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  Laws of Motion, Number One




  A moving object will continue in a straight line unless something happens to knock it off its course. Some say this is also true of stories.




  Aldebran Boswell’s Book of Scientific Knowledge
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  Brine sat at the driftwood table in Tallis Magus’s library, her chin propped on one hand as she read. Aldebran Boswell could have been

  describing her life, she thought. A long, straight line of cleaning the magician’s house, cooking the magician’s food, washing the magician’s disgusting socks. Nothing ever

  changing.




  Brine Seaborne’s life will continue in a straight line . . .




  There was one big difference, of course. A moving object might have some idea of where it came from, but Brine had no idea at all. She had one clear memory of waking up in a rowing boat three

  years ago, surrounded by people, and that was all. They’d asked her her name and she couldn’t remember – she couldn’t remember anything. So they named her Brine because she

  was crusted head to foot in sea salt, and Seaborne because that’s what she was. Sea-borne. Sea-carried.




  She’d been so ill that no one had expected her to survive, Magus told her often. Lucky for him that she had recovered or the magician would have had to do his own cleaning all these

  years.




  Brine crumpled up the cloth she should have been using to dust and threw it at the door. As Boswell predicted, it flew in a straight line.




  Unless something happens to knock it off its course.




  The duster bounced aside as the door opened.




  Brine slammed Boswell’s book shut and jumped up as Tallis Magus swept in. He looked cleaner than usual and he was wearing his best robe – the one he kept to impress rich visitors.

  Right behind him came a man who was a bit shorter than him, a lot fatter, and had a face like a fish on a bad day.




  Brine gaped at him. Penn Turbill? Why was he here?




  ‘What are you doing, Seaborne?’ Magus barked.




  ‘Dusting,’ said Brine. She rescued the cloth. ‘Sorry. It slipped.’




  Magus gave her a disbelieving glare and shook back his robes, sending off a flurry of stale magic that made Brine cough. ‘Get out!’




  Brine dropped him a curtsy and fled.




  Outside, she shut the door firmly and leaned against it. Something was definitely off course. People came to Magus’s house for two reasons – either he owed them money or they wanted

  him to cast a spell. But Penn Turbill was the richest man on the whole of the Minutes island cluster, and the biggest miser. No way would he have lent Magus anything, and what could Turbill want

  that he could only get by magic? He already owned almost everything.




  Very carefully, Brine turned her head and pressed her ear to the door.




  ‘. . . smaller than I expected,’ Penn Turbill was saying.




  ‘She’s only twelve,’ replied Magus, ‘as far as we can make out. She’ll grow. And she works very hard – as long as you can stop her daydreaming.’




  Brine twisted her duster into a tight knot. They were talking about her, but why? She was just the magician’s servant. Why should Penn Turbill care how big she was? She waited, listening

  as a floorboard creaked inside the library, followed by a rattle of keys and the louder creak of the door into Magus’s private study. Then silence.




  Maybe they’d just been making conversation. Maybe Turbill had asked about her simply because he’d seen her on the way in. Yes, and maybe a flock of flying sheep would swoop down on

  Magus’s house and take her home. Wherever that was.




  A hand grabbed her shoulder. Brine yelped and lashed out backwards with the only weapon she had: the duster. It connected limply.




  ‘Watch what you’re doing, can’t you?’ said Peter irritably. He picked off a lump of fluff exactly the same beige as his hair, then paused and looked at Brine as if

  waiting for something.




  Brine glared back at him, not moving.




  Peter flicked the dust at her. ‘Didn’t we decide that servants were supposed to curtsy to family members?’




  ‘You might have,’ said Brine. ‘I didn’t. Anyway, you’re no more family than I am.’ Peter’s real family were fishermen on one of the smallest of

  Minutes’ islands. He hated it when Brine brought this up, which Brine thought was quite ridiculous. He seemed so determined to forget where he came from; Brine would have given anything to

  remember.




  She sneezed into her duster. ‘Have you been practising magic again?’




  That was the other thing she hated about living with Tallis Magus (one of the many other things): she was allergic to magic. No one could explain why, not that anyone had really tried to. Magus

  didn’t care how often she sneezed as long as she also kept the house clean.




  ‘Not that it’s any of your business,’ said Peter, ‘but I had a lesson this morning.’ He drew a squiggle in the air in front of her and grinned. ‘Don’t

  worry. I won’t turn you into a frog – yet.’




  ‘I’d like to see you try.’




  ‘I might one day.’ Peter jerked his head at the library door. ‘What’s Bladder-Face doing here?’




