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For Kara and Odette.
We match, don’t we?
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I don’t need to dissect the bird to know how it died. I watched it fly straight into the mast moments ago, its limp body falling to the deck, its fragmented skull rattling beneath my fingers as I picked it up. But its death isn’t what interests me. I want to know how it lived.


At the first incision blood trickles down the black feathers on to my fingers. It’s still warm. I wipe it away. Not because I’m squeamish, but because I want to see beyond, to the tiny organs hidden behind delicate bones. My previous attempts at this have taught me that my touch has to be gentle. One slip and the fragile body collapses in on itself, keeping its secrets buried within.


The knock on my door is unexpected and makes me jump. Cursing the unwanted interruption, I wrap the bird in a cloth and hide it in the nearby chest, not caring that the blood might seep out on to my belongings. Being discovered would be far worse.


Wiping my hands clean, I open the door as little as possible, in case I’ve overlooked any incriminating evidence, but it’s just one of the crew, and his reluctance to be here is obvious.


‘Captain wants to see you,’ he says.


‘Thank you,’ I reply, and he hurries away.


Having learned a long time ago not to keep the Captain waiting, I give my clothes a cursory glance for stains, pause briefly to wash away the remaining traces of blood from under my nails, and make my way through the ship to his quarters.


Some of the crew greet me as I pass; a few don’t acknowledge me at all, but it doesn’t bother me. Respect has to be earned among Snakes, and I have done nothing to gain theirs yet.


Three of them are huddled together, whispering. They turn their backs to me as I pass, excluding me from the conversation, but their voices carry.


‘I heard there are still Mages in the West that can melt the flesh from your bones with a single word.’


My own skin prickles at the mere mention of magic. Real or not, I think I’d rather be on my way to see a Mage than the Captain right now, however cruel the stories say they were.


Outside the Captain’s cabin, someone is waiting for me. Bronn, the most lethal man on board, stands guard. His sleeves are rolled up and I try very hard not to look at his deeply tanned arms; they’re strong and deadly, but I also know how gentle they can be. They once made me feel safe. Now they exist only to protect his captain and to carry out his loathsome orders. I swallow back the bitterness that is quick to rise.


When he hears me approaching, Bronn turns and nods in a barely perceptible greeting. ‘He’s expecting you,’ he says, and opens the door, gesturing for me to enter.


The room is designed to intimidate captured foes, and I hate almost everything about it, especially the grotesque display of body parts exhibited in jars on a shelf. The smell of death lingers in the air, which, I suppose, is the intention.


Sitting at his table – surrounded by treasures and trophies that speak of his dominance over the Eastern Isles, his sea vulture Talon looming alert on a perch behind him – is the Captain.


My father.


He is not alone. Standing beside him is his first mate and oldest friend, Cleeve, whom I’m supposed to address as Uncle, but struggle to, because he’s a bloodthirsty lecher and I detest him.


In front of the desk two members of the crew flank a woman who is in shackles and has been badly beaten. I recognise her as one of our newer recruits, although her name momentarily escapes me.


Bronn moves silently across the room to stand on the other side of my father. Sensing I’m not going to like what’s about to happen, I dig deep to keep my voice steady as I speak. ‘You wanted to see me?’


My father’s solitary eye meets mine, a messy scar where the other should be. His heavily lined face reveals no emotion. ‘Marianne, thank you for joining us.’ He says it in a way that suggests I’ve been keeping them waiting, despite my prompt attendance. Typical. ‘I want your judgement on a matter that has arisen concerning a member of our crew.’


He beckons to the men, and the shackled Snake is roughly shoved towards me, so I cannot help but smell fear mingled with her sweat and blood.


‘This scum,’ my father continues, ‘was caught stealing water from the barrel.’


My heart sinks. Stealing from the rations is a grave offence, and I don’t like to think of the punishments this poor woman has already received. Anders, that’s her name. I feel relieved to have remembered.


‘What do you suggest we do with this thief?’ The question is so heavily loaded that the room begins to spin.


Aware all eyes are fixed on me, waiting for my response, ready to judge any sign of weakness, I take a deep breath. My eyes meet the accused’s and I see the desperation in them, the hope I might be lenient. I cannot pardon her, that much is clear. It occurs to me that perhaps a thief should lose a limb befitting the crime – her hand maybe, or her tongue? I almost laugh out loud – the notion of me commanding such a thing is ludicrous. But this is no laughing matter.


‘Her crime is serious,’ I say, hoping my voice sounds as authoritative as I intend it to, ‘and cannot be excused.’ I face my father and glimpse a flicker of triumph in his eye. ‘Throw her in the brig, then leave her behind on the next sandbar we pass. Let her see how thirsty she is then.’


The spark of satisfaction seeps away from my father’s face at the delivery of my sentence. I have failed. This isn’t what my father wanted to hear. I glance across at Bronn, hoping to see something suggesting comprehension, admiration, respect. But his face is set like stone as always, revealing nothing, and anger simmers painfully inside me. Like I care what he thinks anyway.


Anders seems to sense her fate has been sealed and she begins to plead with my father, begging for forgiveness until one of her captors silences her with a harsh blow across the cheek.


Father turns to Cleeve. ‘Do it.’


