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The driving rain slashed across Eldry’s face. Her long hair was plastered to her cheeks, her dress clinging to her legs, tangling in them and making it hard to walk. She squinted up into the clouds, wincing as lightning tore a hole in the darkness.

The deck of the Elana Bey was pitching under her. Eldry lurched and staggered to catch her balance. The wind was howling through the bare rigging and reefed sails—the crew had chosen to heave to, though she thought they were regretting it now. She was certainly wishing they’d been able to outrun the storm. She’d deflected the worst of it, but the Elana Bey’s captain had told her there was no need to push it completely aside. She wished now that she had argued with him. But then, the storm was much more powerful than she had originally thought.

Eldry had only been sailing for a few months. She hadn’t wanted this assignment, but her choices had been a ship or back to her home up the Gehb River into the mountains, and she never wanted to see Stony Lonesome ever again. That made the decision to sail to Tamnen an easy one.

The sailors were shouting at each other. Eldry couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the urgency of their words had escalated into alarm. She turned just as something overhead cracked deafeningly.

Eldry staggered forward. The ship’s mate had shoved her. Mouth open in a wordless cry of surprise, Eldry took several stumbling steps forward. A moment later a section of the mast crashed to the deck behind her. She spun to thank the ship’s mate, but he was trapped under the mast. He’d saved her life—but he’d lost his own.

Eldry screamed in shock, staggering back against the railing. She gripped it as the deck lurched.

“Stormwitch!” The captain was next to her, fingers gripping her elbow so tightly they pinched. “Stormwitch! Turn the storm! Save us!”

Eldry stared at him with wide eyes. It took her a moment to comprehend that he’d changed his mind. She closed her gaping mouth and nodded.

It would be hard now. Harder than it would have been to turn it before it reached them. But she could do it. She might not be a stormcaller, but she was a powerful deflector. She clenched her fist around the large chunk of polished seaglass that hung from her neck. Trying to push away the distractions of the wind and pelting rain, she closed her eyes.

She could still see the flash of lightning through her eyelids, but a moment later she raised the mental walls that shut off the howling of the wind. She took deep breaths, trying to steady her racing heart. Fear would do her no good here. She needed control.

She extended her senses, finding the worst of the storm easily—it was right overhead. She could nudge the storm weatherward to get it past quickly, or she could nudge it to the side and carry the worst of it away from them.

“Eldry!” That was Rhys’ voice. She tried to shrug him off, but strong hands shook her. “Eldry! We’re going to die! You have to get belowdecks!”

Eldry’s eyes popped open. “This is my job!” she snapped at him. She pushed him away. “Get below yourself.”

“I’m not going without you.”

She glared at her best friend. “Then stop distracting me and let me work.”

She shouldn’t have brought Rhys with her. He was no sailor, for all that he’d moved to the coast for her. He had supported her service at the stormwitch academy, but he didn’t understand the work. He still didn’t understand why she hated Stony Lonesome so much, why she’d sworn never to go back. But he was loyal, so she had invited him with her as a condition of her service.

It had been a mistake.

She closed her eyes again, stretching her senses out again. She would nudge the storm weatherward but she would also shift it a bit east. It couldn’t hurt to do both, and it would probably make the Elana Bey safe sooner than doing just one shift. She stretched out her mental fingers, grasping the fringes of the storm and tugging gently.

The wind howled louder suddenly and Rhys screamed. She couldn’t seem to seal off her attention well enough to block it. He was gripping her arm, pulling on her.

“Rhys, stop!” she shouted.

The world flashed into white.

Eldry reeled backwards, her hair whipping into her face. Her hands were tingling, crackling with pain so hot it seared them cold. The world crashed down on her, thunder so loud it was like an avalanche of boulders falling on her head.

As the crash faded away, she heard Rhys still screaming.

Eldry blinked her eyes frantically, willing herself to see anything but the white afterimages of that flash. When she did, she wished she couldn’t.

Rhys was sprawled on the deck. His body spasmed, limbs flailing, his back arching away from the boards.

The voices of the crew merged together and swelled into a huge, monstrous thing. They were louder than the storm. Eldry’s own scream was drowned out by Rhys’.

Rhys went still.

“Rhys!” she screamed, dropping to her knees beside him. Her fingers fumbled frantically at his throat. She held her breath until she found a pulse. It was thready and weak, but it was there. “Sea Lord Antos, preserve us,” Eldry whispered, leaning down to put her arms around Rhys. She was the cause of his hurt. He would never have left Stony Lonesome if it weren’t for her.

She buried her face against his chest, reaching out to gauge the storm’s strength. The worst of it had passed east and weatherward of them. The ferocity of the wind lessened. She’d done it.

Which was why the wave caught her completely by surprise.

It washed over the deck, greedy water clutching at her. It tore Rhys from her grasp and she screamed. Then she realized it had swept her from the deck of the ship. She sucked in a deep breath. Then she was flying, flying, falling, and the sea was all.
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Thunder rumbled low in the distance. Princess Azmei Corrone of Tamnen tucked her hair behind her ear and squinted. They’d been sailing for three weeks, and they probably another week to go. But they hadn’t accounted for storms when they made their plans.

“Is that something we need to be worried about?” she asked, lifting her chin towards the thunder.

Beside her, Destar Thorne shrugged. “We’re close to Amethirian waters, but not in them yet. Their storm season hasn’t started. And the rest of us sailors just take the weather as it comes.”

His tone didn’t give away what he thought about that. Azmei looked at him curiously. “Have you ever sailed with a stormwitch?” she asked.

“Aye, twice now. Once after we thought you dead, when I conveyed the Amethirian ambassador from Ranarr to Tamnen City.” His voice roughened. “He put the wind in our sails, right enough, but I didn’t like it. Wasn’t natural.”

Azmei pressed her lips together, trying to shove down the guilt. She’d done the best she could. Not knowing where the threat against her family came from, she’d made what she thought to be the right decision. She’d known people would be hurt by it, but what else could she have done? If she hadn’t gone into hiding, would her cousin Arisanat have succeeded in murdering her brother as well as her father? He might have destroyed the entire kingdom of Tamnen.

Destar cleared his throat. “The other time was longer ago, when I was ship’s boy on my first mission. I was ten years old, and Prince Marsede and his father King Costa were trying to improve trade with Amethir. We sailed to Maron City with a trade proposal, and the king of Amethir wanted his message to get out of their waters before storm season. The stormwitch he sent with us was this tall old woman with fancy white braids, and she dressed and talked like a sailor.”

Azmei smiled. “You liked her.”

“She was impressive, no doubt about that. We knew less about the stormwitches back then. Thought they were half devil, with their magic abilities, and liable to send us all straight to the bottom if we defied them. She knew how to use our superstition against us, too.” Destar chuckled. “But she was kind, for all that.”

“I’ve only met a stormwitch a handful of times, and never seen one work,” Azmei said. “I know they can create ice. Vistaren’s stormwitch frosted a glass of wine for me once.” She smiled softly, thinking about the circumstances. She had just learned that Vistaren loved men instead of women, dashing all her girlish notions of an epic love affair with her betrothed. The cold wine was a kindness he needn’t have extended, considering how shocked she’d been at that revelation, and it had endeared him to her even more, though perhaps not in the way she had originally imagined.

“Do you know how things stand with Prince Vistaren?” Destar asked, his voice a low rumble.

Azmei glanced curiously at him. “In what way?”