  Brine almost smiled, but turned it into a scowl. ‘Penn Turbill? How should I know? I’m only the servant.’ She tucked the duster into the waistband of her skirt and stalked

  away. At the top of the stairs, she turned back. Peter was leaning against the door, his ear to the wood. ‘But if you ask me,’ Brine added loudly enough to make him jump,

  ‘it’s going to mean trouble.’




  Penn Turbill didn’t leave the house until the sun was setting. Brine watched from an upstairs window as he hurried down the steep little path to the beach. Magus was

  plotting something with him – something that involved her. She didn’t like the cold feeling that swam in her stomach. This was her own fault. She’d wanted something to change;

  she’d practically wished for it in the library. For all she knew it might even be a good change, but she couldn’t quite convince herself of the fact. There were many, many things worse

  than a boring straight line of a life.




  She heard footsteps behind her and spun round. Peter stepped back quickly. ‘Don’t throw anything. Magus wants to see us both downstairs.’




  Tallis Magus was waiting for them in the sitting room, smiling. Brine felt a prickle of worry. In the three years she’d lived in the magician’s house, she’d seen him smile

  maybe four times. Mainly he alternated between a vaguely irritated frown and a full-blown, thunderous scowl, the latter usually happening when he found Brine somewhere she shouldn’t be. The

  grin that stretched his face now was so alien that Brine pinched herself to make sure she wasn’t in the middle of a nightmare.




  ‘Peter, Seaborne, come in,’ said Magus. ‘Have a drink.’




  Brine stopped in the doorway. This was definitely all wrong. Magus stood up, still beaming, so that his smile seemed to lift him out of the chair by his teeth. He poured wine into three goblets

  and held two of them out. Peter tasted his cautiously. Brine stared into hers, wondering how much Magus had already drunk.




  Magus took a long gulp and wiped his chin on his sleeve. His gaze bumped around the room. Brine started forward, thinking he was going to fall over, but he waved her away. ‘I am perfectly

  well, Seaborne.’ He fell back into his chair. ‘In fact,’ he said, ‘I have good news for you both. I spoke to Penn Turbill today and we reached an agreement. Peter, you are

  very young, but you’re a good boy and you’re going to be a magician one day.’




  Peter shot Brine a sideways glance. She shrugged. She didn’t have any idea what this was about either.




  Magus didn’t seem to notice that neither of them had spoken. ‘Money and magic are a good mix,’ he said. ‘And Penn Turbill has more money than anyone. His daughter’s

  not the prettiest girl on the islands, but looks don’t really matter. You’ll like her.’




  ‘I will?’ asked Peter.




  Magus’s smile slipped. ‘Of course you will – you’ll have to. You’re going to marry her.’




  Peter turned red, then white. ‘Marry? But . . . but I can’t get married. I’m too young.’




  ‘Stop gawking at me like a fish,’ snapped Magus. ‘You won’t stay too young, will you? You and Turbill’s daughter will get betrothed next week, then she’ll

  move in here and you can get married as soon as you’re fifteen. That’ll give you nearly three years to get to know her. That should be enough, even for you.’




  Peter shook his head. ‘I don’t want to get to know her. I don’t want to marry her.’




  Magus slammed his goblet down. Wine slopped over the sides. ‘You will do as you’re told. Who else is going to marry you – the fisherman’s runt, the magician’s

  useless apprentice? Drink your wine and be happy.’




  Peter’s goblet fell from his hand. He didn’t appear to notice.




  Brine looked down at the spreading wine stain and tried not to smirk. ‘I’ll get a cloth,’ she said.




  Magus stopped her. ‘That’s not the only thing we agreed. Obviously, Seaborne, I’ll have no need of a servant once Turbill’s daughter moves in. Penn Turbill has considered

  your youth and your – ah – questionable origins, and despite them both he has agreed to take you on. You will be going to live with him as his housekeeper.’




  A dull clatter sounded, a thousand miles away.




  ‘Make that two cloths,’ said Peter.




  Brine wasn’t sure how she got to sleep that night, but she woke to the sound of shouting. She groaned and rolled over, burying her face in the pillow.




  Peter’s voice came through the ceiling. ‘I’m not going through with this. You can’t make me.’




  ‘Don’t talk back to me, you ungrateful child.’




  Brine would have stayed in bed if she could, but staying in bed wasn’t going to solve anything. Magus and Peter continued to argue as she dressed, and from the sound of it, Magus was

  winning. She could still hear him calling Peter names as she got the fire going in the kitchen and laid three fish on a rack over it. She might have felt sorry for Peter if he wasn’t such a

  pain. It would serve him right to be stuck with someone he couldn’t stand, but still had to be polite to – see how he liked it. Anyway, Brine had enough problems of her own to worry

  about.




  ‘I’m not marrying Bladder-Face’s daughter,’ announced Peter, marching in on her some time later. His left cheek was scarlet, as if he’d been slapped.




