.’


‘It sounds incredible, sir.’ Jillen’s eyes were as wide and round as whirlpools.


‘Think of the power of that kraken. Then imagine the power it must have taken to create such a thing. And that is the power of the biomancers.’


Jillen shivered.


‘You’ll find, young Mr. Jillen, that the world is full of wonders and terrors far beyond our humble expectations. Like as not, you’ll see some before the end of this tour.’


Jillen looked frightened, but also thrilled. ‘I hope so, sir.’


Vaderton smiled. ‘It is ever the prerogative of youth to seek adventure. But most have their fill sooner than they expect.’


‘Not me, sir,’ Jillen said, his thin face confident. ‘I’ll seek until the end of my days.’


Captain Vaderton nodded. ‘May it always be so for you, young Mr. Jillen.’


It was near twilight when a shout went up from the crow’s nest. Captain Vaderton was back in his quarters, dining alone, as was his wont. A fist pounded frantically at his door. ‘We’re under attack, Captain!’


Captain Vaderton grabbed his coat and hat, then threw open the door. ‘How many?’ he demanded of the ashen-faced officer. ‘Is it pirates?’


The officer shook his head, his words stuttering as he tried to get them out. ‘Ghost ship!’


‘Get ahold of yourself.’ Vaderton shoved the officer aside, sending the young man sprawling. He strode across the quarterdeck as he pulled on his coat. Hecker stood at the helm, his knuckles white as he gripped the wheel.


‘Report,’ snapped the captain.


‘Coming up on the port stern, sir.’


‘Give me your glass.’


Hecker handed it to him. ‘You won’t need it, though, sir.’


The captain frowned as he made his way astern and climbed the ladder to the poop deck. From that height, he could see plainly what Hecker meant. A ship bore down on them, its two masts crammed with as much canvas as they could hold, plus the jibs and trysail. What made it unusual was that the entire vessel, from hull to royals, glowed an eerie phosphorescent green, the sort he’d seen emanating from jellyfish beneath the surface of the ocean on a calm night. Even taking into account the amount of sail and the advantage of wind, it was coming at them impossibly fast. Evasion was out of the question. Not that he had any intention of running.


‘All hands!’ he bellowed. ‘Beat to quarters!’


The word went down the ship as the drums began to pound. Soon the mess hall was empty and the deck was crawling with men. The captain returned to Hecker at the helm. The cannon master, Mr. Frain, had just arrived, looking disheveled, his eyes wide with concern.


‘Frain, tuck in your shirts. Hecker, bring us about and give them a look at our broadside. Ghost or not, we’ll make driftwood of them.’


Frain immediately began putting himself together, his expression calming. Hecker nodded and spun the wheel. ‘Aye, Captain.’


Often that was all it took. Show a bit of courage, and the men would find their own.


The Guardian turned slowly, its massive bulk driving against the prevailing current.


‘Reporting for duty, sir.’ Midshipman Kellert stood at attention, looking pale but steady, his uniform spotless and wrinkle-free.


Captain Vaderton had given him leave to rest after his lashing, and was pleased to see the young officer had declined. He put his hand on Kellert’s shoulder and nodded. ‘Very good, Mr. Kellert. We’ll make a man of you yet. Tell Mr. Bitlow to ready the bow chasers in case they try to come about suddenly.’


‘Aye, sir.’ Kellert saluted again and hurried off.


The Guardian had completed its turn so that the port side faced the oncoming ship.


‘Mr. Frain, show them what they’re in for,’ Vaderton called to the cannon master.


‘Port-side cannons at the ready!’ called Frain down to the gun deck below.


Vaderton heard the sound of twenty cannons slamming into position, their iron muzzles bristling from the hull. He could almost feel the destructive potential of the ship vibrating in the deck beneath his feet.


‘She don’t seem intent on coming about, sir,’ said Hecker.


The captain frowned. ‘A head-on charge at our broadside is suicide. Even at their speed, they’ll most likely be torn to pieces before they get close enough to ram or grapple. Surely their captain must see that.’ He trained his glass on them, but it was difficult to make out details of the hazy green ship. He could see no men, no flags or markings. He felt in his bones there was some other trick at work here, but he had no idea what it was. He couldn’t show that to the men, of course.


‘Maybe it’s because they’re already dead, sir,’ said Hecker. ‘Could be our shot will pass right through them.’


‘If that’s true, they’ll pass right through us as well. Either way, we’ll find out soon enough,’ Vaderton said grimly. ‘Mr. Frain, fire as soon as we’re in range.’


‘Aye, Captain.’


A stillness fell on the crew as every man watched the approaching luminous ship.


‘Fire!’ called Frain.


The line of cannons roared like thunder, sending up a thick cloud of smoke. Their aim was true and the shot struck the approaching ship square in the bow. But instead of merely taking on damage, the entire ship exploded silently into tiny glowing pieces that sprayed out in all directions before slowly sinking into the sea.


‘What in all hells …’ said Frain.


A roar of cannon fire came from the starboard, and the Guardian bucked furiously from the impact. Captain Vaderton spun around, struggling to keep his footing on the swaying deck. He stared in disbelief at the ship that had suddenly appeared on the other side. It looked exactly the same as the first one, except it wasn’t hazy and glowing. This ship was all too real, and had just unloaded a volley of shot into their starboard hull at point-blank range.


‘Captain,’ said Frain, his voice pinched with fear. ‘Look at that flag.’


The flag that flew from this ship’s main had a white background on which had been painted a black oval with eight black lines trailing down from it. It was the sign of the biomancers, which Vaderton knew all too well. But cutting across that symbol was a thick, bloodred X. That, he had never seen. But he’d heard about it in all the old stories.


‘The flag of the Kraken Hunter,’ whispered Hecker. ‘It’s Dire Bane.’


‘No,’ said Captain Vaderton, his voice faltering for the first time. ‘It can’t be. He was slain some forty years ago by Vinchen hand. Dire Bane is dead!’


A sailor ran up from the gun deck and said something quietly to Frain, who flinched at the news, then turned to the captain. ‘She’s taken out most of our starboard cannons, sir.’


‘Are we taking on water?’ demanded Vaderton.


Frain shook his head.


‘There’s that, at least,’ said Vaderton, his voice steadying. He watched as the Kraken Hunter cut across the stern and came around to their port side. ‘They caught us in a neat trick, but this fight is far from over, gentlemen. I don’t know who is flying the flag of Dire Bane, but it’s time to show them what an imperial warship can do. Mr. Frain, how long until the port cannons are reloaded?’


‘Should only be a minute or two,’ said Frain. ‘We’ll be ready well before they are.’


‘Excellent. Have them fire when ready.’


The Kraken Hunter came about fast and closed rapidly. But before the Guardian could fire a single shot, the Kraken Hunter unloaded another volley, this time at their port side. The ship shook again, and Vaderton could hear the screams of the dead and dying cannoneers below.


‘How could they reload that fast?’ Frain shook his head in disbelief. ‘I swear, Captain. It’s not possible.’