Destar shrugged. “He wore the mourning black the full half a year for you. And he’s not married in the three years since. But there are rumors that...” He trailed off and then coughed. “I know it’s impertinent of me, princess. But did the two of you have an understanding?”

Azmei forced a smile. “He said he would honor our betrothal. I told him he shouldn’t wait, that there were no certainties, but...” Her smile strengthened. “We don’t love each other as a husband and wife might, but there is genuine affection there, Destar.” Not to mention she was the only princess currently available.

“You have a unique gift of gathering allies to you, lass,” Destar said. He rested a hand on her shoulder. “These two you’ve brought with you, they’re not quite what I was expecting.”

Azmei looked up at him, then followed his gaze to the railing, where a teenaged boy with dark hair stood staring out at the ocean. He stood an inch or two shy of six feet, with a nearly scrawny build, and his black hair flopped into his eyes. Azmei smiled.

“I imagine not,” she said. “Nobody could expect Yar.”

She took her leave of the captain and went to lean on the railing next to Yar. The boy was just as enamored of the ocean as he had been three weeks ago when he saw it for the first time. She supposed she couldn’t blame him; Yar had grown up in a city of canals, but it was in the rugged western region of Tamnen, far from the ocean.

“It’s so big,” Yar said without looking at her.

“Bigger than all of Tamnen,” she replied.

“And alive. So alive.”

She just looked at him. He was the one who would know; Yar’s life had been consumed by magic, perhaps since he was a baby, but definitely over the past half year. He’d been chosen as the Voice of Dragons, and it was partly because of Yar that they were making this journey halfway across the world.

“Does Xellax talk to you often?” she asked.

“All the time.” He smiled, turning his silver eyes to hers. “She is treated well by your brother. She gets fat sheep to eat. She likes it.”

Azmei laughed, pleased. “And that’ll keep the people of Tamnen City under control, seeing a dragon lounging on the palace walls.” Her cousin’s rebellion had nearly succeeded. Razem said it would have succeeded if she and Yar hadn’t arrived with the dragons when they did. Azmei thought her brother gave her too much credit, but she knew it had been a near thing. It wouldn’t be bad for the citizens of Tamnen to have a living, fire-breathing reminder of the powerful allies her brother had.

Yar shrugged and looked back out to sea, which made Azmei smile again. In some ways he had changed so much from the boy troubled by Voices in his head, and in others, he was very much the same. He still had little interest in politics, and the smallest thing could fascinate him for hours.

Yar’s shoulders moved as he heaved a sigh. “You wanted me to like you for who you are. When we met, I mean. Not your title.” He glanced over at her, but Azmei just blinked at him, confused. “That’s why you lied.”

“Oh.” Azmei felt a flush of embarrassment rush up her cheeks. “Yes.” When they’d met, he’d been a teenage runaway who heard voices, and she’d been a gruff assassin who felt drawn to protect him despite the fact that she’d killed his grandfather and older brother. How far they’d come from where they started.

“But once I decided to like you,” he continued, “you still didn’t tell me.” He cocked his head to one side. “To protect me. Since you knew my sister was dead. And you knew why she was dead.”

Azmei was silent. He must have a reason for bringing this up, but she couldn’t guess what it was, so she waited.

“Is that why you’re avoiding Hawk now? To protect him?”

It was like a punch to the gut. Azmei stared at him, wondering how he’d noticed that, of all things, and why he thought he should bring it up. She knew he liked Hawk. Everyone liked Hawk. She certainly liked Hawk. But Yar didn’t usually care about other people’s relationships.

“I heard your brother ask you if you’re still going to marry Vistaren,” Yar elaborated, and Azmei’s thoughts flashed back to the night, three weeks ago, when they’d all sat around the fire in the aftermath of Arisanat’s failed rebellion.

“Then you also heard me say I plan to go back to Tamnen if I can,” she said tartly.

Yar shrugged. “But I asked people. Well. I asked Ilzi. She said you were betrothed, and maybe you still are. She said everyone knew it, so Hawk knew it. Knows it.”

Azmei sighed and folded her arms across her chest, waiting.

“So you’re not protecting him,” Yar concluded. “You’re being dumb.”

Speechless, she glared at him. How dare he—

Yar shrugged. “You didn’t want me to care about you being a princess. So I’ll talk to you as Orya talked to me. And you’re being dumb.”

Azmei choked back a laugh. Of all the times for Yar to become observant. “Thank you,” she said in a strangled tone. “I think.”

Maybe she was being dumb. There was no knowing what would happen when they arrived in Amethir, but that was at least a week away. Practically speaking, it was difficult to avoid someone on a ship, even one as big as the Victorious, the flagship of her brother’s navy.

And if she were honest with herself, she didn’t like avoiding Hawk. She’d just been too cowardly to face the questions he would probably ask.

She found Hawk at the stern railing on the poop deck. He leaned on the railing, his right leg bent at the knee, which told her the old wound was bothering him. His hair, so dark a brown it was almost black, was scraped into a stubby tail at the base of his skull. His eyes squinted against the sunlight that still shone on them despite the dark clouds on the horizon.

She stopped a few steps away and cleared her throat, though he must have heard her coming. She had never met anyone as alert as Hawk, except her old training master Tanvel.

He didn’t turn. For a moment she thought he was going to ignore her, which would be fair, considering the way she’d been acting. But finally he said, “Join me, princess.”

“Don’t,” she said, leaning on the railing next to him, close enough that their shoulders touched.

He glanced sidelong at her. “Oh, are you being Azmei now?” There was no rancor in his voice, but Azmei felt a pang of shame anyway.

“I’m sorry,” she said. She wanted to point out that she’d never had the luxury of a romantic relationship before. It wasn’t like princesses were encouraged to fall in love with anyone before they were disposed of in a properly political marriage. And he ought to know—as everyone in the kingdom knew—that her properly political marriage hadn’t exactly worked out the way she had expected.

Hawk sighed and slid his hand over to cover her fingers with his own. “So am I,” he said, his voice soft. “I am having trouble finding my equilibrium.”

Azmei sighed. “I know it must not seem like it, but I’m grateful you’re here.”

His smile was wry. “You have a funny way of showing it.” But he lifted their joined hands so he could brush his lips against her fingers. She felt her stomach flutter.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” she said. “This is all beyond me. Carrying a message for the dragons about the gods? Going to Amethir, where everyone except the prince thinks I’m dead?” She felt him go still and forced herself to continue. “Figuring out what’s going to happen with my betrothal when we get there?”

Hawk’s charcoal eyes were sad when he turned to look at her. “You know I wouldn’t stand in your way,” he murmured. “You signed a contract. You—you’re the princess. I couldn’t live with myself if I got between you and your duty.”

Azmei frowned up at him. “To the hells with my duty. I died for my country three years ago. They ought to give me some leeway.”

“I think they did. Three years’ worth.” Hawk sighed and looked back out at the water. “Life has never been easy, Az. Why would it start now?”

She squeezed her eyes shut, pretending they weren’t stinging with tears. “Because I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want you,” she whispered. “That ought to mean something.”

She felt his arms go around her, pulling her against his chest. “It does,” he said, his voice rough. “More than you can imagine. I’m just not sure if life really gives a damn.”

Azmei gave a watery chuckle and slipped an arm around his waist. “He might not even want to go through with it. After all, he doesn’t even love women. He might have found someone himself.”

“And can he marry that hypothetical someone and produce heirs with him?” Hawk didn’t sound convinced. “He’ll go through with the treaty marriage, unless he’s stupider than I think.”