A cruel grin flashes across Cleeve’s face as he steps out from behind the table. In no more than three steps he has reached the prisoner and slit her throat. Talon flaps his wings, though whether out of protest or approval it’s impossible to tell. Such a quick decision – such brutality – makes me sick, but I force myself to watch. After all, that is why I am here. Death was always going to be Anders’ sentence; it was just that my father hoped I would give the order. He knows this is not the first time I have witnessed the light diminish in someone’s eyes as life drains away – he has made me watch countless times – but he believes forcing me to endure what he deems necessary will change me. What he does not comprehend is I do not wish to change.


‘Clean this mess up.’


My father’s men instantly respond, dragging the corpse from the room. It leaves a blood trail behind it as if the body is trying to send out one final message for help. It will be ignored, erased.


When only the two of us remain in his cabin my father turns to me, and I expect to feel the full force of his anger. Instead he says nothing, which is decidedly more sinister. I wish the others hadn’t left. When he eventually does speak, his voice is dangerously soft. ‘You knew what I wanted you to do.’


‘I did.’ No point in denying it.


‘Then why, Marianne? Why do you continue to resist?’


How do I answer? I cannot admit the truth, not to him, not ever. Not if I want to continue breathing. So instead I give him an approximation of what he wants to hear. ‘I am trying, Father. One day I’ll be able to give the orders you wish.’ My voice shakes slightly through the lie but he doesn’t seem to notice.


He strides over to his window, staring out at the inky sea.


‘Do you remember when you were young? You used to sit in here with me, lining up toy boats on my charts before sending them into battle. You would melt my sealing wax in the candle and pour it over them. For the blood, you’d say. I should have had you thrashed because you ruined so many papers. But I didn’t. You showed such promise and I was proud.’


‘I think my fingers still have the burn marks,’ I say with half a smile.


‘And yet you have allowed your potential to rot away, until nothing remains but your weakness. You know what this means, don’t you? You know what you are forcing me to do?’


Of course I do. My quiet defiance has always come at a cost. My father holds out his dagger for me.


‘Please,’ I say, not wanting to do this. Not again. ‘I promise. I’ll try harder. Next time—’


‘Take it.’ It’s not just an order; it’s a challenge.


Still I refuse, desperate to talk my way out of this. ‘If you give me another chance—’


My father is in front of me in a heartbeat, his face in mine as he roughly pulls me towards him, the blade too close to my skin. He’s breathing fast, enraged by my insolence, and slowly he lowers the dagger to rest it in my hand.


I’m shaking as he takes a step back to perch on the edge of his desk. There’s no escape. There never is.


‘Do it.’ His voices trembles with excitement.


Shame burns my cheeks as I raise the blade and bring it down into the soft flesh of my palm. Beads of blood rise quickly to the surface, before slowly tracing their way round my hand and dripping to the floor.


‘It gives me no pleasure to see you do this,’ my father says, though his sadistic smile suggests otherwise. ‘But it is for your own good.’


He says this every time he makes me purge my body of frailty and indecision. I used to believe him. Now I simply do what I must to survive.


It doesn’t hurt much, not really, as only a little blood is required. Just a small cut. Just enough to remind me of his authority. Just enough to humiliate. I listen as he gives me the usual speech about how he’s only seeking to protect me, that I’m my own worst enemy, how if I only obeyed him I could save myself pain, before ending it with the same old words . . .


‘We’re warriors, Marianne. And warriors aren’t weak.’


He walks over to reclaim his dagger and it sickens me how on some level I’m still seeking his approval, wanting to return to that time when I adored him, before I feared him. He steps back, turning from me, and I hate that he makes me feel so small. So nothing.


Reaching into one of his many chests, he pulls a pile of material from it and holds it out. ‘This is for you.’


Slightly confused, I take it from him, careful not to get any blood on it. Silky soft and aqua green, this is no Snake garb. Shaking out the folded fabric I see that, though it’s a gown, it couldn’t be more different from the one I’m wearing: lines of embroidery mimic the ocean’s waves, pearls embellish the cuffs and neckline. I cannot think of a more unsuitable garment to wear aboard a ship.


‘We are soon to receive an important guest. I need you to impress him. Can you do that?’


‘Of course.’ Finally an order I can actually obey.


‘Good. Go and get changed. I’ll send for you later.’


And knowing I’ve been dismissed I turn to leave, taking care not to slip in the blood that precedes me.


Desperate for air, I head up on deck. As I weave between Snakes waxing the boards to protect them from decay, a gust of wind catches my skirt, sending it billowing in front of me. Wearing a dress is an impracticality I learned to deal with a long time ago, ostensibly an outward sign to all we meet that I’m not yet an official member of the crew. But as I’ve never seen anyone else be made to wear one, I’m inclined to think it’s another of my father’s torments. No one but me cares that it’s forever dragging in the pools of water that naturally occur on board and is sopping wet most of the time. I can hardly wait to trade it for an even more impractical one. I stare up at the rigging, the light glinting off the harpoon mounted on top of the mainmast, and cannot tell from this distance the men from the women. How I long to shed these wretched petticoats and join them.


My palm stings, and I curl my hand into a fist, hoping no one will notice my latest shaming. They won’t. The truth is, no one pays me enough attention to care; at times it’s easy to believe I’m invisible on this ship.