‘Clearly, it is.’ Vaderton watched as the Kraken Hunter hewed closer. The distance was still too great to throw a grapple, but they would likely cut across the bow and close for a grapple on the other side, now that they had no fear of cannon fire.


But instead they fired a third volley. This time, it was grapeshot that scattered across the main deck, tearing apart men and rigging with equal ferocity.


‘How are they reloading so fast!’ yelled Frain.


The Kraken Hunter continued on its trajectory across their bow.


‘Where’s my bow chasers!’ roared Captain Vaderton. He trained his glass on the bow and saw that the third shot had been concentrated near the forecastle. It had claimed fewer lives than if it had gone across the waist, but now there was no one manning the guns. Among the dead and dying, Vaderton saw Kellert lying dead across one of the guns, as if shielding it with his body. A cluster of shot had taken off the side of his skull, and his brains were spilled onto the iron bore.


Meanwhile, the Kraken Hunter had come about on the starboard side again. It was still too wide to board, and Vaderton thought it might unload a fourth volley. He bellowed, ‘Hit the decks!’ and the entire crew threw themselves down, including the captain.


But instead of the roar of cannon fire, he heard two pops, like springs snapping. He jumped to his feet in time to see two grappling hooks latch on to the Guardian’s starboard gunwale. The line went taut and the Kraken Hunter reeled itself in close.


‘All hands on starboard side to be boarded!’


The crew stumbled to their feet, grabbing swords, pikes, and pistols as they hurried to the starboard side.


Before they reached it, four figures rose up from the Kraken Hunter.


On the far left was a tall, powerfully built man in a black vest. He had close-cropped dark hair and beard, his tan face grimy with soot. One leg was encased in a steel frame, and he held a heavy mace in his thick hand. His expression was calm. Almost disinterested.


On the far right was a woman with curly dark hair. She wore a short wool coat and breeches tucked into tall leather boots. In her hands was a strange weapon. It looked like a length of fine chain, but there was a heavy weight on one end, and a knife blade on the other. Her dark eyes glittered even more sharply than her chainblade, a slight snarl on her rich burgundy lips.


Next to her was the tallest woman Vaderton had ever seen. She stood erect, almost regal, in a tight white gown that flared out into long, billowing sleeves. A deep white hood hid most of her face. It reminded Vaderton alarmingly of those worn by biomancers. All that could be seen framed between locks of straight black hair was the lower half of her calm face, lips painted bright red.


The final figure was a woman with the pale skin and blond hair of someone from the Southern Isles. She wore black leather Vinchen armor and had a sword in place of her right hand. When she turned her cold blue eyes on the captain, they struck a chill in his heart.


‘Surrender now, and there need not be any more bloodshed,’ she said, her voice ringing across the ship.


‘You have some surprises, I’ll grant you,’ said Vaderton. ‘But you’re no Dire Bane, just a woman. And you’re outnumbered besides. I’ll see you dead before sunrise.’ Then he drew his pistol and fired at her.


She flicked her sword arm. The blade gave an eerie hum as it swiveled around on a hinge at her wrist and slapped the bullet away. At the same time, the woman in white lifted her arms, the long white sleeves swirling as she splayed her fingers. Then every loaded gun on the deck suddenly exploded. Men screamed as they clutched at powder-burned hands and faces.


No one but a Vinchen could knock a bullet out of the air. And who else but a biomancer could make guns spontaneously explode? But Vaderton knew for a fact that women were forbidden in both the Vinchen and biomancer orders. So what was he dealing with?


The woman dressed as a Vinchen pointed her sword at Captain Vaderton. Then she kept her eyes locked on his as she hacked her way slowly through the now-disorderly chaos of wounded, frightened men. Mixed with the cries of pain was her sword’s dark, mournful song.


Her companions jumped into the fray as well. The man laid about him with his mace, caving in skulls almost casually, or sweeping men off their feet with his steel leg. The woman on the other side darted in and out, snapping her chainblade into a sailor’s throat, then another’s eye, all the while using the weighted end to defend herself from attack. The biomancer woman stood back from the rest, her hands weaving in front of her constantly, as if dancing. Wherever she pointed, death sprang up. Some men caught fire; others crumbled to dust. Still others clawed at their own skin and shrieked as if their blood was boiling them alive.


All too soon, the Vinchen woman gained the quarterdeck, leaving headless and limbless bodies in her wake. The air was thick with the smell of blood.


Captain Vaderton drew his sword, but his hand shook despite his best efforts to still it.


The Vinchen woman’s gaze was as ferocious and unfathomable as the sea. ‘Captain Vaderton, known servant of the biomancer council. Surrender, or die.’


‘A captain never surrenders his ship,’ said Vaderton, his voice shaking as badly as his hands. ‘I will do my duty or die trying.’


She nodded. ‘Perhaps there’s still some honor left in you after all. I’ll make it quick.’ She brought her sword down.


‘No!’


The boy Jillen threw his own slight body between Vaderton and the sword.


The Vinchen woman twisted her arm, and the blade swiveled to the side. She glared at the boy. ‘Move aside, or I will be forced to kill you, too.’


Vaderton could feel Jillen’s entire body quivering in terror, but he shook his head and didn’t move.


The woman nodded, her face sad. ‘I understand, and commend you for your bravery.’ Then she raised her sword again.


‘Captain, wait!’


The Vinchen paused and waited patiently as the woman with the chainblade ran over to them.


She stared at Jillen. ‘Little Bee? Is that you?’


It was a question that made Jillen shrink back when even a sword hadn’t.


‘Filler!’ called the woman with the chain.


The man turned his head toward her.


‘Come here!’


He calmly brained the man he’d been fighting, then stomped slowly over, his metal leg clanking. ‘What is it, Nettie?’


The woman named Nettie pointed wordlessly at Jillen.


Filler’s eyes widened. ‘Jilly? What are you doing on an imp ship?’


Jillen moved forward cautiously. ‘Filler? Is that really you?’


‘Of course it is, Bee. And why are you dressed like a boy?’


‘She’s posing as a sailor, obviously,’ said Nettie.


‘But why?’ asked Filler.


Jillen (or was it Jilly?) looked up at Filler like she wanted to move closer, but didn’t want to leave Vaderton undefended. ‘I’m looking for my mom. She enlisted, remember?’


Filler’s face fell. He touched something on his metal leg so that the knee bent and he knelt down in front of her. ‘I’m sorry, Little Bee. Red and I let you believe what that imp soldier said about your mom signing up for the navy. The truth is, she was taken by the biomancers.’


‘No.’


‘I knew your mom,’ he said quietly. ‘There was no way she’d ever enlist in the navy. Fact is, she hated ships and imps both. I’m sorry, Jilly.’


The two stared at each other, Jilly’s face a battleground of emotions.


‘I’ll just kill the rest of them myself, shall I?’ called the biomancer woman. Then she made a sailor’s skull cave in with a gesture.


‘Yes, thank you, Brigga Lin,’ the Vinchen woman said absently, her eyes still on Jilly. ‘A friend of Red’s is a friend of mine. You are welcome to join my crew, Jilly.’


‘I’m a part of this crew, though,’ said Jilly.