“Maybe the succession works differently in Amethir,” Azmei said. “After all, in Tamnen, a prince who loved men wouldn’t stay a prince very long.”

“Unless he knew how to hide it very well,” Hawk agreed. “But I have a feeling there are some things that are universal to politics.” He leaned back, breaking the embrace. “What are those?”

It took Azmei a moment to realize he was changing the topic. Then she squinted out where he was pointing. In the distance, but rapidly approaching the Victorious, were massive black and white shapes, their sleek forms cutting through the water with astonishing speed.

From the crow’s nest, a voice called, “Orca off the port stern!”

“Orca,” Azmei said. “I’ve heard of them, but never seen them before.”

Footsteps thudded across the deck, then Destar was at the railing with them, spyglass raised to his eye. “They’ve been more active lately,” he said. “It’s not their migration time yet. Must be the sirens are moving, but that’s not normal, either. Especially in waters this deep.” He glanced at Azmei. “Sirens are shallow-water beasties.”

She shuddered. “Sirens—they eat people, don’t they?”

“And whatever else they can catch,” Destar agreed. “S’why having orca around is a mixed blessing. They eat sirens, so you know if you go down, the orca’ll probably keep you alive. But they usually mean there are sirens around too.”

“If this is unusual,” Azmei began, and Destar nodded.

“Been a lot of siren activity lately. I don’t like it, what with your news about gods and conflict and the whole world about to shake.”

Azmei exchanged a look with Hawk. “That’s why we must reach Amethir as soon as possible,” she said after a moment. Regardless of her doubts about seeing her betrothed again.

Azmei had thought finding justice for her family would mean she could relax. Instead, she had discovered that Tamnen no longer needed her to save it—but the whole world just might.

“Captain!” shouted the lookout from aloft. “Something’s coming astern!”

Hawk’s hand closed on Azmei’s wrist a moment later. “That isn’t an orca.” His voice was tight.

Destar swore. “What in the seven hells—That doesn’t look friendly.”

Azmei leaned across the railing, shading her eyes. The orca had nearly reached them, and they weren’t slowing. They parted to swim around the Victorious and one leapt into the air alongside them, blowing water in what Azmei thought must be an attempt at communication. Then the orca were past and she was staring at a long, sinuous shape speeding towards them.

“Is that—chasing the orca?” she asked. Teal scales flashed through the spray. She sucked in a breath. She didn’t know what sirens looked like, but that was immense.

“It bloody well looks likes it.” Destar grunted. “Gunners to stations!”

Azmei heard the order repeated by the gunners as they ran to man the guns. She had only sailed anywhere once before, and there had been no cannons involved that time. She shifted her stance, wishing she were better skilled in a distance weapon.

“That looks suspiciously like it might be related to Yarrax,” Hawk muttered next to her. Azmei cast a startled glance at him and then looked back at the monstrous beast bearing down on them.

It had scales of metallic teal and its body was serpentine, but the head that reared above the swells did have a remarkably draconian shape to it. The bone over the eye had the same flat shape and its jaw was filled with teeth that looked like they were at least as long as her arm. A fin-like crest began immediately behind its head and stretched along its neck to the point where it disappeared under the surface.

Azmei spun to look for her friend. “Yar!” she screamed. Her eyes found him a moment later and she saw it would do no good to talk to him; he had fallen back into a sitting position on the deck and his face had the vacant expression it took on when he was lost in one of his visions.

She turned to Destar. “Seadragons,” she said. “What do they look—“

“Sleeping gods!” Destar interrupted. He was peering at the oncoming creature—which was much closer than it had been moments before. “You’re right, lass. I’ve never seen one alive.”

“I’ve never seen one at all, but that one doesn’t look like it wants us to stay alive,” Hawk put in.

“Take the princess amidships,” Destar ordered. “Protect her with your life.”

“The princess can protect herself,” Azmei snapped, but she allowed Hawk to guide her away from the railing and towards the center of the ship. One hand fell to the dagger at her hip, but it was more for comfort than anything; it would be no use against a creature that immense.

“Don’t argue in the middle of a battle, soldier,” Hawk murmured. He loosened his sword in its sheath. “I should have taken Thorne up on his offer to learn to shoot.”

“I still trust my steel over gunpowder.” Azmei couldn’t tear her gaze away from the seadragon. Another minute and it would be on them. She registered that Destar was shouting orders to his crew, but she wasn’t sure if they would get the cannon ready in time to make a difference.

She underestimated the crew of the Victorious. She could still taste her words on her lips when the first of the cannons roared. The deck shuddered underfoot as the acrid tang of gunpowder stung her nostrils. A plume of water rose several paces to the left of the seadragon. It bellowed but kept charging towards the ship.

Destar was shouting a correction. Azmei realized her fingers were tight on the hilt of her dagger. With an effort she loosened her grip. A second cannon fired and, this time, the aim was dead on.

Red fountained from a crease along the seadragon’s neck. It bellowed again and dove under the surface. Azmei frowned. Surely it wasn’t that easy to kill.

She could hear the gunners preparing for a second volley, cleaning the barrels and reloading. She exchanged a swift, anxious glance with Hawk and went back to scanning the surface of the ocean.

“Help Yar,” Hawk snapped.

“What?” Azmei looked around. Yar had fallen prone on the deck, his heels drumming against the wood. She swore and dove for him. He could bite his tongue or even choke on it without intervention. Her heart was pounding as she worked her fingers between the back of his head and the planking. Where was the seadragon? Was it attacking him psychically somehow? The timing of his attack couldn’t be a coincidence.

Steel rang over her head and she knew Hawk had drawn his sword. She took a deep breath, forcing away her fear. Hawk would guard her. Nothing would harm her if he could prevent it. And if he couldn’t prevent it... Well, if he couldn’t prevent it, she would die, and there was nothing to be done about it. She focused on cushioning Yar’s head with one hand and trying to prise open his jaws with the other.

The ship rolled hard. Sailors to her right screamed and Azmei realized the starboard side of the ship was rising into the air. She couldn’t look away from Yar’s face, though. His eyes had rolled back into his head and his mouth was twisted into a silent scream. What was going on in his head?

Please, Silent God, whatever peace you may grant me, let me help him, she thought. It wasn’t much of a prayer, but she wasn’t much of a disciple, and the Silent God was surely used to her by now. She pulled her belt off with one hand and managed to force a length of leather between Yar’s teeth. It was the most she could do.

She rocked back onto her heels and took a moment to look up at Hawk. His teeth were bared as he looked at something off the starboard side of the ship. His sword was raised, but he clearly knew as well as she did that it would do no good.

A cannon blast shook her and she swayed. She didn’t have a free hand to catch herself, so she relied on her balance to keep from falling. Yar’s face was strained and pale under his dark skin tone. Azmei wanted to swear. She hated feeling helpless.

“Yar,” she called softly. “Yarrax.” She licked her lips. “Please.” She watched his face for a moment, then raised her voice. “Hawk, tell me what’s happening.”

“The dragon came up under the ship. Someone went over the rail. They’ve almost cut it in two with the cannons.” He spit out the terse sentences like he was angry, but Azmei knew he was just being efficient. “Thorne has his pistol out.”

Azmei bent over Yar, her head tilted so she could feel his breath puff against her cheek. She’d heard of people falling into fits and dying, though Yar had always come out of his all right. He’d been more coherent since joining with the dragons, though. She hadn’t seen a fit this bad since they were in the desert still looking for whatever was causing the Voices in his head.

“Keep talking,” she ordered.