Anders’ death has rattled me, even though it’s nothing new. I was six when I saw my first execution. Well, the first one I remember anyway. Everybody had congregated at the ship’s helm, the atmosphere so menacing that despite my youth I sensed something was terribly wrong.


The man had been dragged up from the brig, where he’d clearly been for some time. He was in a wretched state: emaciated, beaten, filthy. The wind carried his stench to where I stood and made me gag.


The Captain had towered over the cowering man and told us all of his betrayal, how he’d failed to carry out an assignment entrusted to him. I hadn’t really understood what was happening until the Captain grabbed him by the hair and slashed his throat. Always the throat. He likes a savage death, my father. The man had dropped to his knees before falling forward, blood bubbling from the wound to surround his body with a strange and deathly halo.


I didn’t see a captain reprimanding a disobedient crewmember; I saw my father committing the murder of an unarmed man. And I’d cried.


It was the wrong reaction. My father was furious with me, both for disappointing and humiliating him. Punishments had followed, the worst of which was having to clean the congealed mess left behind once the corpse had been flung into the deep waters. Who knew a dress could absorb so much of a man?


Perhaps that is why even now the memory lingers. Standing on the same part of the deck, I can identify the exact place where the evidence once lay soaking into the fabric of our ship, though there is nothing visible to the eye. I was made to scour and scrub until every trace of the crimson stain was gone, but that dress always bore the scar. Yet somehow the metallic smell of iron still reaches my nose, and I move slightly further away, wanting to leave the past where it belongs. After all, I have seen many men die since that day. Too many.


I look down at the freezing black waters, the grave of countless sailors, and wonder why anyone would prefer the unsettling waves to the solidity of the ground. My father’s ship, The Maiden’s Revenge, cuts through the water with ease, a silent predator feared by all in the Eastern Isles. She’s untroubled by these treacherous seas, but I’ve seen what happens to those on lesser ships when caught in storms, and know the ocean to be as deadly as any assassin. Lurking in its depths is an army of its own, vicious killers hidden in the dark, waiting to strike at any opportunity. Merbeasts will hunt anything for prey, including humans, and more than one ship has been devoured by giant serpentsharks.


One of my earliest memories is of spiralling through the sea, my limbs tangling with the water as it filled my lungs. The weight of it. The unbearable, heavy darkness. I don’t remember how I fell in, or who fished me out, but I do know the fear as if it were yesterday. My dreams remind me if I try to forget.


If the Maiden is my prison, then it is the ocean who is my gaoler.


For any Snake to feel this way is unthinkable. But for me – daughter of the Viper – to be afraid of the water? It is my greatest shame and my biggest failure. I have, after all, been born for this purpose.


Whether I like it or not.
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I dig my nails into the splintering wood of the railing, wanting to inflict my pain on to the ship, willing her to suffer with me.


My only comfort is that, at seventeen, I’m yet to join official Snake ranks and am not required to carry out any acts of service to my father or my king. But my eighteenth birthday is only weeks away and once I’m of age I’ll await Initiation, when I will be required to complete a series of tests before taking my place at my father’s side. I’ll become an assassin with a Royal Commission, just like the rest of Father’s fifty-strong crew – each and every one a highly trained killer.


I’d laugh if it wasn’t so horribly real.


It’s not that I don’t value the importance of the Viper and his crew. I do. Centuries ago the Eastern King created the first Viper in order to lead the King’s Fleet in defending the Twelve Isles against the threat from the Largeland far across the sea. Answerable only to the King, the Viper became a presence so menacing, so terrifying, that no one in their right mind dared to challenge his authority on the waves, and though years of battle raged between the Isles and the Largeland, the Viper led the King’s Fleet to ultimate victory and all was well.


Time passed, and with the threat from the Largeland extinguished, the Eastern and Western Isles turned on each other. The Viper became the Eastern King’s most vital weapon, a means to eliminate those who threatened him. Though that war is long since done, over the generations the Viper has become a symbol of fear, his crew prepared to do whatever is necessary, however unpleasant, to keep the Eastern Isles peaceful.


So my father is cruel, yes, but for good reason. We keep the Isles safe. We keep the people safe. And I need to find a way to embrace the violence if I am to serve them, as I want to, as I must.


I just don’t know how.


A movement in the corner of my eye makes me glance to my left, where I see the cabin boy, Toby, struggling with some rope. He is the only child currently living on the Maiden, having joined us when we last made port at the First Isle six months ago. My father rarely allows children aboard, and I’m not sure why he made an exception for Toby, who has no aptitude for sailing. I wander over to show him how to tie the knot he’s after. He doesn’t speak to me, but gives me a nervous smile before scurrying away. A boy of few words.


As I watch him go I notice Ren, the boatswain, staring at me. I smile in greeting, but he just grunts in response, before returning his attention to the mizzenmast. A man of few words.


A soft creaking on the boards causes me to look over my shoulder, and I relax when I see who it is.


Grace, the only Snake I’m ever happy to see, is approaching. Her uniform is closely fitted to allow her complete freedom of movement. There are no weapons on her person because her body is her weapon – agile, strong and deadly. She stands next to me, staring out to sea, her expression grim.


When she doesn’t speak I fill the silence. ‘Is something wrong?’


She tilts her head, panther-like, her astonishing black eyes locking on my own muddy-coloured ones. ‘I heard about Anders.’