‘Are you?’ asked the Vinchen.


Jilly turned to the captain, who had remained silent during this entire exchange. His expression had shifted slowly from shock, to horror, to outrage.


‘Captain?’


‘Deceiving an officer about your gender,’ he said in a strangled voice, ‘is punishable by death.’


‘Listen, you cunt-dropping,’ said Nettie. ‘This girl just saved your life.’


Captain Vaderton drew himself up, his anger finally stilling his hands and burning courage into his heart. ‘I would rather die than be beholden to some … capricious New Laven pixie!’


‘That is all I needed …’ Nettie began coiling her chain around her fist.


‘Stop,’ the Vinchen woman said softly. ‘Nettles, go assist Brigga Lin with cleanup, then help Alash disable any remaining cannons, cut the rigging, and recover any shot or powder. Filler, go to the captain’s quarters and get the money chest.’


The two left without another word.


Jilly looked nervously between the Vinchen and Captain Vaderton. ‘What are you going to do with him?’


‘I’m going to let him live, whether he likes it or not.’ She turned her deep blue eyes back to Vaderton. ‘We will cast you adrift on your “guardian,” with a crew of the dead men you were supposed to protect. If you somehow survive, you will tell everyone you meet about me.’


‘Who in all hells are you?’ demanded Vaderton.


‘I am Dire Bane. And I will purge this empire of the Council of Biomancery, even if I have to dismantle it, ship by ship.’
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Willmont Pavi frequently lost track of time. This was particularly true when he was in the middle of a big project. His friends had grown so accustomed to it, they generally didn’t even comment when he showed up at the Wheelhouse Tavern late, looking disheveled and unshaven.


But he knew that tonight’s meeting was different and he absolutely could not be late. So that entire afternoon, he forced himself to look up from his work at regular intervals and check the large clock that ticked solemnly on the shelf. When the sun finally began to drop behind the building tops and Mr. Blagely locked the front door of the furniture shop, Willmont was the first apprentice to finish packing up his work. Old Blagely gave him a surprised look when he saw the cleared worktable.


‘You meeting a girl, Willy?’ Blagely had no hair on the top of his head, and as he gazed speculatively at Willmont, the furrows of his brow went all the way up to the beginning of his smooth, spotted scalp.


‘Just meeting some friends, Mr. Blagely.’ Willmont was unaccustomed to lying, but it was only a partial lie.


‘Make sure you aren’t rushing that piece you’re working on, is all, Willy.’


‘I won’t rush, Mr. Blagely.’


‘I don’t need to remind you how important it is to you, and me, and everyone in this shop?’


‘No, sir,’ said Willmont.


‘Good boy.’ Blagely patted him on the shoulder. ‘On your way, then.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ Willmont hurried out the back entrance, where they received deliveries of wood from Lesser Basheta, as well as jars of stain, crates of nails, and other things necessary for making fine furniture. Mr. Blagely’s shop was well known to nobles and rich merchants for producing some of the highest-quality pieces in Stonepeak. But that didn’t seem to be good enough for Blagely anymore. He’d set his sights higher, and was counting on Willmont to make it happen.


Willmont followed the narrow alley behind the shop out to the main thoroughfare of Artisan Way. He walked past fabric shops, glass-blowing shops, and other handcrafts. This was a popular block for nobles to shop, so elegant carriages frequently rattled past, and Willmont shared the sidewalk with neatly dressed servants, their arms loaded with packages.


As Willmont continued toward the tavern, he thought back, with equal parts pleasure and anxiety, on the day he’d been commissioned for this new piece that Blagely felt was so important.


Two young men had come into the shop. It was a large shop with four worktables, an apprentice at each one. His table was closest to the door, and Mr. Blagely was always urging him to make more of an effort to greet customers courteously when they came in, even if they were interrupting his work. Willmont had suggested he could move to one of the tables at the back of the store instead, and one of the other apprentices could make the effort of being courteous to customers. But Blagely had refused.


‘You’re my prize apprentice, Willy, and I want customers to see your work first,’ he’d said. ‘I just wish you’d mind your manners better.’ Then he’d sighed with a weary resignation. ‘I suppose that’s what I get for taking on the son of a stonemason.’


It was true that Willmont’s father was a stonemason, and not one to soften his words with courtesy or manners. Oddly enough, the reason that Willmont had taken an apprenticeship in Blagely’s furniture shop was because his father deemed him altogether too delicate and sensitive to follow his older brothers in the family business. His father blamed the indulgence of a mother toward her youngest child, God rest her soul. Willmont felt it was more her untimely death than her parenting that made him a little emotional, but his father wasn’t the sort of man one could talk to about such things. And his father had been right about the choice of shops. The fine crafting of furniture was much better suited to Willmont’s temperament than the hard chisel and scrape of stonework. Mr. Blagely was far kinder than his father. Willmont even got along well with craftsmen from other shops, and soon enough had a small circle of friends. But there was a big difference between the simple, earnest talk of tradesmen, and the fine, lacy speech of the upper classes. Whenever he spoke with palace folk, a tiny version of his father awoke within him.


On the day the two young men came into the shop, Willmont was finishing some decorative detail work for the back of a chair. It was his favorite part of furniture making. Something he looked forward to during the earlier, simpler stages of the project. So when the two men came in and waited expectantly, he ignored them.


After a few minutes, one of them cleared his throat, and said in a clear voice, ‘I say there, fronzie.’


‘Yeah?’ said Willmont, still not looking up from his work.


‘I was wondering who made that exquisite dove carving that currently sits in the windowsill of your shop.’


Willmont stopped his work and looked at them carefully for the first time. The speaker wore a bright blue frock coat, and his long dark hair was carefully curled. He had a light dusting of the orange powder on his face that many rich young people applied. To Willmont, he looked like any other customer. The other young man, however, was a bit unusual. He had a fine linen shirt, cravat, and soft leather boots like his companion. But instead of a frock coat, he wore a brown leather longcoat that looked like it had been to several different hells and back. He also wore fingerless leather gloves, and glasses that had been tinted so dark, his eyes were hidden behind them.


‘I made the dove,’ Willmont said finally.


‘It’s a splendid piece,’ said the man with the curly hair.


‘It’s not for sale,’ said Willmont.


The man smiled. ‘Naturally not. I’d imagine it holds far too much sentimental value to part with.’


‘No,’ said Willmont. ‘It’s just not what we sell here. We sell furniture.’


‘Oh. I see.’ The man was starting to get that mixture of confusion and frustration that Willmont often seemed to inspire in customers. When he saw that look, he was supposed to go get Mr. Blagely. But Mr. Blagely was out on an errand. So Willmont just went back to his work.


In his peripheral vision, Willmont could see the curly-haired man shift his weight back and forth a few times. He heard him take in a breath, as if he was about to say something, but then didn’t. The whole thing made Willmont uncomfortable. He tried to ignore them as best he could and went back to his chair detailing.


Then the man with the dark glasses stepped forward. ‘It’s like this, my wag,’ he said in a cheerful, easy voice. ‘We wanted to know if you’d be willing to make a similar piece. But instead of a dove, it would be a …’ He looked at the curly-haired man.