Whatever Hawk said next was drowned out by a crack of thunder splitting the sky. Half a beat later the cannons roared again. Azmei wondered if the seadragon was calling the storm somehow. She knew orca and their cousins were called stormsingers and had some sort of weather magic. Did seadragons have that magic too?

Yar suddenly tensed and went completely still under her touch. Azmei bent closer, watching his chest for several heartbeats until it lifted in a deep breath.

“Hold on!” Hawk shouted, and a hand gripped her shoulder so tightly it hurt.

The deck pitched under them. Azmei heard sailors screaming and someone’s pistol barked nearby. She didn’t think the tiny shot would make even a dent in the seadragon’s thick hide. Destar’s voice rose over the din, not shouting orders or even oaths, but just a wordless roar. The cannons belched again and again, and suddenly a bestial howl rose in the air.

The sound prickled her flesh and shook her bones. She felt hot spray against her cheek and lunged instinctively to shelter Yar from whatever was happening. Then someone hit the deck next to her, screaming in agony. Hawk’s voice rose over her head, but she couldn’t understand what he was saying. She squeezed her eyes shut in sudden fear. This was the end, wasn’t it?

Fingers curled around hers. “Let me go, Az.”

Her eyes flew open. Yar’s swirly silver eyes were open and fixed on her face. He looked entirely coherent, and his jaw was set.

She shifted and sat back, releasing her grip on her belt. It dropped to the deck as Yar rolled to one side and from there to his feet in one fluid motion.

She glanced at the man on the deck next to her. His screams had dwindled to a low, sobbing moan. It was Destar, his cheek flayed open so deep she could see the bone. Her throat tightened.

“Avaunt!” Yar screamed. He was running at the railing, where the seadragon towered at least fifty feet above the deck. “I command! I, Voice of Dragons!”

Destar made a choked noise and Azmei looked down. She tore her jacket off and pressed it against his face, which made him scream again.

“I’m sorry,” she gabbled. “I’m sorry, Destar, I’m sorry, I have to stop the blood!”

He didn’t react, and after a few moments she felt him go limp under her hands. She checked to make sure she wasn’t smothering him, then pressed the cloth hard against his cheek. She’d packed far more clothes than she actually needed, anyway. The jacket wouldn’t be missed.

“The thing’s actually listening,” Hawk said, his voice resonant with wonder.

“What?” Azmei lifted her head and stared at Yar, whose slender form stood straight and strong against the towering silhouette of the seadragon.

“He told it to go away, and it—well, it hasn’t gone away, but it’s actually stopped attacking.” Hawk rested a hand lightly on Azmei’s shoulder. “I think it’s listening to him.”

Azmei looked back at Yar. When she’d met him, he’d been nothing more than a strange, skinny boy, taller than most, who lived half outside the world. Or perhaps it was half inside his head. Either way, he’d been out of sync with everyone else, and Azmei hadn’t known quite what to think of him. All the same, she’d understood why Yar’s sister had died—and attempted to kill—to protect him. There was something special about Yarrax Perslyn, and Azmei had not wanted to be the one to break it.

The seadragon apparently had that same desire. It arched its neck, peering down at the strange creature who dared challenge it. Yar’s dark hair flew in the wind like a banner. He always had trouble meeting a person’s gaze straight on, but he seemingly had no similar difficulty with the seadragon. His chin jutting out stubbornly, Yar had planted his feet wide, his hands on his hips, and appeared to be staring down the seadragon.

“Now!” cried the first mate’s voice, and the starboard side cannons roared in unison. A cloud of smoke billowed from the cannons, obscuring Azmei’s vision, but she heard the wild bellow of the seadragon. The ship pitched wildly and she was grateful for Hawk’s fingers tightening on her shoulder. Beneath the other noises, she heard an agonized wail from Yarrax.

But it didn’t matter. What mattered was Destar bleeding under her hand, the ship’s deck slowly calming, the rumble of thunder suddenly retreating.

“They hurt it bad,” Hawk said, his voice steady. “It’s going. I’m going to leave you, Az. Yar needs help.”

“Go,” she said immediately. She trusted Hawk’s instincts as much as she trusted her own. For that matter, Hawk had taken to Yar like an older brother to a younger. She knew he cared about the boy’s well-being, and if he placed Yar’s safety below Azmei’s, it was only just below Azmei’s.

Destar was disturbingly still under her hands. She leaned in, reassured herself he was still breathing, and sat up. “Healer!” she shouted.

Two sailors were with her at once, one of them already muttering under his breath. Azmei waited until he put his hand on the cloth over Destar’s cheek, and then she sat back.

“We have him, princess,” the other one said, and she nodded and stood.

She felt like she was waking from a nightmare as she focused on the action at the railing instead of right in front of her. Yar had fallen to his knees, clinging to the railing. On the deck near him, three soldiers were sprawled and writhing in various states of injury. Beyond the railing, the seadragon was flailing and thrashing in the ocean, which was now stained a dark purple-red.

Azmei gained her balance and staggered to Yar’s side. “Yar—“ she began, but he howled.

“Make them stop! Don’t hurt it!” He turned his face towards her, but his eyes were unfocused again.

“It was attacking us!” She looked at the seadragon again, though, and couldn’t suppress the pang of pity that shook her. It had coiled in on itself like a dying serpent. Its throat was laid open, ragged edges of flesh gouting blood.

“Forced!” Yar howled. “Forced! Wrong!”

Azmei went to the rail and stared at the seadragon. Did Yar mean the seadragon had been forced to attack them? And if so, by what? Or whom? Were the gods already so awake they were trying to prevent the warning Yar carried? Or was some other power at work? Perhaps someone was trying to wake the gods faster? Or was it all a strange coincidence?

The seadragon gave a last, shrill shriek and slipped beneath the waves. Azmei couldn’t see it, couldn’t see if it kept sinking or if it was merely retreating. It left a purple-red blood slick on the surface of the sea.

“Princess?” The first mate’s voice was tentative.

Azmei looked over her left shoulder at him. “What is it?”

“The captain, your highness. The healer isn’t sure he’ll live. Could you come?”

Azmei felt a horrible thrill along her limbs. She couldn’t lose Destar! He’d been her teacher, her encourager, as well as her protector. Surely such a small injury wouldn’t kill him.

“I’ll come,” she promised. She spared a final glance for Hawk, who was half supporting Yar, and then she followed the first mate belowdecks.
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CHAPTER 2
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Eldry woke up on a barren stretch of sand, the sound of waves crashing in her ears. One side of her face was on fire. She couldn’t see out of that eye. Her clothes were stuck to her, dried stiff with sea salt. What had happened?

She swept the gray landscape with the gaze from her good eye. She couldn’t see anyone else. Not even animals, except a solitary gull winging overhead. The sky was gray too. A tumble of rocks in the distance was the only thing of interest on the whole beach.

Rhys, she thought suddenly. Had Rhys gone overboard too? Was he lying somewhere on the beach near her? Or had they saved him somehow? She thought of the way his heels had drummed against the deck, the high-pitched screaming...

Pain stabbed through her head, bringing her back from the too-vivid memories. She lifted her hand, muscles protesting, and touched her right cheek. Another throb of pain went through her and she flinched. Her tentative fingertips trailed up her cheekbone to her eye...and found a pulpy mess. The skin around her eye was swollen, and from the sticky feeling, there was blood. Something was definitely not right.

What had happened? Her breath came faster.