  Brine turned a fish over and stabbed it hard with a fork. ‘What are you going to do, then? Run away and join the pirates?’




  Peter’s other cheek reddened to match the slapped one. Brine didn’t care. As far as she was concerned, he’d got the better part of the deal. She’d spent three years

  working for Tallis Magus. She cleaned his house, cooked his food, washed his clothes until her hands were raw, and in return he was swapping her as if she was an old robe he’d grown tired

  of.




  ‘At least I won’t have to live with you any more,’ she said. ‘And Penn Turbill is rich. Have you seen his house? It’s huge.’




  ‘Ten times the house, ten times the cleaning,’ Peter said.




  ‘Yes, well, I don’t have to get married. Your children are going to be so ugly.’




  Peter scowled at her and sat on the table. Brine watched the fish smoulder. The nearest one looked a bit like Penn Turbill – it certainly had the same glazed expression.




  Ten times the house, ten times the cleaning.




  ‘I’ve heard,’ said Peter, breaking into her thoughts, ‘that Bladder-Face can’t read. There’s not a single book in his house.’




  Brine turned cold inside. Peter flashed her a triumphant grin. ‘Magus might not have noticed you sneaking into the library all the time, but I have. I was planning to blackmail you one

  day.’ He tapped the side of his nose. ‘You know what they say – knowledge is money.’




  ‘No it’s not, it’s power.’




  Actually, it was neither. It was freedom, the chance to escape, even if only for an hour or two. In Penn Turbill’s house there would be no escape. Brine turned the fish again, watching the

  juices spit as they hit the fire. A dull weight settled over her.




  ‘Why don’t you try talking to Magus again?’ she said. ‘Tell him it would be bad for your studies to have a wife.’




  Peter pointed to his reddened cheek. ‘Why don’t you talk to him if you’re so clever?’




  Because Magus definitely wouldn’t listen to her, Brine thought, and Peter knew it. She sighed.




  The smell of burning fish wafted between them. Brine sneaked a glance at Peter and caught him looking back at her. They both jerked their gazes away.




  ‘Well,’ said Brine at last, ‘if Magus won’t change his mind, we’ll have to make Turbill change his.’




  ‘Yes, brilliant idea. How?’




  One of the fish ignited. Brine snatched it out of the flames by the tail. ‘You’re a magician, aren’t you? I’m no expert, but how about you cast a spell on him?’
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  Magic is the art of making shapes. The magician takes a quantity of magic, forms it into the correct spellshape, and releases it. The process appears mysterious

  because most people cannot see magic. All they see is the magician’s hand moving and the flash of light as the spell is released.




  Aldebran Boswell’s Big Book of Magic
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  The library was a different world at night. Shadows crawled together, piling up against the door that led to Tallis Magus’s private study.

  Brine could feel the door behind her, a heap of dark at her back, even while she tried to read by candlelight.




  In the daylight, her plan had seemed easy: get what they needed here, row to Turbill’s island, where Peter would cast the mind-change spell, then back and into bed while Magus was still

  snoring. Now, with shadows yawning around her, she could think of a hundred things that would almost certainly go wrong.




  She opened another one of Boswell’s books at random.




  

    

      

        

          The island cluster of Minutes lies in the north-west of the Atlas Ocean. It consists of more than twenty islands, many of which are set so close that you may sail

          between them in a matter of minutes. Beware, however . . .


        


      


    


  




  The library door opened. Brine bit back a scream.




  ‘Scared you,’ said Peter. He held up a key.




  Brine stood up, trying not to show that her heart was hammering and her hands had begun to shake. ‘Where’s Magus?’




  ‘Snoring like a blunt-nosed whale.’




  They both paused, watching each other in the candlelight. Peter looked back over his shoulder. The night was getting to him, too, it seemed.




  ‘What if we cast the spell on Magus instead?’ Brine asked. At least that way, they wouldn’t have to row across the sea at night.




  ‘Don’t be stupid. The spell would wake him and he’d know exactly what we were doing.’




  Whereas Turbill was as blind as a sea slug when it came to magic. Whether the spell worked or not, he’d never know Peter had cast it.




  ‘I could try talking to Tallis again,’ said Peter. ‘Maybe he’ll . . .’




  Brine snatched the key from his hand. If they thought any more about this, they wouldn’t go through with it, and then she’d be stuck with Penn Turbill for the rest of her life.




  She opened the door to Magus’s study and coughed as the stink of sweat and old magic wafted out. The dryness in her mouth spread straight down her throat and her nose began to prickle.

  She’d never set foot in this room before, not even to clean it: Tallis had never allowed it. Shelves covered every wall, and books, boxes and bottles covered every shelf. A table leaned

  against the only clear space, below the window.