I shrug.


‘You didn’t make the kill.’


I wonder for the hundredth time what Grace thinks of me. Seven years my senior, and the most respected of all the women aboard, she knows me better than anyone, has trained me in combat over the years, knows exactly what I’m capable of, is perfectly aware how much I hold back – and yet she says nothing. Not once has she given me away to Father when I downplay my skills. Does she suspect I’d rather heal than kill? Can she sense the lack of murder in my heart? Or does she think, like my father, that in time I will learn to be one of them, a killer for my king? She is the closest thing I have to a sister, but as long as she answers to her captain, I can’t entirely trust her. I can’t trust any of them.


‘I hear we’re having a visitor,’ I say, transparently changing the subject.


‘We are. You should be getting ready.’


I hold up the hideous dress. ‘Have you seen what I’m supposed to wear?’


She raises an eyebrow and takes it from me. ‘Come on. I’ll help you.’


As we make our way below deck I glance over at her. ‘Who’s this guest it’s so important to impress?’


‘The Captain didn’t tell you?’ She seems surprised. ‘Apparently Prince Torin is gracing us with his presence. And, before you ask, I have no idea why.’


A royal visit? This is new. We always make port on the First Isle when Father needs to attend court or receive new orders. And he always goes alone. No one aboard the Maiden accompanies him, the King preferring to conduct business in secret. As far as I know, and admittedly my knowledge is limited, even the Prince isn’t privy to his father’s darker orders. I wonder whose idea this visit was, my father’s or the King’s? And why now?


No one seems to know much about the Prince, and so he’s taken on quite an air of mystery. Some say he’s a coward who’s brought shame upon his father’s name by hiding away, others say he’s a scholar wedded to his books. I’ve even heard rumours that he’s secretly fighting against his father under an alias and that they haven’t even seen each other for years. Whatever the truth, one thing is certain: the Prince is rarely witnessed in public. And now he’s coming here. I don’t know what my father is up to, but it’s unlikely to be good.


Once in my cabin I relax slightly, the door creating a false sense of security.


It’s a poky space, my room: my bunk runs the full length of one wall and it’s sparsely furnished. I can count the items in here on one hand: clothes, knife, chest, wash bowl and chamber pot.


And now a new gown.


I throw it on the floor and fling myself into my hammock. Grace bends to scoop the dress up and pulls a face.


‘Where did the Captain dredge this up from?’


‘I dread to think.’ Maybe it belonged to a woman he entertained in his quarters last time we made port. Or maybe he prised it off a dead body. Either way I don’t want to think about it too much.


Grace is shaking it out with a look of amusement. ‘He knows it’s going to take more than a new dress to make you respectable, right?’ And she pokes me in the ribs.


I gasp with mock indignation, but swing my legs round and force myself to stand up. May as well get this over with.


Grace helps me into the gown – which we discover has several layers that create a full skirt and a low-cut bodice so tight I can barely breathe.


As she fastens the ribbons at my back, my mind wanders to the days when she spent more time alone with me here, when I was a child and she was one of the few who noticed me. ‘Do you remember those stories you used to tell me?’


Grace pulls tight, winding me. ‘What stories?’


‘About magic. The Mages.’


I had wanted so badly to believe that they were true. Maybe I still do.


She pauses. ‘I guess. What made you think about that?’


I shrug. Though the history books tell us magic left the East centuries ago, it may as well have never existed for all anyone talks about it. But I have always loved the merest mention of it, escaping into legends filled with mythical creatures as if they could somehow shelter me from reality.


‘I’m surprised you remember.’


I fall quiet. ‘I don’t have many happy memories to choose from.’


Grace lightly touches my arm, and rests her chin on my shoulder. ‘They were just fairy tales to help you sleep. Pay them no heed.’


My smile falters. I’d hoped she’d tell me one now, offer me some comfort, and her dismissal of them stings.


Wanting to move on from the topic, I clear my throat. ‘Maybe I should do something with my hair?’ My fingers pull at my corkscrew curls.


‘Your hair’s fine as it is,’ she says, but I ignore her, attempting to make the matted mess cooperate as I pile it on top of my head, in what I suspect is an unflattering heap.


‘What do you think?’ I ask, but Grace doesn’t answer. Though she’s behind me, I can sense the shift in her mood, and I frown. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing,’ she says a little too dismissively. ‘I just think you should leave your hair down. After all, your father prefers it that way and we don’t want to give him cause to be angry, do we?’


It’s true. Having my hair loose is like wearing a dress, another reminder that I’m not an official member of the crew. Only when I’m alone do I ever tie it out of the way and enjoy the relief of not having hair in my eyes.


Grace moves round to stand in front of me, and for a brief moment she has a distant look in her eyes, but then she snaps into focus. ‘I’d like to see the Captain complain about this,’ she says with an approving smile.


‘Thank you.’ Without her I’d probably still be lost in waves of material.


We sit on the hammock swinging gently, and she catches me off guard by taking my hand in hers. The gesture seems oddly maternal, and for one stupid moment I think I’m going to cry. I distract myself by mentally tracing the lines around the white patches she has in her skin, the lack of pigment creating mini islands on her hands. She has them on her arms too; I’ve seen them peeking out beneath her sleeves before. When I was younger I used to imagine she had a whole map over her body, a world entirely of her own.