She gasped as the memory seized her. Rhys screaming. Rhys’ body spasming, limbs flailing, his back arching away from the deck. The shouts of the crew. Her own cries, drowned out by Rhys’.

She curled up on the sand, burying her face in her arms and moaning. She’d done this to Rhys, dragging him away from Stony Lonesome, first to the capital and then to the sea. They’d grown up side by side, not blood siblings, but so close the villagers all called them the twins.

How could Rhys be gone?

Even worse was the knowledge, creeping and insidious, that it was her fault.

She shivered, sobbed, and then couldn’t stop shivering.

“I couldn’t save him,” she whispered. Her fingers crept up to touch the bloody pulp of her eye again. “I didn’t.” She shook and dug one fingernail into her skin. It sent a spasm of pain through her head—a spasm like lightning. It felt horrible. It felt like she deserved it. “I couldn’t save him.”

She scraped at her face again. She craved the pain. The pain was her punishment for talking Rhys into leaving Amethir with her. She hadn’t caused the storm, but he wouldn’t have been on that ship if it weren’t for her.

She’d just wanted to see something of the world. She hadn’t expected anyone to get hurt.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been hearing the humming when she realized it was a real sound. Someone was on the beach with her. It couldn’t be Rhys. Rhys couldn’t be in any shape to hum. Eldry hunched further into herself. Maybe the person wouldn’t see her. She didn’t want anyone to see her.

But the humming was approaching her along a fairly direct path. It was a man’s voice, she thought, though it wasn’t deep. It was reedy.

“Oh, dear, dear, this won’t do,” said the person, and then she knew it was a man. “Just look at her. No wonder you said she needed to be fixed. Poor thing. She can’t do anything like that.”

Eldry squeezed her good eye shut. The fingers pressed into her bad eye felt the muscles twitch, but no eyelid moved to cover her eyeball. She wasn’t certain her eyeball was there, actually.

“Yes, you did warn me. It was ugly, what happened. You’re gracious to spare her. And striking at the ship that way—“ The man broke off, chuckling gleefully. “What a fine joke! I’ll have food for both of us to last months!”

Eldry knew he wasn’t talking to her, but she didn’t want to roll over and see who he was talking to.

“Here, lassie. Sit up. I know you’re not sleeping.” He snorted. “Well, she isn’t sleeping. She’s eavesdropping. Come, sit up.”

At that last, a wizened old man stepped around in front of her. He propped his fists on bony hips and looked sternly down at her. “I know it hurts. We’ll take a look at it. Tchk! That won’t do. We can fix this. Better than new? Yes?” He looked away from her. “You’ll do it, yes? I found her, after all. I have the glass. You’ll fix her.”

Eldry stared up at him, her breath coming faster. Who was he talking to? There was no one here but the two of them.

“Yes, yes,” the man said, looking back at her. “It’ll work beautifully. We’ll need some wire. Oh, pretty wire.” He started fishing around in a bag that hung at his side. “Let’s see...”

He was mad. There was no other explanation for it. She shrank back. She could probably outrun him, if her legs weren’t injured. But where would she go?

“You look thirsty. All that water and not any you can drink, eh?” The man cackled. “Here. Drink this. Drink up. You’re probably dry as a bone, aren’t you?” He pressed a flask into her hand. Eldry tried not to take it, but he curled her fingers around it.

When she turned her gaze to the flask, it looked ordinary. It didn’t smell like anything other than being slightly musty. She was awfully thirsty. Maybe he was just a harmless beach comber, out looking for anything of value that washed up from the sea.

Too bad for him he found me instead, she thought ruefully. She lifted the flask and drank.

It tasted like musty water, too. Eldry started to relax. She’d been unfair to the poor man. He’d only wanted to help her. It must have been a shock for him to come across her like this.

Then she realized she was too relaxed. The flask seemed to weigh as much as a sword. She dropped it and stared at her enervated fingers.

“Wha d’you d...” she began, as the old man’s face swung too close to hers. Then she felt herself being lowered to the ground.

“Don’t worry,” she heard. “I found you. Now I’ll fix you.”

***
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WHEN ELDRY WOKE, SHE was surprised to find she actually hurt less than she had the last time. This time, she didn’t have to work to remember what had happened. The old man was chattering on in his odd, one-sided conversation.

“She didn’t want to let go, that’s for certain. But you know best. You always do. It’s a good thing you gave me plenty of healing herbs this time, though. If that ship hadn’t happened along, there would have been danger of infection.” He cackled then. “You aren’t the healer, it isn’t your strength! Trust me to know more about healing than you do.”

Eldry inhaled. Her dry throat tickled and she began to cough.

“There, you woke her,” the old man said. “She’ll need a drink. Here, here you are. Drink now. This isn’t sleepwater. It’s wine. Nice strong wine. It’ll warm you and keep you.”

Eldry didn’t want to drink, but he tipped the bottle to her lips and she didn’t have much choice. She swallowed. To her relief, it really was just wine. It sent a flush of warmth through her. She glared up at the old man and then looked past him. For the first time she realized he had moved her. They were in a cave. The rough stone ceiling was uneven and low, and most of the light came from a steady lantern that burned on a niche near her feet.

“Who are you?” she rasped.

“Oh, no one important,” he said, waving a hand. “The Scavenger, that’s all. You washed up on my beach. Well, not my beach. Not exactly my beach. But close. Close enough. Yes!” He giggled. “Close enough that I could find you when he sent me. You’re lucky, too! You were trying to take the rest of that eye out with your fingers! Better than if the gulls had found you, though.”

That was when Eldry realized she could see him with both eyes. She tried to close her right eye and fresh pain tore through her head. She whimpered.

“Not that one, my dear,” the man said. He patted her shoulder. “That one’s a little different now. Better, though! Much better! And pretty, too. So pretty. I’ve always liked that piece, but I’d never found any project worthy of it. That’s because he had you in mind for it from the beginning.”

“Where’s Rhys?”

“Rhys? I don’t know. He didn’t send me for Rhys. He sent me for you.”

“Was there anyone else on the beach?”

The man shook his head. “I was just there to find you—and I did. I didn’t notice anyone else.”

“Why were you there to find me?” she whispered. “What did you do to me?”

“I fixed you!” He sounded impatient. “Well. You won’t understand until I show you. Can you stand?”

She sat up slowly, discovered that she could, and nodded. Once she was on her feet, the man hopped down the cave away from her. He was remarkably spry, considering he looked like a bundle of twigs held together with seaweed and canvas. Eldry followed more slowly. Her head throbbed.

“There!” The Scavenger crowed, throwing his arms wide as she reached the mouth of the cave. “See!”

Eldry stared at him for a moment, uncomprehending. Then she turned her gaze to the world outside the cave.

And she did see.

She could see the currents of air as they flowed over the sand, carrying tiny grains with them, creating dunes and creeping the beach ever-so-slowly across the land. She could see the rhythm of the waves rolling into land. She could see the play of the currents in the water. And when she lifted her gaze to the clouds overhead, she could see that this one would be a storm tomorrow, and that one wouldn’t be a storm until the next day. There was no rain in these clouds for this beach.

Her heart jumped in her chest and began pounding so hard she panted. She could see the weather.

“What did you do to me?” she repeated, her voice barely loud enough for her to hear herself. “What did you do to me?” she screamed.

The Scavenger held up his hands, a mirror between them. “I fixed you,” he said, his voice full of glee.

Eldry stared at her reflection in horror. 