‘A falcon,’ said the man.


‘Right. A falcon,’ said the man with dark glasses. ‘Just as sunny as the one you made, but a different bird, keen?’


‘That would take a long time,’ said Willmont.


‘Of course it would, old pot,’ said the man. ‘We wouldn’t dream of rushing your artistry, if you don’t mind me calling it that. And naturally, you’d be well paid.’


‘I don’t know …’ Willmont didn’t particularly care for falcons or other birds of prey. They tended to eat the birds he did like.


Then the door opened and Mr. Blagely came bustling in. ‘Hello, honorable sirs!’ He made his way around them to stand next to Willmont. ‘My name is Honus Blagely, owner of this shop. Sorry if Willy’s said anything terrible. He’s a damn fine craftsman, but not much good when it comes to …’ When he got his first real look at the men, his eyes went wide and he bowed low. ‘Your Highness! My apologies for not recognizing you sooner!’ He glanced over and saw Willmont wasn’t bowing, so he reached up and yanked him down as well.


Forced to remain bowing, Willmont craned his head up to look at the curly-haired man, who seemed a little embarrassed as he smiled. ‘It’s quite alright, Mr. Blagely. This is my first time out of the palace without a full escort. Apparently, Lord Pastinas here is as deadly as an entire troop of soldiers, and somewhat less conspicuous.’


Lord Pastinas grinned in what Willmont thought was a very unlordly way. ‘I do my best, Your Highness.’


‘We are completely at your disposal, Your Highness.’ Blagely slowly rose, letting Willmont come up with him. ‘How may we serve you today?’


‘I really admire your apprentice’s dove carving and hope he is willing to make a falcon for me.’


‘He’d be delighted and honored, Your Highness!’ said Blagely.


‘Excellent,’ said Prince Leston. ‘Thank you … Willy, is it?’


‘Yes, Your Highness,’ said Blagely, because Willmont was strictly forbidden from speaking when his boss was in the middle of negotiating a commission. Otherwise, he would have told them that he preferred to go by his full name.


‘Willy here expressed some concern about the time it would take to make it,’ said Lord Pastinas.


‘Oh, don’t you worry about him.’ Blagely gave an uncomfortable laugh.


‘I do want to make certain he is adequately compensated for his time,’ said Prince Leston. ‘Would fifty gold be sufficient, do you think?’


Blagely’s eyes went wide. ‘Your Highness is most generous.’


‘Marvelous.’ The prince nodded to Lord Pastinas, who opened a pouch at his waist and began to count out fifty pieces.


Once Blagely held the fifty gold pieces in his apron, he bowed again to the prince. ‘I’ll deliver it straight to the palace as soon as he finishes, Your Highness.’


‘I look forward to it, Mr. Blagely,’ said Prince Leston. Then he turned and left, with Lord Pastinas close behind.


Once they were gone, Blagely let out a sigh. ‘Thank God I came in when I did!’


‘It’s going to take a long time to make a falcon,’ said Willmont. ‘I won’t be making any chairs for a while.’


Blagely put his hands on Willmont’s shoulders and grinned. ‘Piss on chairs! This could be our future, boy!’


‘Making falcons?’ asked Willmont.


‘High-end decorative pieces for the nobility! Just imagine! If your falcon pleases the prince, he will have it on display somewhere in the palace. And all those fawning lords and ladies will admire it and ask him where he got it, and he will tell them about our shop. You know how those lacies all copy each other. They’ll all want some bird or other animal and they’ll all pay a great deal more than they would for a simple chair. If we play this right, we could become rich ourselves!’


Nothing was the same after that. Willmont stopped making chairs and spent every day working on the falcon for His Imperial Highness. It wasn’t that Willmont preferred making chairs. In fact, he loved coming into the shop every day and sitting down with the falcon that was slowly emerging from the thick piece of wood on his table. What he didn’t necessarily like were the things that came with it. Mr. Blagely hovered constantly, checking his progress, asking how it was going, how he was feeling, was he eating enough, and a hundred more questions that, when taken all together, made Willmont terribly anxious. The other thing the falcon brought was the Godly Naturalists.


Willmont had of course told his friends about his new imperial commission. A few weeks later, one of them, Kiptich, had asked if he wanted to help make the empire a better place. Of course Willmont said yes. Who didn’t want the empire to be better? So Kiptich had taken him to a tavern called the Thunder and Gale. It was much dirtier and smellier than the Wheelhouse. There they had met a droopy-faced man named Hannigan. Kiptich had to do a lot of talking to convince Hannigan that Willmont could be trusted. Then Hannigan asked Willmont a lot of strange questions about what he thought of the prince, the emperor, and even Lord Pastinas. He also asked what he thought about biomancers for some reason. Eventually Hannigan agreed that Willmont could attend the next meeting of the Godly Naturalists.


That was the meeting he hurried to now. The meeting Kiptich told him he absolutely could not be late to.


Willmont walked down the clean, wide streets of Stonepeak with the confidence of someone who had lived there his whole life. He knew there were many people who came and went, but he had never understood that. After all, Stonepeak was the largest island in the empire. It was also the richest and most powerful, since it was the capital. As far as Willmont knew, it was the greatest place in the world. Why would anyone want to leave?


In the north part of the island was the black mountain after which the city was named. Its base took nearly a quarter of the island. All the main streets extended out from the mountain like spokes on a wheel. Or more accurately, one third of a wheel. The buildings were generally two or three stories, with flat roofs and brick walls covered in a uniform beige plaster. Many cities had grown up haphazardly for one reason or another. But Stonepeak was a city that had been carefully planned right from the beginning. When Emperor Cremalton first united the islands, he chose Stonepeak as his capital because it had the highest mountain in the empire. He then built his palace into the side of the mountain so that he could look down upon his entire empire. There had been a small city at the base of the mountain before, but the emperor had it burned to the ground so he could start fresh. In its place, he and his chief biomancer, Burness Vee, designed a city worthy of His Imperial Majesty. Emperor Cremalton didn’t live to see it completed. But biomancers lived unnaturally long lives, so Burness Vee was present when the last brick was put in place. He died the next day, as if he had staved off death for that sole purpose.


It was just after sunset now, and the beige walls of the buildings were tinted gold by the last rays of light when Willmont arrived at the Thunder and Gale. He stepped inside, wrinkling his nose at the stench of sweat and stale beer. The tavern wasn’t crowded, which didn’t surprise Willmont. Who would come to a smelly, dimly lit place like this by choice?


Willmont walked to the bar at the back, as Kiptich had instructed him. Next to the bar was a hatch in the floor that led to the cellar. The bartender watched with seeming disinterest as Willmont lifted the hatch and climbed down.


The cellar ceiling was high enough for Willmont to stand up straight. Neat rows of barrels and crates were stacked on the soft dirt floor. It was almost entirely dark, but there was one light far at the end. He walked nervously toward it, trying not to think of all the spiders and rats that could be lurking in the darkness around him.