‘We should increase your training,’ she says.


I say nothing, because all the training in the world isn’t going to solve my problems.


‘And, Marianne? There’s no harm in believing in the magic.’


‘Even if it’s just a stupid story?’


Grace flashes me a wicked grin. ‘No such thing.’


When she leaves and there’s nothing to do but wait to be summoned, I dig out the dead bird from my chest, the smell clawing at my throat the moment it escapes. The body has started to decay already and the spark of life that lingered while there was warmth remaining has gone. It will teach me nothing now. Damn. I open my porthole, sea spray flicking up into my face, and drop the tiny corpse into the ocean. It may as well make a tasty morsel to some hungry creature down there so its death isn’t entirely in vain.


I know why Grace wants me to practise more; she’s thinking about my Initiation. Shrouded in secrecy, the ritual is different for everyone. I once asked Grace what to expect and she fell silent before answering.


You cannot ask. I cannot tell. You will pass or you will fail. That is the way.


That she seemed apprehensive of my Initiation did nothing to instil confidence in me. She fears nothing.


Personally I’m not sure what I’m more afraid of – Initiation itself, or what comes afterwards. How long will it be until I’m given my first assignment? And what then? Will I have to kill someone? I could. I’m more than capable. Grace has made sure of that. But should a life be valued so lightly? That it can end at the whim of one man?


However, it’s one thing to avoid my father’s requests now, and quite another to defy him as my captain, issuing orders from the King.


I look at the cut on my hand. Perhaps my father’s right. Maybe I am just too weak.


My mind snakes away from such thoughts and instead returns to the imminent visit of the Prince. In all the vast expanse of the ocean, this particular location seems a strange place for us to meet.


We’re close to the invisible divide that separates the Eastern waters from the Western ones. It’s a line we never cross – the Western Isles aren’t governed by the King or anyone else, and since the war that destroyed the unity between the Twelve Isles, the Western Isles have sunk into ruin. Now all that remains are stories whispered from generation to generation, of lawlessness, violent clans, evil creatures in the deep. It’s said the last of the Mages still dwell in the West, fallen now to a crueller magic than in the days when they stood with kings. The legendary water raptors continue to strike fear into the toughest sailor’s heart, though they are nothing more than myth. Everyone will breathe easier when we’re a little further away from Western waters.


Apart from me.


I have long been drawn to what lies beyond the divide, as eager for Grace to tell me stories of the West as the East when I was younger. The mystery surrounding the forgotten Six Isles entices me as strongly as it repels others, and leaves me with a longing to venture to the unknown – a feeling that I suspect stems less from bravery than from my desire to escape. But given that I’m alone in these feelings, it occurs to me how calculating my father has been to lure Prince Torin into unsettling waters for our meeting. He’s trying to intimidate the Prince. I hate to think what part I’m supposed to play in this visit.


It’s several hours before someone taps on my door and rescues me from my thoughts. The Maiden stopped moving a while ago, so I know we’ve dropped anchor. When I open my door Bronn is standing there and for a brief moment he gives me a strange look, which is confusing until I remember I’m wearing different clothes. No doubt he’s suppressing the urge to laugh.


‘What do you want?’ I can’t remember the last time Bronn came to my quarters.


He finds his voice eventually. ‘Prince Torin is close by. You’re wanted on deck.’


‘Lucky me,’ I say, unable to hold back my sarcasm. When he doesn’t move I add, ‘It’s all right. I know the way.’


Still he says nothing, just stands there with such bored indifference that I push past him, unable to contain my irritation. Since when have I needed an escort on board the Maiden? He follows right behind, but I ignore him, the wall of silence that has long existed between us thicker than ever.


Given that it’s the first time we’ve entertained royalty aboard the Maiden I’m not sure what I was expecting in the way of a welcoming committee, but it wasn’t this. As I reach the deck I see the crew standing row upon neat row dressed in full uniform: their black tops and trousers covered by equally dark cloaks that tie neatly at the waist, their hoods pulled over their heads. My father stands ready to welcome the Prince; Cleeve and Ren are just behind him, while Grace is off to their side. Though I live among them, the sight of them standing on ceremony in all their deadly glory allows me to glimpse the terror they must drive into the hearts of our enemies. And quite probably our allies too.


My father looks up as we approach and to my relief I can tell my appearance has pleased him. ‘Ah, Marianne, here you are. You look beautiful, daughter.’ He is speaking too loudly, and I understand his words aren’t meant for me; they’re for his crew.


I had expected my apparel to cause amusement, perhaps even raise a laugh or two, but the way several of the men gawp suggests I’m having the opposite effect.


‘Thank you, Captain,’ I say, trying to communicate that I’m on my best behaviour. And I need to be because there’s a vast ship, almost as big as ours, pulling next to us, flying the royal banner of blue and green alongside the Eastern Isles’ flag. It’s so brilliantly vibrant it only serves to emphasise the shroud of darkness that permanently covers the Maiden. Apart from me. Tonight I stand out like a beacon in this stupid dress.


Ren and Cleeve step forward to catch the ropes thrown by the royal quartermaster, pulling the ships close enough so we can be boarded. Several royal guards come over first, their spears ceremoniously pressed to their chests. I can’t help but smile because if it came to a fight between them and my father’s elite killers there’d be no contest. I wonder if Prince Torin realises quite how vulnerable he is here.