  ‘Magus is going to kill us,’ muttered Peter. The candle shook in his hand.




  ‘Only if he catches us. Hurry up.’




  He nodded, his lips tight. He passed Brine the candle, wiped his hands on his trousers, and went to the shelves.




  Brine walked to the table. It was full of sheets of paper with the same few spellshapes drawn on them, over and over again in neat rows. Some of them bore notes in Magus’s handwriting

  – mainly comments such as ‘Rubbish’ and ‘Must try harder’. So this was what Peter did in his evenings, hunched over the table in his bedroom. Somehow, Brine had

  thought that practising magic would be more exciting.




  ‘Watch out,’ said Peter. He dumped a leather-bound book on the table, scattering papers everywhere.




  ‘Now you decide you want to read,’ said Brine.




  ‘I’m looking up the spellshape, stupid.’ He started turning pages. Brine looked over his shoulder. Boswell said there were thousands of different spellshapes and the best

  magicians might have memorized five or six hundred while the worst ones would know twenty or thirty at most. Some of them were so simple a child could draw them. Others twisted on the page and made

  Brine’s eyes hurt to look at them. But every single one could be drawn in a single line without taking your pen off the page. Casting them was different, of course – you drew the shape

  in the air with your fingers and instead of ink, you used magic.




  ‘There,’ said Peter said, stopping at a shape that looked like a lopsided spiral. Brine pinched her nose hard, willing herself not to sneeze while he copied the shape on to a scrap

  of clean paper and slid the book back into its slot on the shelf.




  Brine hopped impatiently from foot to foot. ‘Can’t you hurry?’




  ‘Can’t you shut up? We’re nearly done.’ He reached up again, moving books out of the way to get to a set of wooden boxes. He hesitated over them, then took down the

  biggest one. Brine held her breath as he lifted the lid. She’d expected it to be locked.




  Carefully, Peter slid his fingers into the box and lifted out . . .




  . . . Another box.




  In that box was another box. Inside that one, a tiny casket made of gold-plated wood.




  And inside that, nestled between twenty layers of wool which were already fraying under the corrosive onslaught of pure magic, lay a narrow sliver of amber shell. It was no longer than

  Brine’s little finger, and it was the most precious thing in the whole world.




  According to Aldebran Boswell, starshell fell to earth in the wake of a shooting star, hence its name. According to everyone else, this was nonsense. Starshell was the

  fossilized remains of the silver jellyfish tree that grew everywhere before the Great Flood and the reason it was called starshell was because people like Boswell didn’t know any better.

  Either that or it was the claw of the tentacled lurk-weed that once crowded the ocean bed. Or oysters made it when they wanted a change from pearls. In some parts of the world, people still risked

  their lives for it, diving hundreds of feet through the coldest parts of the ocean and sometimes, only sometimes, emerging half drowned with a glistening shard in their hands. Even they

  couldn’t agree on what it was.




  But whatever it was made of, one thing was known for sure: starshell was the only thing in the whole world that held magic. Somehow – how and why was a mystery – it drew magical

  energy out of the air and stored it ready to be used. Without starshell there would be no spells, no magicians, no Tallis Magus.




  For half a minute, Brine forgot the urge to hurry and gazed down at the glowing piece of shell. All starshell was precious, but this one was special to her. It had been found on a gold chain

  around her neck when she herself had been found adrift in a rowing boat. A shivering, sneezing child with skin as dark as hazel-wood, half dead from sickness and thirst and wearing the price of the

  island as jewellery.




  Magus had been quick to lay claim to the starshell to add to his stock. The islanders had insisted he couldn’t have the shell without the child, so he’d taken Brine in and kept her

  as a servant. If it wasn’t for that piece of starshell she might have been a fisherman’s daughter by now. And yet, the one time Tallis Magus had let her hold, it she’d sneezed so

  hard she’d almost dropped it.




  Peter didn’t look at her as he lifted the starshell out of the box and folded the layers of wool over it. ‘I thought you wanted to hurry,’ he said.




  Brine shook herself out of her daze and nodded. It wasn’t her starshell any more, it belonged to Magus – and they were about to steal it. Gripping the candle like a weapon, she led

  the way back through the library and down the stairs.




  The front door stood before them, a faint crack of moonlight showing along the top where the wood had warped. Brine’s heart quickened fearfully. They were really doing this. They were

  going to steal Magus’s starshell, steal his boat, and cast a spell on the richest man in the whole island cluster. She paused a moment to steady herself. It was fine. Magus was asleep, the

  rowing boat was waiting for them down on the beach, and nothing bad was going to happen.