When he reached the light, he saw five men sitting around a table with a lantern placed in the center. One of the men was Kiptich. Another was Hannigan. He also recognized a silversmith who had a shop down the street from the furniture shop. Judging by their aprons and calloused hands, the other two were fellow craftsmen as well.


‘You made it on time!’ The light of the lantern showed relief on Kiptich’s gaunt face. He was a glassblower by trade, and claimed the fumes from melted glass never left him with much of an appetite.


‘I promised I would,’ said Willmont. ‘I always keep my promises.’


‘I’m glad to hear that.’ The skin around Hannigan’s eyes drooped low like an old dog’s, but the look behind them was clear and alert. ‘Have a seat, Willmont, and we’ll tell you why we’ve invited you here tonight.’


Willmont took the empty seat at the foot of the table. The two men he didn’t know sat on the left, the silversmith and Kiptich on the right, and Hannigan at the head.


‘Firstly, let me tell you why the Godly Naturalists formed,’ said Hannigan. ‘It’s because we see there is a problem with the empire.’


‘A problem?’ asked Willmont.


‘You would agree that Emperor Martarkis, as a direct descendant of Cremalton, was chosen by God to rule, wouldn’t you?’


‘Of course.’


‘It may alarm you to learn, then, that in his old age, the emperor is being controlled by the biomancers.’


‘Controlled how?’


‘Biomancers have ways, you know. And old men can be easily fooled. The fact is, the emperor has lived an unnaturally long time, hasn’t he?’


‘Over a hundred now,’ said Willmont. ‘No normal man has ever lived so long. I thought it was God keeping him alive for some great purpose.’


Kiptich shook his head. ‘Don’t you see, Willmont? It’s the biomancers that are keeping him alive. Because they know that if Emperor Martarkis died, the rightful ruler, Prince Leston, would take over. So instead, they keep old Martarkis alive, just barely, prop him up once a year at the imperial pronouncement, and make him talk like a puppet.’


‘But why don’t they want the prince to rule?’ asked Willmont. ‘He seems pretty nice for a noble.’


‘That’s the whole problem,’ said one of the men Willmont didn’t know. ‘We all love the prince, and when he’s in charge, he won’t let the biomancers take our good, honest people to experiment on anymore. He’ll put a stop to such an outrage.’


‘It’s even worse for other islands,’ said the silversmith. ‘I hear the biomancers commandeer ships from the imperial navy and take them off to some small island on the outskirts of the empire and experiment on an entire population.’


Hannigan nodded. ‘Those biomancers mean to make something terrible and unnatural of the entire empire.’


‘What do we do?’ asked Willmont, who loved Stonepeak and did not want to see it turned into something terrible and unnatural.


‘That’s where you come in, my wag,’ said Kiptich. ‘We need to get word to the prince. Explain to him what’s really going on out there in the world. Those biomancers keep him so isolated, he probably has no idea. We tried approaching him in the street once, but his soldiers wouldn’t let us anywhere near him.’


‘He doesn’t have soldiers anymore,’ said Willmont. ‘Just one man.’


‘That one with the dark glasses?’ sneered the silversmith. ‘Who knows why he wears those? Probably could kill you just by looking at you if he wanted.’


‘Or maybe he ain’t even got eyes,’ said the other man.


‘He didn’t seem that bad to me,’ said Willmont. ‘At least he could talk regularly.’


‘Point is,’ said Hannigan, ‘we can’t chance it. We need to be smart. So we’ve come up with a plan to write the prince a letter. And then you’re going to smuggle it to him inside that falcon you’re making.’


‘You mean like make a secret compartment?’


‘Exactly!’ said Kiptich. ‘It has to be hidden enough so that nobody else sees it, but not so well hidden that the prince doesn’t find it once he gets it.’


Willmont thought about it. ‘I suppose I could make a small slit in the base that the note could be slipped into. Then I could glue a panel over the slit to cover it. If I watered down the glue a little, it would only hold for a few days. Hopefully by then, it would be safely in the prince’s possession.’


Hannigan grinned at Kiptich. ‘You were right. This boy’s a gem.’


‘Told you,’ said Kiptich.


Hannigan turned back to Willmont. ‘Welcome to the Godly Naturalists, my wag.’


‘Thank you,’ said Willmont, looking around the table. ‘So is it just us?’


Hannigan laughed. ‘Oh no. There’s a few different groups. We’re the tradesmen group, but believe it or not, it was all started by a group of lords at the palace who were tired of watching the biomancers infect the empire with their unnatural ways. And there’s some wags over by the South Market, too. Mostly farmers, cooks, a few vintners, and the like. The way I see it, we all got a stake in—’


Suddenly, small blades protruded from Hannigan’s eyes. He shuddered, as blood oozed from his ruined eye sockets, then fell forward. Willmont had never seen someone killed before, and for a moment, his shocked mind could only stare uncomprehendingly at the dead man who had just been talking to him.


Then Kiptich whimpered a pathetic ‘piss’ell’ and the spell was broken. Panic rose inside Willmont like a wave as he looked around at the other men at the table.


The silversmith stared blankly, as if in a trance. Then he slowly tipped forward onto the table. Another blade protruded from the base of his skull.


Willmont turned to the two men on the left that he didn’t know. They leaned into each other, their eyes staring and mouths slack.


‘Kiptich,’ whispered Willmont. ‘What’s going on?’


Kiptich shook his head, his gaunt face looking frightened in the lantern light. ‘Let’s get the hells out of here before we’re next.’


The two stumbled to their feet. Kiptich stepped away from the table and out of the light.


‘Wait, let’s take the lantern!’ Willmont picked it up and shone it toward Kiptich. He saw his friend again for a moment. Then a dark shape moved quickly past, blocking his view. When he saw Kiptich again, his friend was clutching his ribs, blood seeping between his fingers. He gave Willmont a terrified look as he gasped for air that didn’t seem to come. Then he dropped to the dirt.


Willmont stood alone. The tremors in his hand made the lantern light flicker. Even though his mind screamed at him to move, to run for the hatch, his feet stayed where they were, locked in place with fear.


Then he felt a sharp pain in his wrist. He yelped and dropped the lantern.


He clutched at his now-bleeding wrist and squinted into the darkness. Above his own harsh gasps for breath, he heard a noise and jerked his head around. At the edge of the light, he saw a shadowy form dressed in gray.


Then Willmont felt a white-hot stab of pain in his throat. He tried to cry out, but there was only a gurgle. Something warm and wet spilled down his chest as he watched the shadowy form melt back into the darkness.


The last thing to enter Willmont’s mind before he died was that the falcon would never be finished. Mr. Blagely would be so disappointed.
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Jilly stood at the rail and watched the disabled Guardian recede into the distance. The Kraken Hunter was a fast little brig, but Jilly still had a hard time understanding how the ship had beaten one three times her size with four times the number of guns.


‘Mr. Finn?’


The old wrink stood nearby, his hands firm on the wheel, his one eye squinting in the late afternoon sun. ‘Aye, Jilly?’ he asked in the comforting cadence of someone from Paradise Circle.


‘How’d you do it?’