And then he steps aboard. I had imagined someone older, wide around the middle from an indulged and sedentary life, arrogant perhaps. But the man approaching us is close to my age, impeccably dressed, and his strong, lean physique tells me he’s far from an idle passenger on his ship. He walks with the confidence of his station, and though his handsome face is tight with underlying tension, I imagine he is very popular at court. Especially with women.


‘Prince Torin,’ my father says, stepping forward and crossing his arms over his chest by way of salute. ‘Welcome to the Maiden.’


‘The honour is mine, Captain Adler,’ Torin replies and his voice is velvet and honey. ‘It’s not every day one receives an invitation to dine on the most feared ship in our waters.’


‘We’re glad you could come.’ I’ve never witnessed my father using his charm before – I hadn’t realised he had any. ‘Allow me to introduce my quartermaster, Cleeve. My boatswain, Ren. And this is Bronn. My most valuable assassin.’


I glance at Grace to see how she feels to be overlooked so publicly. She is, after all, one of the most senior of the crew. Her face betrays nothing, and I suspect this isn’t the first time my father has treated her as less than the others. For all her brilliance she has one fatal flaw. She is a woman. All the women on board have to fight faster and work harder to get the same recognition as the men, and I know better than anyone the low opinion my father has of us.


Prince Torin nods politely as the introductions are made. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, although of course your reputations precede you. But where is my betrothed?’


I stare ahead, expecting a woman to appear from his ship, someone elegant and beautiful, calling sweet apologies for her lateness. But no one comes. And as my father turns to face me, a false smile upon his lips, I realise no one will. Because he means me.




[image: image]


The meal may be going well from a diplomatic point of view, but I cannot enjoy the food set before me, no matter how lavish, and if I were to drink all the rum in the world it wouldn’t be enough to still my thoughts. Not that I’ve been allowed more than the smallest sip. My father is keeping me on a tight leash, presumably to prevent me misbehaving. Because he must know how I’m feeling about this ambush.


Since the moment this noose was slipped round my neck I’ve fought to keep my composure. If I struggle, if I speak my mind, raise my voice, scream at my father that I’m not his bloody possession to trade, then the rope will tighten and squeeze my life away. And so I sit still, play my part, and all the while my rage burns so intensely it chars my insides.


I hadn’t known what to expect of Prince Torin, and, as our empty dinner plates are cleared to make way for sweet pastries, I still feel no closer to learning anything about him. He’s behaved precisely how one would want a prince to behave, speaking to everyone as equals rather than his subjects, and being suitably attentive to me. What a beautiful gown I’m wearing; how it complements my own beauty; how the First Isle will be thrilled with the impending nuptials.


But not one word he’s said sounds sincere or genuine. It’s as if he’s playing a version of himself, and while he may fool the others, I’m not convinced for a moment.


The dull throb in my palm reminds me that my father is watching my every move, but even so it’s taking all my control to keep smiling. Only one other person looks as unhappy as I feel and that is Prince Torin’s personal guard, who despite being similar to the Prince in age and height has a true scowl for every one of Torin’s fake smiles. I don’t blame him – he must know how little protection he can offer his master here.


When there is no more food to consume and the flagons are filled yet again, it’s clear my presence is no longer required. Making my excuses, I slip away. Between my rising panic and the constricting bones of my corset, I struggle to breathe as I clamber to deck, running to the bow and collapsing in a heap. My father has utterly blindsided me with this trap. How could he not discuss it with me first? Is it a punishment for my failure to order Anders’ death? Or does he truly think so little of me that my future is of no importance to him? The path laid out before me may be fraught with difficulty, but at least I knew what it was, and I have spent my life trying to be good enough for it. And I’d always assumed that by the time it came to marriage I would at least have some say in the matter, given that I’ll be captain one day.


I gaze over at the figurehead attached to the far end of the ship’s bow. Carved from the blackest wood is a woman leaning out, her dress and cloak billowing in the wind, ropes tied round her waist. A scarlet bloom is painted on her chest, her heart bleeding. She is the maiden the ship is named after. She is my mother. Father never speaks about her; only once did he break that rule to tell me she was his great love. When she was murdered shortly after my birth, he had the figurehead made from the nightheart wood found in the black forests of the Third Isle, and renamed the ship. This act of devotion has always led me to believe he understood the power of true love and would wish the same for me. Apparently I was wrong, and I see the woman bound to the ship in a new light. I’m no more breaking free of the Maiden than she is. I have more in common with a lump of wood than anyone else. Great.


I look up as someone approaches. Bronn has left the celebrations. He stands at the railing, facing out to sea, deliberately distant but close enough to keep an eye on me. Presumably to make sure I don’t do anything reckless. My father can’t afford to lose his commodity.


‘Did you know?’ I ask him, unable to keep the accusation from my voice – though it’s been a long time since we’ve been anything close to friends.


‘Captain only tells us what is necessary.’


‘And what about me?’ I round on him. ‘Will anyone tell me what’s necessary? Will you?’


He says nothing, once more impervious to my pain, and I turn away in frustration. There was a time when Bronn would have told me anything, his silence now all the more hurtful because of it.