Her right eye was gone. It had been replaced by an almost-round piece of seaglass, wintry blue-white and cradled in a cage of fine, copper filigree. The filigree was held in place by a leather strap, perhaps as wide as her thumb, that crossed her forehead and fastened behind her head.

And worst of all—her hair, which had only begun to streak with the silver that marked her as a stormwitch, had gone completely white.

––––––––
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“HE HAS A PLAN FOR YOU, my dear,” said the Scavenger. He was sorting through the contents of a barnacle-encrusted apothecary’s chest. “He tells me things, whispers to me. He led me to you, after all.”

Eldry ignored him. She told herself she didn’t care what was in the chest or what plans the mysterious he might have for her.

She knew she was lying to herself. Every time the Scavenger dragged her out of the cave, she cowered from the sight of the weather swirling through the air. She didn’t want this. But she couldn’t escape it, either.

Rhys had been hurt because of her. Possibly lost because of her. It still ached in her chest, a worse pain than losing her eye.

“He rewards those who serve him well,” the Scavenger went on. “He’s sustained me all these years.”

And just look at you, Eldry wanted to say. Living all alone out here, ragged and skinny as a ferret, mad from solitude.

She didn’t look up. She cupped her hand around her sea glass eye, rocking in place. Rhys, Rhys, Rhys, groaned her heart.

It was like losing part of her own self. She should have ignored the captain’s orders before letting Rhys be hurt.

But I didn’t know it would happen, pleaded a part of her mind.

It didn’t matter. She should have known. She should have suspected. Hadn’t she wondered why she felt no fear when he was so terrified?

She would make it up to him. If she couldn’t find Rhys, she could do her penance. It wouldn’t be the same as actual wergild, but it would at least show the gods how sorry she was.

“You cannot lose yourself, girl!” snapped the Scavenger. “You are here, you survived, and you will serve his purpose!”

In the days she had been here, he had never yelled at her. He had been cheerful, rambling on at length about any thought that entered his head, and he had cackled madly at his own jokes, but he had never been harsh.

Eldry lifted her head and glared at him with her good eye. She kept the sea glass eye covered. There was no weather to see here in the cave, but she didn’t want to give him the pleasure of seeing his work. He was so proud of his work that it turned her stomach.

“Then find Rhys for me,” she snapped.

“Don’t give me that look.” His voice was still sharp, but not as loud. “He has chosen you. You are honored.”

“I don’t feel honored,” she said. Eldry knew her voice sounded sullen. She didn’t care. “I don’t care about anything but finding Rhys.”

The Scavenger huffed and turned to face her. “Rhys doesn’t matter. Your task is all that matters. The stormwitches have gone astray. They have lost their way. And he has chosen you to redirect them. You will guide them to a new era of glory.”

“I’m not a stormwitch anymore.” Eldry looked back down at the cave floor and pressed the back of her hand against a sharp ridge.

“You can’t just stop being what the gods made you,” he replied. “And they made you a stormwitch.”

“I won’t use it.” Eldry wrapped her arms around herself. “The academy wouldn’t have me back if they knew what had happened. I should have protected Rhys somehow.”

“Eh.” The Scavenger clattered something inside the chest.

“If you don’t help me find Rhys, I won’t do anything for you,” Eldry insisted, glaring at him again.

The Scavenger hitched his shoulders.

“The lightning struck Rhys!” Eldry snapped. “I have to see if he washed overboard with me. I have to find him. He could be hurt.”

“Eh.” The Scavenger shrugged his skinny shoulders again.

“I hate you,” Eldry spat. She stood up and stalked to the mouth of the cave. She crouched there, covering her seaglass eye so she could look out safely.

The sky and the sea were a flat gray, hard and dull like the color of a sword. She scraped the back of her hand against the cave wall, actively hating everything around her, and hating herself most of all.

***
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THE SCAVENGER’S SNORES filled the cave, almost loud enough to drown out the sound of the waves. Eldry got up, holding her breath, and crept carefully to the mouth of the cave. Her magical eye didn’t let her see in the dark, exactly, but it did show her the air currents that teased their way into the cave. She was able to deduce the location of any obstacle by watching the air flow around it.

Once she was standing outside the cave in the light of the waxing gibbous moon, she found the dagger and water flask she’d hidden earlier in the day. She had a firestarter and two candles in her bag, along with a flask she thought held the pain potion the Scavenger had been dosing her with.

If he wouldn’t help her find Rhys, she would find Rhys on her own.

She had no idea where the Scavenger had found her, so she walked until she reached the wet sand and then she turned north. The Elana Bey had been sailing for the capital of Tamnen, and that was in the north part of the kingdom. She didn’t know how far off course the storm had blown them, but she thought it had probably pushed them south.

As she skirted the waves, Eldry thought about Rhys. They had been friends all their lives—almost twenty-four years now—and as close as siblings for twenty of those years. Her parents had both died before she was five. Her mother she remembered not at all; she had died of a blood sickness when Eldry was three.

Her father had left her with Rhys’ family when he was drafted into the Shroud War, when the Shroudlings had come from behind the veil of clouds, fog, and mountains, and attacked Amethirian traders. Most of her generation had lost a parent or grandparent in the war. Rhys hadn’t, because his father had been the village blacksmith and too valuable to draft, and his mother had been too ill.

When Eldry was five, word had come that her father had been killed in battle. She had lost count of how many nights since then she had crawled into Rhys’ bed and snuggled against him, desperate to feel someone next to her that wouldn’t leave her. He had never complained, even during the years she wet their pallet because she was too afraid the Shroudlings would get her if she went to the privy out back.

Pain twisted her gut and she doubled over, clutching at her stomach. She had repaid such love and loyalty by waiting this long to go looking for him.

“I suppose you think you’re meant to be some sort of hero.” The voice startled her out of her reverie. Eldry swung around, snatching at the dagger in her belt. She only half relaxed when she realized the voice belonged to the Scavenger.

She squinted at him, shielding her eyes from the glare of the lantern in his hand. She hadn’t seen him coming because he’d had it shuttered until then.

“Why are you following me?”

“Because he told me to find you and fix you, and I’m not about to let you get away, my witchy lass.” The Scavenger cackled, but his eyes sparkled oddly. “He has a task for you, and I’m to see that you complete it.”

“Well, you can tell him for me that I’m not completing anything unless we find Rhys.” Eldry might have been a poor friend to Rhys in the week since the storm, but she was done letting the Scavenger push her around.

The Scavenger heaved a tremendous sigh. “Yes, yes, you already said that a dozen times. And lucky for you, he seems to agree. He woke me out of a sound sleep to follow you and help you.” He snorted. “You have no idea how honored you are, girl. He’s determined to have you.”

“Well, he can have whatever he wants, if he’ll save Rhys,” Eldry said.

The moment the words passed her lips, she felt the world shift under her. She flung out her arms, trying to keep her balance, and only just kept from tumbling to the sand. Heart racing and mouth dry, she stared at the Scavenger.

He barked a laugh. “Done!” he cried. “Well. You’re going the right way, at least. Clever thing that you are. Let’s go. We’ve nearly reached him.”

Eldry stayed where she was as he seemed to dance along the shoreline. She felt a sudden searing regret for her words. That had been a rash promise to make, and it seemed the Scavenger’s god had taken her seriously.

She had a very bad feeling that she would live to regret it.
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CHAPTER 3
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They found Rhys just as the sun was lifting from the eastern horizon. Eldry had pushed ahead of the Scavenger and stayed in the lead. She was determined to be the one who found Rhys. The Scavenger kept muttering to himself and cackling from time to time, but he didn’t protest.