‘What’s that?’


‘Take the Guardian with a lesser ship and fewer people?’


He smiled. ‘I did very little. Only steered her around in a circle a few times.’


‘You know what I mean.’


‘How do you think we done it?’


‘Captain Vaderton said a crew is part of the ship. So if the vessel herself wasn’t the reason, it must have been the people on her.’


‘Yes, I suppose that’s true. And the captain most important of all. A battle can be lost or won on the strength of the captain alone.’


Jilly turned to the forecastle, where the woman who called herself Dire Bane stood and gazed out at the horizon. Her arms were at her back, her left hand holding the strange clamp at the end of her right wrist. Her loose blond hair whipped in the wind like a flag.


Jilly ran her fingers through her own short brown hair. For the last two years, she’d had to keep it short so she could pass as a boy. Maybe she’d grow it long again, now that she was on Dire Bane’s ship, where such things seemed acceptable.


‘I never heard of a molly captain before,’ she said to Missing Finn. ‘I didn’t think it was allowed.’


The old wrink grinned. ‘I think you’ll find a great many things on this ship that are not, strictly speaking, allowed.’


‘How can she be Dire Bane? I mean, I thought Dire Bane was a tom. And that he’d been killed.’


‘Dire Bane is a name she took on.’


‘Like a title?’ asked Jilly.


‘More like a promise,’ said Finn. ‘And I think you’ll find that Captain Bane is someone who takes her promises very seriously.’


She certainly looked serious to Jilly. Almost frightening in her cool fierceness.


The woman who stood next to Captain Bane was just as intimidating, although in a different way. She wore a flowing white gown with a hood that was now thrown back to reveal her long black hair. She was nearly a head taller than Captain Bane, and had an imperious manner about her, like a lacy who was used to getting her own way.


‘Who is the fine lady next to the captain?’ Jilly asked Finn. ‘I saw her doing things that looked like magic. How can she do that?’


‘She used to be a biomancer, before they kicked her out of their order.’


‘Why’d they do that?’


‘As I understand it, because she’s a molly.’


Jilly thought about that awhile as she stared at the two women. Then she asked, ‘Why’s it so bad to be a molly?’


Missing Finn looked at her sharply. ‘It ain’t bad at all. Some of my best wags are mollies.’


‘Then why are there so many things we’re not allowed to do? We’re not supposed to be sailors or soldiers or captains or I guess biomancers, even. But it’s not like we can’t do those things, is it?’


‘You have only to look around this ship to know the answer to that.’


‘Then why are we not supposed to be those things?’ she asked.


‘Just lacy nonsense, you ask me,’ said Finn. ‘You know as well as I, we don’t worry about such balls and pricks in Paradise Circle.’


They stood without talking for a little while, the ship beneath them cutting across the endless sea. After a few minutes, Missing Finn began to hum softly to himself. Jilly couldn’t remember the name of the tune, but it was something she’d heard as a child in Paradise Circle. Back when she’d been called Little Bee. How did it go …?






Sail away, my wag. Sail away.


Before the night turns to day.


Or they’ll drag you down


To rotten old Keystown


So away, my wag. Sail away.








A sudden homesickness welled up in her. But that was strange, because it almost felt like her childhood home was on this ship. There was Filler, whom she’d tortured endlessly with questions and gossip and whatever else popped into her head when she’d been bored and her mother wasn’t at home, which had been often. He’d put on some more muscle. He looked a little older and hairier, and something had happened to his leg. But he was still the same tall, quiet presence that had given her so much comfort. He now sat peering down at a large sheet of paper with drawings and calculations of some kind spread across a barrel top. Next to him was a man who looked so much like Red, she’d almost thought it was, until she got a good look at his eyes. Filler had introduced him as Alash, Red’s lacy cousin from Hollow Falls.


Nettles sat nearby, polishing her chain. She looked even more beautiful than Jilly remembered, with her thick curly hair, full lips, and smoldering eyes. Jilly had been so mad at her for taking nearly all of Red’s time that last month before Jilly had gone to live with her aunt in Hammer Point.


And back in the stern was the infamous Sadie the Goat, one of the boldest and craziest wags the Circle had ever produced. She was a legend. Jilly had to admit, though, that she didn’t look much like a legend as she lounged on the deck, snoring, her thin white hair fluttering in the breeze, a fishing line held loosely in her hand. But Sadie had been Red’s mentor. Red, who had taught Jilly to pick a lock, to read, and at the very end, after an extended bout of pleading, how to throw a knife. If not for those three skills, Jilly didn’t know if she would have survived the last few years.


‘Mr. Finn? What happened to Red?’


‘The biomancers have him.’ He saw the look of horror on her face and quickly added, ‘But don’t worry. They won’t harm him. Brigga Lin and Captain Bane are certain of it. Apparently they need him for something special.’


‘And we’re going to rescue him, right?’


‘That’s the idea. Although it won’t be a simple thing, I’m afraid. Those biomancers are as fearsome as people say. Maybe even more so. We have to be smart and patient and do it right.’


‘But we are going to do it?’


‘Captain Bane swore it.’


Jilly turned again to Captain Bane. She looked so strong and confident. Jilly wondered if she’d ever be near as impressive.


‘How’s about a turn at the wheel?’ said Finn.


‘Me?’ asked Jilly. ‘But—’


‘Don’t be so grave. This ain’t the navy, you know. And we’ve got a nice stretch in front of us. Nothing to it but to keep her straight.’


‘But I don’t know how.’


‘That’s why I’m going to teach you,’ said Finn. ‘Come now. Every hand needs to make themselves useful. Time you did, too.’


Bleak Hope stood on the forecastle and stared north at the empty stretch of sea in the last red light of day. She wished she could look across the miles to see Stonepeak. It had taken them nearly a year to refit the Lady’s Gambit into the battle-worthy Kraken Hunter, and perfect their strategy. They’d begun with small imperial sloops – one-masted ships with few cannons. Then they had moved on to larger two-masted schooners and brigs. They’d learned from one of those captains about Brice Vaderton, a man recently given command of an imperial frigate as a reward for his service to the biomancers. The Guardian had been the first fully armed frigate that they’d taken, and they’d spent more than a week planning and trailing the ship before they’d made their move. She knew these were all steps toward Red’s rescue, but she felt a constant, low tickle of frustration that she wasn’t closer.


The months after the attack on Stonepeak had been some of the hardest in her life. Loss had been her constant companion. She would sit in her quarters, reading or studying a map, and she would imagine she heard him call her name. It sounded so real, she would even turn, in spite of herself, knowing she would not see those glinting, mischievous red eyes.


Sometimes in those early months, she would also forget she had lost her hand. She would instinctively reach for a cup, only to knock it aside with her clamp. Back then, she was able to picture her missing hand vividly. Every line and freckle. The scar from when she’d burned herself while cooking for the brothers. The roughness of the knuckles from years of striking wooden boards. The creases in her palm that her mother told her meant she would have a long life and one great love. Back then, she had been able to see that hand as if it were right there in front of her. Sometimes, it had even felt like it was there. It would ache or itch, or tingle in an odd way.