I was only five when he came to live on the Maiden. Father found him on the docks, an orphan surviving by stealing from the ships, brimming with raw potential, and saw an opportunity to groom a young thief into a killer. Father brought Bronn aboard as a cabin boy, where he quickly shamed half the crew with his ability to shimmy up the mast and swing from the sails. Though almost three years older than me, he didn’t mind when I trailed around after him and he would sit for hours on deck patiently teaching me complicated knots. I adored him.


But the Bronn I grew up with is nothing like the man he has become: a man who can kill with effortless precision, as brilliant in that as in everything else. Of the two children who grew up on the ship, he should have been my father’s heir.


Everything changed after his Initiation. He stopped speaking to me, going out of his way to avoid crossing my path – no easy feat when you live on a ship. The loss of my best friend without explanation cut me deeply, but what happened a few weeks later was so much worse. It took me a long time to recover from his treachery. I had no choice but to harden my heart towards him.


‘I’m not going to jump if that’s what you’re worried about.’ I don’t bother concealing the venom in my voice, because he damn well knows it’s not going to be an issue.


There’s no reaction, though, not even a flinch of guilt as he turns to face me.


‘Will you do it? Marry him?’


‘What makes you think I’m being given a choice?’


We fall silent and, as the light fails, memories of watching the stars with Bronn creep into my mind. There was a time, years ago, when I trusted him with my every secret, including my fear of water. To lessen my dread we would lie under the night sky and he would tell me how the stars were like nautical charts, mirroring the seas we sailed. How if you were ever lost, the stars could guide you home. I had been confused because the Maiden was my home and if I were on it, how could I be lost?


I look up at him again, his betrayal as raw as ever. His face, which was once so open and warm, is now hard and unyielding. And utterly closed to me.


I turn away, pushing the memories back to where they came from. ‘As if you care. Leave me alone, Bronn.’


The familiar thud of boots on wood makes me glance up to see who else has escaped the farce of a celebration. To my surprise Prince Torin has come looking for me. Feeling it’s rude to sit in a heap while addressing royalty, I clamber to my feet, struggling not to trip over my own skirt.


‘Ah, there you are.’ Torin glances over at Bronn. ‘Would you excuse us?’


But rather than leave, Bronn takes a step closer to me. ‘I have orders to stay with her.’


I can’t decide what’s worse: hearing him admit he’s only here at my father’s request, or that he’s dared to defy the Prince.


Torin’s thrown too, I can tell. He didn’t expect to be challenged. ‘She’ll be perfectly safe with me, I can assure you.’


I was perfectly safe without either of them, but they don’t seem too interested in that right now.


Bronn folds his arms. ‘Nevertheless.’


An awkward silence descends as the two men enter a stand-off. I look from Torin to Bronn and bristle with irritation. Who the hell do they think they are?


‘The Viper answers to the King, so I ask again, would you excuse us?’ Torin is polite, but firm, and I find it curious that he doesn’t seem afraid. Especially as his sullen personal guard is nowhere to be seen. The rumour that he’s a coward doesn’t appear to be true.


‘I’m a Snake, not the Viper. And you’re not the King.’


I’ve had enough of this. ‘Bronn, you can go. The Prince and I will be perfectly fine without you.’


Bronn opens his mouth to object, but I get there first.


‘I don’t need you. I want you to go.’ It comes out harsher than I intended, laced with years of bitterness.


For a moment Bronn simply stares at me, expressionless, but then he blinks and nods his head. ‘M’lady.’ The word is dripping with sarcasm and I have to swallow down the retorts I want to fire at his back as he turns and leaves.


Instead I give Torin a weary smile, trying to convey my apologies for Bronn’s behaviour.


Torin raises his eyebrows. ‘That’s your father’s most valuable assassin?’


‘Yes, I think being introduced like that may have gone to his head.’ I’m hoping he might return my smile, but he doesn’t. Like Bronn, he is impossible to read.


The man I’m supposed to marry comes and stands beside me and leans over the railing. Following his lead, I do too, listening to the gentle lapping of waves against the ship. I should probably try to talk to him, but can think of nothing to say.


It turns out I don’t need to, because he speaks first. ‘When the sky is dark, the moon lost to the world, the water lies still. Silent. All magic is paused, frozen, for tonight the Night Hunter hunts.’


He’s quoting one of the stories Grace used to tell me, one of my favourites.


‘His prey: a devil. A vast, fierce devil. And across the waves the raptor roars.’ I finish the passage for him. Perhaps the scholar rumour was right after all.


He nods his head appreciatively. ‘So. We are to be wed.’


My breath catches in my throat. ‘Apparently.’


I raise my head slightly to glance at him, only to find him watching me closely. He really is startlingly handsome, his skin gently sun-kissed so it’s almost as brown as mine. I hold his gaze, and can’t shake the feeling that he’s doing precisely what I am: trying to read his opponent. Mistrust hums in the air between us.


‘Will you miss this?’ he says, gesturing to the ship, the sea, the life I live. ‘Or will the luxury of the palace suit you better?’


There’s almost a hint of contempt in his words and I resent any implication that I’m using him for a more comfortable existence when, as I see it, I’m simply being traded from one prison to another.