  She opened the door and blinked in the flood of moonlight. The grass looked silver, criss-crossed with the long shadows of the trees and the path to the beach curved away between them. Brine

  glanced at Peter. His face was set in a grin of mad terror.




  ‘Are you sure you can cast the spell once we get there?’ asked Brine.




  He jerked his head in a nod. ‘Of course I’m sure. I’m a magician, aren’t I?’




  An apprentice magician, which wasn’t exactly the same thing. Brine didn’t say it. She started along the path as quickly as her trembling legs would allow. They could do this.

  Get to the boat, row to Turbill’s island, Peter would cast the spell, and then . . .




  The sound of the door banging back stopped her dead. Peter turned and let out a low cry of dismay.




  Tallis Magus burst through the doorway. He was wearing his dressing gown and slippers and his hair swung loose about his face. Brine might have laughed, except for his eyes. They glittered with

  a light that went beyond mere rage. They were twin shards of ice, full of vengeance and the promise of long and painful punishment. Brine felt a whimper rise in her throat and clamped her lips

  together to stop it escaping.




  Magus advanced upon them with steps that made the grass tremble. ‘Thieves!’ He pointed at them with a long, shaking finger. ‘I take you into my house. I treat you as my own

  children. Ingrates! Give me back my starshell.’




  Brine tensed. Peter put his hands behind his back. ‘What starshell?’




  Magus’s eyes flashed. ‘Did you really think I’d leave it unprotected in an ordinary box? The moment you put your thieving hand on it, I knew. Give it to me.’




  Brine felt the air thicken. Peter tossed the starshell back at her. She sneezed. The wool-wrapped packet missed her hands and hit the grass.




  Magus curled his fist and drew his arm back.




  ‘It was Brine’s idea!’ shouted Peter. ‘She took it, not me.’




  Brine’s cheeks flooded with heat. ‘Liar!’




  ‘Thief!’ Magus roared and took a step forward.




  Peter stumbled away from him.




  Crunch.




  The sound froze them all where they stood.




  Slowly, reluctantly, Brine looked down. Down at the imprint of Peter’s shoe on the grass, and the flattened square of wool and starshell that lay in the middle of it. Her mouth turned dry

  with pure cold horror and the certain knowledge that now Magus really was going to kill them.




  Magus let out a wordless bellow. Peter yelped, scooped up the broken starshell, and bolted down the hill. Brine hesitated a moment, then ran after him. Magus, cursing loudly, was just behind,

  but she was a lot younger than he was and much faster. And, at this moment, a lot more desperate.




  The path gave way to loose sand. Dark against the shoreline, the rowing boat bobbed as if it was waving to her. With a final burst of speed, Brine flung herself inside. Peter landed beside her

  with a crash.




  ‘Come back here!’ shouted Magus.




  Brine threw off the mooring rope and heaved on the oars. The boat shot away from shore. Magus ran on to the beach, shouting threats and waving his fists, but he was too late. A wave caught them

  and swept them out of his reach.




  Brine kept rowing until the shore was swallowed up in the night and Magus’s angry shouts were faraway squawks that could have been the sound of a gull. Finally, she

  paused and leaned on the oars, trembling. Peter’s face was white, his hair standing up in sweaty clumps. He gave Brine a wobbly smile. ‘Well, at least we got away.’ He unwrapped

  the starshell and his face fell.




  Brine leaned over to look. The front half of the shell had snapped in two. The back, where Peter’s heel had hit, was crushed almost to powder and the bits were already turning dull grey,

  too small to hold any magic. Peter shook the useless fragments over the side of the boat and wrapped up the two larger pieces. He looked like he was trying not to cry.




  Brine shut her eyes tight. There was no point going to Penn Turbill’s island now. Even if they cast a spell on him it wouldn’t make any difference. They couldn’t go back to

  Magus’s house, not yet. Maybe not ever.




  A sudden, irrational longing for home came over her – a home she couldn’t even remember. Ever since she’d arrived at Tallis Magus’s house, she’d dreamed of leaving.

  Then she’d discovered the magician’s library and Boswell’s books and she’d known straight away that she was going to be an explorer, too, and see the whole world. Now,

  however, with the ocean before her, she felt like she was a small child again. Huddled in a boat with no food, no water, nobody to hear her crying or to care whether she lived or died.




  ‘At least we’ve got the boat,’ said Peter. ‘And we’ve got two pieces of starshell now, where we only had one before.’




  Brine opened her eyes. ‘We’ve got two much smaller pieces of starshell, thanks to you. And thanks for blaming me, by the way.’




  ‘Well it was your idea to steal the starshell.’




  ‘I didn’t notice you objecting.’




  ‘That’s because you never listen to a word I say.’