But slowly, month by month, she adapted to her new hand, crafted by Alash, Filler, and Brigga Lin. Finally there came a day when she realized that she couldn’t remember her old hand clearly anymore. The details had slipped away, like morning mist lifting off the surface of the sea. Now, when she tried to picture her old hand, she saw nothing more than a ghostly outline.


She dreaded the day when she would only be able to picture that much of Red.


‘What do you think he’s doing right now?’ she asked Brigga Lin, who stood silently at her side.


‘There’s no way of knowing.’ Brigga Lin had little inclination toward sentimentality.


‘Probably getting into trouble,’ said Hope. ‘He has a knack for that.’


‘When we do finally free him, he may not be the man you remember,’ said Brigga Lin.


‘So you’ve said.’


‘The biomancers have techniques that can change the inside of a person as well as the outside.’


‘If they’ve done something like that to him, we’ll just have to find a way to undo it.’ Hope massaged her forearm above the clamp. ‘One problem at a time.’


Brigga Lin nodded, watching Hope continue to massage her arm. ‘It’s getting worse, isn’t it?’


‘It’s getting more intense,’ said Hope. ‘I still say it’s too early to tell if it’s good or bad.’


‘The Song of Sorrows is a centuries-old weapon forged by biomancery arts that are unfamiliar even to me. Every time you attach it to your clamp, there is a direct, unfiltered link between that blade and your nervous system. We have no idea what kind of effect it’s having on your body.’


‘Which is why you shouldn’t jump to conclusions that it’s bad.’


‘I’m not jumping to conclusions. I’m being cautious. Let me at least temporarily disconnect the wires that are fused to your tendons.’


‘Absolutely not. That’s what gives me the level of control I need.’


They were silent for a while, the wind pulling at their hair, and at Brigga Lin’s dress.


‘What does it feel like?’ Brigga Lin asked. ‘Is it painful?’


Hope thought about it for a moment, her hand working its way past her elbow to massage her upper arm. Finally, she said, ‘When I was a girl, my teacher, Hurlo the Cunning, told me that there was no logical explanation for the Song of Sorrows to make the sound that it does. He said that his teacher, Shilgo the Wise, told him that the blade remembers every life that it takes, and that the sound we hear is it mourning for the loss of those lives.’ She traced a line with her finger from her arm to her shoulder, and across her chest to her heart. ‘That is what it’s like. As if I, too, am feeling its grief with every life I take.’


‘It sounds awful,’ said Brigga Lin.


‘It’s instructive.’ Hope gave Brigga Lin a pointed look and said, ‘And nothing for you to worry about. Now, let’s go talk to Alash. He said there was some trouble with the new revolving cannon mechanism.’


Brigga Lin’s thin black eyebrow rose. ‘I thought it worked beautifully.’


‘Apparently, we were lucky our whole ship didn’t explode.’


Brigga Lin sighed with exasperation. ‘I still don’t know about all his mechanical contrivances. You wouldn’t get that level of unpredictability from my arts.’


‘Your phosphorescent moss replica was flawless,’ agreed Hope.


‘As was the water mirage that cloaked us.’


‘Please don’t rub it in. You know how sensitive Alash is.’


Hope walked back to the main deck, where Alash and Filler were examining the designs for the mechanism they had created. It looked to Hope a lot like the rotating cylinders in the revolver pistols she’d seen imperial soldiers use, only much larger, and with three chambers instead of six. Loading a regular cannon took at least two people per cannon, three if you wanted it done swiftly. But Hope’s skeleton crew was needed elsewhere during a battle. Alash’s mechanism allowed them to preload three shots for each cannon before the battle. Then, when they were engaged, only Alash was needed to pull the cords that fired each round. All in all, Hope thought it was a very clever design. But not if it might blow up the ship.


‘Well, my wags?’ She put her hand on Alash’s shoulder and rested her clamp on Filler’s. ‘Do you have good news for me?’


‘Yes and no, Captain,’ said Alash.


‘We know what happened and why,’ said Filler. ‘Just not how to stop it from happening or being worse next time.’


‘You see,’ said Alash, his brow furrowed as he pointed out various parts of the diagram. ‘The first shot goes off without a hitch. But after that, the remains of the percussion cap have a tendency to cling to the firing pin. When that happens, the second shot may potentially ignite an external spark, in addition to the internal spark in the muzzle bore. If that external spark lands on the third, unfired chamber, the entire cannon might explode. And if that happens, then, in addition to grievously injuring the cannoneer, it could also set off a chain reaction that detonates every cannon on the lower deck, most likely taking the upper deck and a good portion of the hull with it.’ He smiled up at her in satisfaction, as if he were not talking about a catastrophic incident. Hope had noticed that when Alash was focused on a highly technical problem, he tended to think so abstractly that the reality escaped him.


‘That sounds bad,’ she said.


His face fell. ‘Well, yes, it is, of course.’


‘There were a great many “ifs” and “potentiallys” in that explanation,’ said Brigga Lin disdainfully. ‘How likely do you think it is something like this could actually happen?’


‘Oh, uh, not particularly likely, Ms. Lin.’ Alash looked down at his designs, nervously smoothing out the corners. Brigga Lin was an imposing presence, and nearly everyone responded to that. But Alash seemed barely able to make eye contact with her.


‘Yet you said it nearly happened today,’ pressed Hope.


‘The percussion cap remains did spark on the second shot,’ said Alash. ‘That’s how I discovered the flaw. The sparks just happened to not land in the third chamber this time. The important thing to remember is if we continue to use these cannons, even an unlikely scenario is bound to happen eventually.’


‘What if you covered the back of the two chambers not currently in the bore?’ suggested Brigga Lin.


‘I’m not sure that’s possible,’ said Alash.


‘No, it might work.’ Filler tapped the drawing with one of his thick, calloused fingers. ‘If we made stationary plates on the base that didn’t travel with the chambers.’


‘I suppose …’ Alash examined the diagram doubtfully.


‘Perhaps you don’t like the suggestion because it came from me?’ asked Brigga Lin.


‘What?’ Alash looked alarmed. ‘Of course not.’


Her eyes narrowed. ‘Do you still not trust me because I was a biomancer?’


‘Don’t be silly,’ said Alash, wringing his hands.


‘Oh, I’m just a silly woman, is that it?’ snapped Brigga Lin.


‘No, I don’t think of you like that at all!’ Alash looked almost panicked.


‘You don’t think of me as a woman?’


‘No, please! You’ve got it all wrong!’


‘I don’t care if you take my suggestion or not,’ said Brigga Lin. ‘I hope your stupid cannons do blow you up!’ She spun on her heel, her white gown swirling, and stalked off.


Alash stared after her, looking pale. ‘I, uh, think I might lie down for a bit.’ He hurried off in the opposite direction.


Hope rubbed her temple. It was becoming increasingly clear that there was something more than a rivalry of methodology going on between them. So far, she’d just ignored it, but it looked like she wouldn’t have that luxury much longer.


But as she’d just told Brigga Lin earlier, one problem at a time. It seemed like she reminded herself that a lot, these days.