Eldry’s legs ached from walking so far through the loose sand. She had started yawning uncontrollably some time back, her good eye watering every time she yawned. The right side of her head throbbed. But she would not give up.

The sky had been lightening for the past half hour. Sanderlings and plovers were running ahead of them, taking to the air whenever Eldry got too near. As she lifted her gaze to follow the erratic flight of the birds, Eldry’s attention was caught by an unnatural-looking lump huddled on the water side of a dingy-sized chunk of driftwood.

As she watched, a gull skimmed in from the sea and landed on the lump—which moved. Eldry’s heart leapt into her throat.

“Rhys!” she cried, her voice strangled. Ignoring the protest from her legs, she darted forward, the sand making her pace awkward.

The Scavenger exclaimed something behind her, but she didn’t catch the words. Maybe he was just talking to his god. Either way, she didn’t care.

The gull flapped up, screeching in offense as she dropped to her knees beside the lump. Whoever it was moaned. Eldry rested a hand on what she thought was a shoulder.

It wasn’t a shoulder.

The man screamed, a hoarse, dry scream that trailed off into a strangled sob. Eldry jerked her hand back, her fingers wet with something dark and tacky. Blood. Gulping, she looked closer and realized she had touched what used to be a leg, but was now a crushed mass of flesh.

“I’m sorry!” she gasped. “Rhys?”

The man’s sob faded into a whine and then disappeared entirely. His breathing rasped in his chest. “El...”

It was Rhys! She shifted around until she found his head. He was lying on his side, his back to her, but he turned his head until she could see the week’s worth of stubble covering sun-blistered skin.

“Scavenger!” she screamed over her shoulder. “Come now!” She bent low over Rhys’ face. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I should have found you sooner.”

“Water?” Rhys’ voice was paper-dry.

“I have water,” she said, fumbling her flask from her belt. “Here. Not too fast, though.”

He ignored her, gulping some of the water through chapped lips and then pouring it over his face and hair. It couldn’t be at all cool, but he sighed as if it had been the sweetest, coldest drink he’d ever had in his life.

“He’s dying.” The Scavenger’s voice was stark.

Eldry rounded on him, glaring up at him as fiercely as she could from her knees. “He isn’t. And if you want me to help you at all, you’ll save him.”

The Scavenger heaved a huge sigh and sat on his heels next to her. “You’d better be worth this, boy,” he muttered.

To her surprise, Rhys crackled a laugh. “I am.” His voice wasn’t much stronger. “She means it.” He gasped as the Scavenger reached down and pulled blood-soaked cloth away from the mangled leg.

“Gently,” Eldry snapped at the Scavenger. She reached up and stroked Rhys’ wet hair away from his face. “Sleeping gods, I’m so sorry, Rhys.” Her throat felt thick.

“Not...” He shook his head. “Not y’r fault.”

“You wouldn’t have left Maron if I hadn’t insisted,” she said miserably.

“Might’ve.” Rhys shook his head and lifted the flask to drain the rest of the water.

“He doesn’t have the energy to argue with you, missy,” the Scavenger said. “If you want him to live, make yourself useful. Give him some of the sleepwater. It’s best he doesn’t feel what I have to do next.”

“Are you going to fix his leg?”

Rhys tensed. “Eldry. Your face.”

She looked back at him, realizing that in her worry she’d forgotten about her new eye. “My eye was ruined in the wreck. The Scavenger fixed it.”

Rhys squinted at her. His face seemed hard suddenly. “Fixed.”

Eldry shrugged. “I can see the weather now, without having to strain for it. I can see the magic.”

“Did well enough without.” Rhys turned his gaze down to what the Scavenger was doing.

The old man had set his bag down and was pulling out long lengths of cloth. He was humming as he did so. When he saw them both looking at him, he said, “Sleepwater. It’s in that metal flask. He’ll need it for us to get him back home.”

Eldry took the flask and lifted it for Rhys to drink, but he pushed it away. “Don’t fix me like her.”

Eldry recoiled, staring at him. Would he rather she be blinded? Disfigured? She swallowed the angry words she wanted to spit at him. He was weak and hurting. He didn’t understand.

Rhys lifted his gaze back to meet hers. “Don’t, El. You’d still be beautiful without that eye. I didn’t mean that.”

Eldry glared down at him but didn’t answer.

The Scavenger snorted. “No fixing to be done yet, boy. I have to get you home and see just how bad the damage is first. But it’ll have to be straightened and bandaged, and you don’t want to be awake for that.”

Rhys looked suspiciously at the Scavenger for several heartbeats, then finally nodded.

“Good. Drink up, lad. It’ll be a long way back, and we don’t want you waking on the way.”



	[image: image]
	 
	[image: image]




[image: image]

CHAPTER 4
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Captain Arama Dzornaea, known as the Storm Petrel, had spent half her life as a privateer and half her life on a merchant ship, and she’d been through plenty of storms in that time. But she’d only been shipwrecked once, and it had been the worst night of her life. That was the only reason she hadn’t torn up her letter of marque and killed the messenger bird that brought her latest assignment.

Well, that and the fact that she was in love with the prince’s best friend, which would make it awkward for her to turn pirate again after all these years. Damned inconvenient, falling in love.

“Search and rescue?” Her first mate was staring at her, his dark eyes squinted. Beside him, the second mate, a sunburned lad named Zek, looked horrified. Carig coughed. “But we’re pi—fighters, mum.”

“Aye, Mister Carig.” Carig would be easy to convince; he was devout. It was the rest of her crew she wasn’t so sure of. They would follow her orders, but she didn’t like sailing with an unhappy crew. And her crew had signed up to fight, not search for lost ships. “Have you forgotten,” she said, matching Carig’s gaze with a hard one of her own, “that Sea Lord Antos had mercy on us once?”

That was all it took. His sun-browned face flushed and he turned his squint out to sea.

“No, mum, that I haven’t. T’would be ungrateful for me to deny another the chance of rescue.”

“It would.” Arama would never claim to be devout, but she was more than happy to indulge Carig’s offerings to the sea god. Antos, it was said, slept more lightly than the other gods, and was more likely to hear the pleas of those who lived on the ocean.

Carig sighed. “You’re a hard one, Captain.”

“It gets worse, I’m afraid.” Arama pushed a hand through her hair, tucking it behind her ear. “The missing ship’s the Elana Bey.”

“A trader?” The dismay in Carig’s voice was clear.

“With a stormwitch posted on board.”

“A noble’s trader?” Zek blurted, his green eyes wide.

Arama smirked. “I told you it got worse.” She was none too happy about the prospect of taking a stormwitch on her own ship, when it came down to it. There had been a witch on board the Bounder when it went down, and that had done them little good. In the end, Arama was certain Carig’s faithful offerings to the sealord had done more to save them than all of Stormwitch Lijka’s pushing and pulling with the magic.

“Aye, mum. That you did.” Carig sighed and rubbed a hand over his head. “I suppose she was trying to beat storm season home.”

“With a load of saltpeter bound for Tamnen, or Tamnese cotton and silk on the return. Either way, it’s not a cargo the crown wants to lose. And the fact is, if the Strid took her, we’re the best ship to give chase.”

“That we are.” Carig slapped his hands together and rubbed them briskly. “Right, then. We’d best get on with it, eh? What orders?”

Arama glanced at the sun and slid her compass out of her pocket for a bearing. They were in international waters—just—but they weren’t that far off the Tamnese Coast. “There’s no word yet if the Elana Bey reached Tamnen City at all. The ambassador there will let us know. So knowing the Strid as we do, Mister Zek, what do you suppose happened?”