Squaring up to him, I say, ‘I think it’s foolish for either of us to pretend that what I want matters in the slightest, don’t you?’


The smallest crease forms across the bridge of his nose as he weighs me up. It seems like he’s about to say something, but then the moment passes as he steps away from me and I realise we are no longer alone. His bodyguards are congregating, as are some of my father’s men.


‘It’s time,’ Torin says to me, and I frown, unsure for a moment what he means. And then it hits me. No. Surely not. With my world capsized I hadn’t even thought about what Viper tradition dictates would happen tonight. I’d always half thought it was a myth, made up to discourage Vipers from putting anything or anyone before their kings. It can’t be real. But for the first time the look on Torin’s face is unmistakable, and I understand he’s been warned. My stomach lurches in terror and I would run if there were anywhere to go.


My father is coming on deck, his cheeks flushed from rum, his eye bloodshot, and he beckons for us to approach him.


There’s nothing to do but obey.


When Torin and I reach him, the crew lock into a circle round us.


The binding ceremony has begun.


I’m not sure where to look, so hoping no one sees the fear spreading across my skin like a rash, I just stare ahead until my eyes water a little from the effort. Because I know what’s coming, and I know I can’t escape, and perhaps my eyes aren’t watering from the strain, but from the tears I’m fighting to hold back. Cleeve is approaching us now, holding a silver platter upon which lies a chain made of many links that glow with heat from the furnace. The very sight of it makes my heart scream with panic.


My father pulls on thick gloves as he asks me to raise my left hand and Torin his right. We press our wrists together and maybe the fact I’d rather run, plunge overboard and die the death I fear above all others than do this is transmitting through my skin, because to my surprise Torin turns to look at me.


‘Breathe,’ he whispers, so softly it’s possible I imagined it. And for a split second there is no pretence in him, no insincerity. We are simply two people about to endure a shared pain, and I offer him a small nod in solidarity.


Father is holding the red-hot chain now, and with precision he wraps it round our extended wrists, binding them together. The pain is immediate and searing as the metal melts through flesh, eating into skin to leave its imprint. Clenching every fibre of my body I force myself not to flinch. I will not show weakness. I will not let my father believe he’s won.


‘Let you all bear witness to the marking of their promise.’ My father’s voice carries loudly into the evening air, though the solemnity of the moment is somewhat tarnished by the drunken slur of his words. ‘Viper and royalty shall become one, their bodies carrying this brand as a symbol of the vow they have made.’ And with that he lifts the chain, pulling ribbons of skin away with it.


The pain is a thousand knives slashing viciously and I lower my hand, not wanting to see how bad the wound is, how much of my raw flesh is now exposed. I swallow back a wave of nausea and the sob that accompanies it. If Torin is thrown by the barbaric ritual, he doesn’t show it. He thanks my father for his blessing on our intended union and declares the future of the Eastern Isles safe in this momentous alliance of our peoples.


I am not required to speak, and though I usually resent my opinion being overlooked, for once I’m grateful. I have absolutely nothing good to say.


Rum is brought out, and the flagons are filled once more as everyone toasts our binding ceremony. Yet again I am not offered any, though it would help numb my pain. Instead I distract myself by focusing all my energy on avoiding Grace. I’ve felt her gaze fixed on me throughout this display, and I daren’t meet it, because I fear her pity will undo me entirely. Losing my composure would only strengthen my father’s hold on me, would only tighten the noose. He’d love nothing more than to have to castigate me for exposing my shortcomings.


My sight rests instead on Torin’s glowering bodyguard, the only other person not drinking, who makes no effort to hide his displeasure at this whole spectacle. I imagine watching his prince get scorched, even willingly, must go against all his instincts, and though he’s not offered me the merest hint of friendliness, I find myself respecting his devotion to duty.


Bronn, on the other hand, is drinking enough for all of us. He stands slightly apart from the crowd, and even from a distance I can see danger flashing in his eyes. No one will cross him tonight, not when he’s so clearly looking for a fight, and I can’t decide if I’m pleased he seems miserable, or resentful that he can sulk unquestioned while I daren’t move, daren’t speak, daren’t breathe lest someone perceives my slightest vulnerability.


Eventually the rum runs dry and Prince Torin comes to bid me farewell.


‘It seems it’s time for me to leave,’ he says, his face betraying no sign of the pain I’m certain he must be in. Nor is there any trace of the man I thought I glimpsed behind his royal façade during our shared torture. ‘But I do hope you will be able to visit me at my home some time soon, perhaps when our fathers agree a wedding date, so I can return your hospitality.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Until then,’ he says, giving me a little nod before turning to join his men.


Farewells are made and the royal party departs. Ren sets about weighing anchor and soon the Prince’s ship is just a speck on the horizon, its lanterns glowing in the darkness. There are no lanterns lit on our deck, the Maiden choosing to be an invisible predator. My father returns to his cabin without saying a word to me, no explanation, no thanks, no apology. Not that I expected any.


The moment my presence is no longer required I head to my quarters, my wrist burning as fiercely as my father’s betrayal. Only once I’m alone, away from scrutiny, do I start breathing too fast, the rush of panic taking over. But the waves of emotion that crash over me aren’t familiar and it’s then that I realise it’s not panic. I’m seething. So angry I could choke. All the years of suppressed fury bursting the dam and flooding me.
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