  The boat swung in a lazy circle. Peter didn’t offer to help as Brine took up the oars again. The constellation of Orion hung above them, the three bright stars that made up the mast

  pointing the way north. She turned the boat in that direction, feeling it pick up speed as the waves swept them further away from Minutes. She lost track of time, letting the waves carry them,

  resting for long minutes between each oar stroke.




  A long while later, she noticed a rosy pink creeping across the sky from the east. She sat up straight and looked around.




  ‘Uh, Peter,’ she said. ‘I think we may be lost.’
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  Beware the sudden currents around the Minutes islands – they can sweep an unwary boat on to the rocks or straight out to sea.




  Aldebran Boswell’s Book of the World
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  Peter followed Brine’s gaze full-circle around the empty grey waves. A speckle of dots to the east might have been Minutes or just a result

  of staring at the rising sun. He sat back rubbing his eyes. Great – now he was stuck in a boat with Brine for company and they had no idea where they were.




  ‘This is your fault,’ he said. ‘You’ve rowed us in the wrong direction.’




  ‘Really? Feel free to take a turn if you’re so good at it.’




  Peter gave her his magician’s sneer, though he didn’t know why he bothered – Brine never took any notice. He had put the starshell pieces in his pocket for want of anywhere

  better. He slid them out and folded back the layers of wool. His palms prickled with sweat.




  The first time Peter had ever touched starshell, he’d been six years old. The youngest in a family of eight, his main memory of that time was of his parents yelling at him for getting in

  the way. Then Tallis Magus had come around to the villages, looking for an apprentice, and Peter was shoved into line with all the other children. He’d been scared stiff of the big magician

  but when Magus had grabbed his hand and forced it on to the starshell, Peter had felt the magic swarming inside. He hadn’t known how rare a talent it was. All he knew was that after less than

  a minute’s discussion, his mother handed him over to Magus, his father slapped him round the head and told him to behave, and that was the last time Peter had seen either of them.




  ‘What are you doing?’ asked Brine.




  ‘Finding out where we are. Be quiet, can’t you?’ He tried to ignore her – easier said than done when she was watching him from right across the boat – and started

  to draw magic out of the starshell. He’d never cast a spell without Tallis Magus standing over him before, but he wasn’t about to let Brine see how nervous he was. The magic came out in

  an uneven strand, but it came.




  The finding spell was one of the first spellshapes Magus had ever taught him; because Magus kept losing things, Peter guessed. Many people thought it was one of the easiest spellshapes to form

  – a simple circle – but anyone who thought that should try drawing a perfect circle in the air with nothing to guide them and see how they got on.




  ‘Did you know,’ said Brine, watching Peter try, ‘that the world was once made entirely of ocean, before the mariner Orion stole fire from the stars and drove back the waves to

  make the islands?’




  Peter grunted. ‘Pity he didn’t get rid of the oceans altogether, then we wouldn’t be in this mess.’ The circle spellshape was slightly flat on one side. He tried

  again.




  ‘Why don’t you hold your wrist still and just turn your hand?’ suggested Brine.




  ‘Because . . .’ Peter tried it and found to his annoyance that it worked. The magic formed a little ring in front of him and, gazing through it, he pictured Minutes. All the islands,

  the houses with stones on the roofs. Magus’s house, cold all year except for the kitchen, where Brine always kept a fire burning. He released the spell and watched as a blob of light the size

  of his hand leaped high in the air and shot off south-east. Several seconds passed before he felt it connect.




  ‘Well?’ asked Brine.




  ‘Minutes is that way. A long way that way.’ His stomach twisted as he said it.




  Brine shrugged. ‘It’s not like we can go back there anyway. Can you find us another island?’




  Peter shook his head. To find something, he needed a mental image of it, and he couldn’t form an image of something he wasn’t already familiar with. He knew he didn’t have the

  imagination for it. He wrapped the starshell pieces back up. ‘We have to save magic. If we use it all now, it’ll take days for these pieces to recharge, and then we’ll really be

  stuck. If we row for long enough we’re bound to find another island, or a ship. Or something.’




  ‘If who rows for long enough?’ asked Brine pointedly.




  Peter sighed and took the oars.




  Rowing was harder than it looked. The oars kept slipping, and every time he missed the sea with one of them, Brine rolled her eyes and groaned. ‘Is this why your parents gave you away to

  Magus?’ she asked. ‘Because you couldn’t row to save your life?’




  Peter accidentally cracked himself across the knuckles. ‘At least my parents knew where I was going. Your parents stuck you in a boat and pushed you out to sea. You must have been a

  horrible child.’




  A flash of hurt on Brine’s face told him he’d gone too far. He bit his lip. Brine looked away from him. Peter bent his head and kept rowing.