Zek straightened, chewing his lip. “We know the word’s leaked out that we’re trading saltpeter to the Tamnese. They won’t want Tamnen to have more guns than them, even if the guns aren’t much good for the kind of fighting they’re doing in the Kreyden.”

Or much good at all, artillery aside, Arama thought, nodding. Her pistols looked ferocious, and the mere thought of being shot had made more than one adversary back down, but the fact was, they were damned heavy and hard to aim outside a few paces. She’d still rather rely on her cutlass in a fight.

“We know the Tamnese have lost more ships than we have, this past year and a half,” Zek continued. “So my guess is the Strid are focusing on the saltpeter ships. If they know the Elana Bey’s one...“

Arama nodded. “They’ll have been shadowing her from the moment she left Amethirian waters, and as soon as they had a favorable wind, they’d be on her.”

“Those seacaves along the coast south of the Kreyden?” Zek was poised on the balls of his feet, ready for her order.

“Aye, Zek. Set course for the Kreyden, and look sharp for Strid vessels. Let’s not provoke an international incident.” Arama paused and grinned at his look of disbelief. “At least, one we can’t win.”

“Aye, mum!” Zek threw her a salute and trotted off to pass the orders.

“And you,” she said, mock-scowling at Carig. “Get to your bunk for some rest. We’ll have full watch through the night.”

“Aye, mum.” Carig ducked his head and went belowdecks.

Arama tucked a finger inside the pocket of her waistcoat, letting it brush against the soft edges of the paper inside. There were some advantages to being the king’s favorite privateer. Regular service by the messenger birds, for instance. Suppressing a smile, she strode back toward the quarterdeck.

Once she had a little privacy, she pulled the letter out of her pocket. It was already creased and worn from rereading, though it had just come by bird two weeks past.

My dear Arama, Lozarr had written.

I write with news that has confounded our prince, but will probably please you as it does me. Princess Azmei has sent a letter to Vistaren, saying she is coming to Amethir. You have probably heard more than we have of the rumors out of her kingdom—her brother Razem is king, after their father was struck down by an assassin. We have also heard rumors of insurrection, but there are few details, and the princess gave none in her letter.

Arama smiled, but it was a grim expression. She had, indeed, heard more than that. The insurrection had been Razem and Azmei’s cousin making a play for the throne. He had been the one who attempted Azmei’s assassination three and a half years ago, and only the barest chance had kept him from winning the throne.

She didn’t credit the rumors of dragons and necromancers, of course. There were always those who would see magic and malevolence where it wasn’t. And why would dragons get involved in an insurrection, anyway? She shook her head.

Vistaren, as you can imagine, is beset with doubts. It is difficult to comfort him, but what little I can do, I will do. It would be well if you were with us in Maron when the princess arrives. Vistaren has spoken of you often since her letter arrived three days ago. I think he could do with your counsel.

That line made Arama grimace every time she read it. What advice did Lo think she could she give the prince that would help him? She still struggled with her feelings for Lozarr, though they had been sharing a bed for the past three and a half years, whenever they both found themselves in the same place. It didn’t happen often—he was a general in the king’s army, and she spent most of her time on the high seas—but every time they parted, she felt like she was losing part of herself.

She hated it.

I am in the capital for the time being, and expect to remain here at least through Azmei’s arrival. It will be good to see her again, though not as good as it would be to see you again. I hope you are well.

Yours always, Lo

She sighed. “Yours always,” she whispered, and folded the letter to replace it in her pocket.

She gazed at the ship’s wake, letting her eyes unfocus just slightly. Lo had no trouble admitting that he loved her. Arama was the one who had difficulty accepting that love. Loving Lozarr was easy. Being loved in return...that was the hard part, somehow.

Thunder rumbled low across the ocean, and Arama jerked her head up to stare at the sky. She hadn’t noticed them building, but the sky astern was full of roiling black clouds.

“Zek!” she shouted, and the mate came running.

“I’ve got the hands reefing sails, Captain,” he reported.

“Good. When did the clouds come up?”

He shook his head. “They came up fast, mum. We caught the wind and were steering full and by, and just as we were really making headway, we saw the clouds building.”

Arama frowned. That smacked of witchery, though she certainly didn’t have a stormwitch on board. Could this have something to do with the king’s missing ship? She allowed herself a moment of speculation, then pushed the thought away. The approaching storm was a more pressing problem.

She studied the wind direction, considered their position, and made a decision. “We’ll scud under foresail. Move the shot forward to alter the trim. Then all non-essential personnel belowdecks. No sense getting the whole crew soaked. Oh, and Zek—get Mister Carig up here.” She wanted her best helmsman on the wheel.

“Aye, Captain.” Zek dashed off, already shouting orders.

Arama scowled at the clouds, offering a silent prayer to the Sea Lord. She had no intentions of being wrecked again, if the god granted.

Carig’s heavy footfalls thudded up to the quarterdeck, making Arama realize how silent everything had gone. “Storm, mum?” he asked.

Arama jerked a thumb over her shoulder, scanning the crew’s activity through the deepening gloom. She could see them shouting to one another, but the wind was carrying the noise away from her.

“You’re relieved, Wirda,” Carig told the helmsman. “Go on below. I’ll keep on over watch.”

Thunder cracked abaft and Carig swore. “It’ll be a wild night.”

Arama grunted. She turned to watch the storm. It was coming fast. She hoped the crew would have time to get the sails set properly before it hit. If they weren’t carrying enough sail, the wind could sweep the sea over the stern and they’d be pooped. If that happened, the ocean would sweep the decks clean—of sailors as well as anything else that wasn’t properly tied down.

“You want us running directly before the storm, Captain?” Carig was lashing himself to the wheel. He’d never been one for bravado; he’d rather have a firm grip on the wheel and confidence than worry about appearing stalwart.

“That’s your call, Mister Carig,” Arama said. “You know this ship, and you know your helm. I trust your judgment.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Arama nodded and turned again to watch the approaching storm. Thunder boomed almost as soon as the lightning flashed. The wind made her eyes water. She ducked her head, her gaze falling to the surface just astern of the Dawn Star, and cold speared down her spine. She’d seen a flash of silvery scales that was all too familiar.

She pressed her lips together and drew in a long, slow breath, trying to calm her suddenly pounding heart. There were sirens shadowing the Dawn Star. And in a following sea with a gale blowing up, that could be a recipe for disaster.

“Sirens teeth,” she whispered, and sent another prayer winging to Sea Lord Antos. It would be a long, wild night indeed. She hoped they all lived to see the end of it.

***
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“I SAID I DON’T WANT to be fixed!”

Rhys was still in pain, Eldry could see that, but his voice was much stronger after sleep, water, and food. And he was just as stubborn as ever.

“Rhys, your leg is crushed,” Eldry said. Her stomach was still flopping inside her from the way the bones of his shin had poked out through the skin, the squishy way his ankle joint moved when the Scavenger poked at it.

“So it is. And many a fellow’s had worse. Just wrap it as best you can and give me boneset. I don’t need any fancy rigmaroles like what he’s put on you.”

The pang of hurt shouldn’t have surprised her, but it did. “I can see the weather with this,” she said. “And he did a good job of it, at least. I don’t look so hideous, do I?”

Rhys’ expression didn’t soften. “You could never look hideous. But you’d be more fair without that seaglass contraption.”
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