‘Filler?’ she asked wearily.


Filler gazed down at the design, scratching his bushy beard. ‘Get me to a smithy, and I’ll make the chamber covers for you.’


Hope gave him a grateful smile. ‘You have been my rock this past year, Filler.’


‘I’m no mechanical genius or biomancer. Not even much of a sailor. But I always helped Red as best I could, and I know he wants me to help you the same while he’s gone.’


Hope absently massaged her forearm as she stared north across the sea again. ‘We will get him back, Fill.’


‘Of course we will, Captain.’


They reached the island of High Guster late the following morning. Missing Fin steered them into a secluded cove a little ways from the village. They’d taken down the Kraken Hunter flag, but there was always the potential that the ship itself could be recognized in port. They were there to find Filler a smithy, not to start a meaningless skirmish with the local imperial outpost. High Guster was a tiny island with no strategic value. Little could be gained by direct conflict, and the imperial presence was likely to be small. Ideally, they would slip in, bribe the local smithy for access to his tools, and be on their way without incident, as they’d done several times before on other islands.


Initially, Hope decided only she and Filler would go ashore, but at the last minute changed her mind and brought Jilly along as well. A child would help them blend in the small, domestically focused village.


As Filler rowed the dingy ashore, Hope noticed Jilly glance at her clamp, then hurriedly look away.


‘Did you want to ask me something, Jilly?’


‘Oh.’ Jilly looked guiltily back at the clamp, then at Hope. ‘Captain, would you tell me what happened to your hand?’


Hope smiled faintly. ‘If Red were here, I’m sure he would spin you an epic tale, but I don’t have his gift of storytelling. So I’ll just say that I cut it off myself.’


Jilly’s eyes grew wide. ‘Why?’


‘A biomancer had poisoned it. The poison was spreading and I had to make the choice. My hand or my life.’


Jilly stared at her in awe.


‘Don’t ever tell Red,’ said Filler as he pulled smoothly on the oars, ‘but sometimes I prefer your plainer style, Captain.’


‘He would be crushed to hear it,’ said Hope.


When they landed on the beach, the three of them dragged the dingy into a sparse thicket, and covered it with some seaweed. Then they entered the strip of forest that separated them from the village. As they walked between the trees, the quiet sounds of the woodlands were broken by the rhythmic squeak of Filler’s metal leg frame. Hope was glad they weren’t trying to sneak into town. Even so, she worried it might draw attention to them.


‘What happened to your leg, Filler?’ Jilly asked.


‘Shot at the Battle of Three Cups,’ he said. ‘That story, Red does tell fine.’


‘You were at the battle?’ asked Jilly.


‘Of course. Couldn’t stand the idea of one of our own selling us out to the biomancers like that.’ Filler looked down at her. ‘Were you still in Hammer Point then?’


Jilly nodded. ‘I wanted to join, but our neighborhood was under Sharn, and she said none of her people could go.’


‘I always wondered why she stayed behind,’ said Hope. ‘She was the only one who did.’


‘People say she struck a deal with the biomancers instead,’ said Jilly.


Filler looked at her sharply. ‘You believe it?’


‘I don’t now,’ said Jilly. ‘Sharn always seemed a fine molly to me, but it was crystal that people started going missing after the battle.’


‘Did your aunt go missing?’ asked Filler.


Jilly’s face went dark. She shook her head. ‘No, not her. Not likely ever. But all those people going missing, it was one of the reasons I cut my hair and joined the navy to look for my mom. Didn’t realize them biomancers had already taken her, too.’


‘They’ve taken a great many people,’ said Hope.


‘Why does the emperor let it happen?’ asked Jilly. ‘Aren’t we all his people?’


Hope put her hand on Jilly’s thin shoulder. ‘The next time I break into his palace, I plan to ask him.’


The village of High Guster was no more than a hundred buildings. All the roads were dirt, and rutted with ancient wagons that trundled slowly past. The buildings themselves seemed to be a mixture of stone and wood, which made sense, given the large number of trees on the island.


As they made their way down the dusty road through town, Hope noticed that they were drawing even more attention than she’d expected. But the townspeople weren’t staring at her, with her missing hand and black Vinchen armor, or Filler, with his intimidating height and clanking leg. They stared at Jilly.


Hope glanced down at Jilly, who walked at her left. She didn’t notice their singular interest in her. Instead she seemed fascinated by the town itself.


‘Awfully small, ain’t it?’ she asked. ‘I can see from one end to the other.’


Hope smiled. ‘I grew up on an island even smaller than this, down in the Southern Isles.’


‘Do they all have yellow hair like yours in the south?’


‘Most do. The families who have lived there since before the empire was formed. But occasionally other people have come down from the north to live a simpler life, far from the politics and violence of places like Stonepeak and New Laven. High Guster is not so far south, but perhaps it’s small enough and far enough from the capital to enjoy a similar peace.’


‘You sure about that?’ asked Filler. ‘Don’t feel exactly peaceful to me.’


‘I know what you mean.’ Hope hadn’t been here since she sailed under Carmichael. Everything looked as it had then, but something felt different. Perhaps it was the people, who carried themselves more timidly than she remembered.


It wasn’t long before they found the smithy, a large squat building wisely free of wood. Inside was an older man, much shorter than Filler, but with arms and a chest nearly twice as thick. He was hard at work shaping a small hand plow when they entered the hot, dim room, but he stopped the moment he saw them. Or rather, when he saw Jilly. He mopped his face and neck with a thick cloth as he stepped out from behind his anvil.


‘Name’s Grenly. What can I do for you folks?’ he asked.


‘Mr. Grenly,’ said Hope. ‘My smith would like to use your forge for a few hours.’


He squinted at her, then at Filler. ‘I’m accustomed to doing my own work. If you need something made, I can make most things.’


‘I’m sure you can,’ said Hope. ‘But our needs are specific and unusual. I would prefer my own smith do the work. I can assure you, he is skilled and unlikely to damage your tools. But as a precaution, I would like you to accept this money, in case there are any minor reparations you discover need to be made later.’


She took a small bag from her belt filled with more gold than the smith probably received in a year. But when he saw it, he scowled.


‘Money ain’t so interesting to me these days.’


Hope glanced questioningly at Filler. They’d made similar offers in other villages, always with success.


‘We don’t mean no disrespect to your skill,’ said Filler. ‘The thing is, the less you know about us or what we want, the safer you are.’


Grenly spat. ‘Safe from who?’


Filler seemed just as surprised by the hostility as Hope. There was more going on here in High Guster. Something to do with the timidity that had come over the townspeople.


‘When we first came in, you stared at our girl.’ Hope put her hand on Jilly’s head. ‘Her hair is a little short, but otherwise, she’s not particularly remarkable. Yet everyone in this village looks at her as if she was some rare creature.’


Grenly’s mouth was set hard. He stared down at his thick, scarred hands. ‘Just wasn’t expecting to see someone so young is all.’


An icy dread started to form in Hope’s stomach. ‘I haven’t seen any children since we arrived. Where are they?’
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