  Brine heaved a sigh. ‘You’d think I’d remember being lost at sea, wouldn’t you? It’s not the kind of thing most people would forget.’




  ‘I’m certainly not going to forget this in a hurry,’ Peter agreed. He shifted his grip on the oars again and one of them flew out of his hand altogether.




  Brine retrieved it and grabbed the other one off him. ‘You just keep watch. Shout if you see land.’




  Peter tried to hide his relief. He sat, rubbing the blisters on his palms, and watched the sea for any sign they were not alone.




  It couldn’t have been more than ten minutes later when he spotted a dark smudge on the horizon. It might have been an island, except that Peter was sure there hadn’t been an island

  there a few minutes ago. Also, islands didn’t usually appear to be heading straight towards you. A rhythmic thudding reached his ears, something like the beating of a giant heart. Peter

  wondered what it was, then he knew: the sound of sails.




  ‘Brine.’ It came out as a croak.




  A ship. They were saved. Peter scrambled to his knees and waved both arms. ‘Ahoy!’ A ship! He could even forgive Brine for getting them into this mess. A ship could take them back to

  Minutes – or anywhere else, for that matter. They could work for passage. Brine was good at cleaning and he . . . he’d think of something.




  He lowered his arms. ‘You won’t tell them I’m a magician, will you?’




  Ships and magicians didn’t mix, Tallis Magus always said. On the one hand, magicians were so useful to have around that some ships, especially pirate ships, had been known to kidnap them

  and force them to work on board forever. On the other hand, sailors were notoriously superstitious and hated anything they couldn’t understand – which was most things, but especially

  magic. So magicians found themselves both wanted and not wanted, sought after and hated.




  Brine pulled a face at him. ‘Maybe I’ll blackmail you. Knowledge is money, hmm?’




  ‘Don’t be stupid.’




  ‘You started it.’ She went back to rowing the boat. ‘Don’t worry. I won’t tell them you’re a magician, because you’re not a magician. You’re an

  apprentice, and you’re not a very good one.’




  Peter sighed and turned his back on her to watch the ship approach. It was close enough now to make out the four masts and the sails that bowed in the wind. And also close enough to see the

  black-and-white flag that streamed out from the tallest mast.




  A black skull and bones on a white background. Pirates.




  A moment of pure terror froze Peter’s voice. All he could do was point.




  Brine’s eyes widened as she looked. She dug both oars into the sea, hauled the boat round and began to row in the opposite direction. She was far too slow. The thrum of sails pursued them,

  growing louder with every second. Peter gripped the sides of the boat. Brine rowed hard but the pirate ship sliced through the water behind them like a knife through . . . well, like a knife

  through water.




  Brine’s face shone with sweat. The boat creaked with every smack of the oars. Bells clanged on the pirate ship, the sound echoing across the smash of waves and the sudden howling in

  Peter’s ears.




  ‘Do something!’ shouted Brine. ‘Use magic.’




  ‘I can’t!’ Peter’s chest felt tight. Almost every spellshape he’d ever learned fled from his mind. ‘All I can do is find things and pull them.’




  ‘Then pull Minutes!’




  She’d gone mad. ‘Brine, Minutes is all islands.’




  ‘I know.’ She plunged the oars back into the water. ‘Boswell’s Third Law of Motion. Every action has an opposite reaction.’




  Which meant if he tried to pull Minutes it would pull them closer instead. Peter’s heart leaped. But Minutes was too far away; he couldn’t do it. Could he?




  It was either try or be captured by pirates. Forced to cast spells for them forever. Or they’d discover that he was only an apprentice magician and not very good and they’d throw him

  overboard. Peter took the starshell pieces out of his pocket and drew out enough magic to make the spellshape. It was only a simple downward arrow, but he let it go too soon and the pieces flared,

  jerking him forward.




  Brine hauled him back up by the collar. ‘They’re gaining on us. Try again.’




  Peter rubbed his forehead where he’d banged it. A wave broke right over him and he gasped and spat out salt water, his ears ringing with the thunderous roar of waves and sails. This

  wasn’t working. He needed quiet to work magic: quiet and calm and plenty of time. He had none of those.




  Brine kicked him.




  In a burst of painful clarity, Peter saw Minutes – not only saw the islands but felt them. They settled into his thoughts, heavier than a thousand anchors. He braced his feet on either

  side of the boat, drew a new arrow in the air, and heaved.




  The boat picked up speed. Peter kept pulling. He had no idea how much magic the starshells had left or how long it would last at this rate. He didn’t dare think about it.




  The pirate ship thundered down on them as they fled. The ringing of bells grew louder, mingled with voices yelling at them to stop. The boat skimmed faster across the waves with every second

  until it felt like they were flying. Peter felt like laughing. He was doing this – he was actually doing it!




  Brine screamed. Peter’s eyes flew open.




  The pirate ship had changed direction. Now, instead of following them, it cut across the sea behind them. A surge of water lifted the rowing boat high and slapped it back down with a jolt that

  snapped Peter’s teeth together. Brine dropped one of the oars and the boat swung wildly as the starshell pieces let out a final blaze of light and turned grey, their magic exhausted.




  Brine leaned out and grabbed the floating oar, her face red with effort and fury. ‘This is not fair!’ she shouted. Whether this was at Peter, the pirates or the universe in general,

  he didn’t know.




  Together they stared up at the approaching ship. Dark planks gave way to a lighter patchwork, scoured to the colour of old bones by the sea winds. High on the prow, in faded paint, Peter could

  just make out letters. Half an ‘O’, an ‘I’, the bottom strokes of an ‘N’.




  The bells on board the ship slowed, then stopped. The silence was worse than anything – it meant they’d lost. Lost their chance to escape, lost their lives, probably. Peter found the

  paper he’d drawn the mind-control spellshape on. He looked at it one last time, trying to memorize it, then he crumpled the paper and dropped it overboard. If the pirates found it,

  they’d know what it was, then they’d know what he was, and after that it would be kidnapping or death. He ought to throw the starshell into the sea as well, but he couldn’t

  bring himself to do it. He tucked the pieces into his pocket with numb fingers. Whatever happened, he wouldn’t let the pirates have them.




  That was all he had time for. A rope rattled down and slapped into the boat right at his feet. Peter gazed in silence at the man who climbed down. He was short, and so broad across the shoulders

  that he was almost rectangular. His arms were blue with tattoos and thick enough to double up as oars. He grinned at them both, revealing uneven, off-white teeth. ‘Ahoy, my hearties,’

  he said. ‘Cheer up – you’ve just been rescued by the Onion.’
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  Is your life dull and friendless, your misery endless,




  Do you just need a shoulder to cry on?




  Then shout ‘hip hooray’ for she’s coming your way




  On a ship that is almost Orion.




  Oh, she’s strong and she’s swift and if you get my drift




  She is all that your heart could desire.




  For one chance to see her, fair Cassie O’Pia,




  A man would walk naked through fire.




  Anon., The Ballad of Cassie O’Pia, verses 1–2
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  The Onion. Even on Minutes, Brine had heard the stories. The oldest and most glorious pirate ship on the eight oceans, named after the first

  stars that ever burst upon the midnight sky – and but for an unfortunate misunderstanding at the sign-writer’s, the ship would bear the name of Orion still. Her crew were the fearsomest

  warriors ever to have left land, and her captain, Cassie O’Pia, was a woman so beautiful that her face had not only launched a thousand ships but caused several others to capsize with

  excitement. The Onion saved the Columba Islands from the bilious plague. The Onion slew the Dreaded Great Sea Beast of the South. The Onion defeated the evil pirate magician

  Marfak West and his amphibious desperados.




  After all the stories, Brine had expected something a little more exciting. The woman who faced her was only a little taller than Peter and the only way her plain, square face could have

  launched any ships was if she’d headbutted them into the sea. Her eyes, it was true, were a pair of dancing sapphires, and her hair fell to her waist in a tumble of curls that might have had

  a hint of red if she’d bothered to wash, but right now they were more dirt-coloured than anything else. Apart from a crescent of emerald around her neck she was dressed like a common

  fisherwife: sea-stained and scruffy.




  ‘You don’t look like a pirate,’ said Brine, and she could have bitten off her tongue as several of the crew grinned.




  The woman’s eyes crinkled. ‘What did you expect – wooden legs and parrots?’




  ‘I don’t know. What’s a parrot?’




  ‘A type of vegetable, I think. Which reminds me – welcome to the Onion.’ She put out her hand. ‘I’m Cassie O’Pia, but you can call me

  Cassie.’




  Brine continued to stare.




  ‘She wants to know your names,’ one of the pirates growled.




  Brine knew what Cassie wanted. She just wasn’t sure she wanted to answer. ‘My name’s Brine,’ she said reluctantly. ‘And this is Peter. Thanks for rescuing us. We

  were – uh – fishing, and we got blown off course.’




  Cassie followed Brine’s gaze to the little boat, with its noticeable lack of nets and fishing equipment. ‘Fishing,’ she agreed. She smiled. It was a brilliant smile, one that

  might be able to launch a ship or two after all. ‘The first rule of the Onion is we don’t ask questions. Once you’re aboard, it doesn’t matter where you came

  from.’ She paused. ‘Where are you two from, by the way?’
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