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At any other time in her twenty-five years, Enid would have found her circumstances invigorating. Blue water crowned with snowy foam sang past the hull as the sails and rigging snapped and hummed in accompaniment overhead. A fine spray peppered her angular face and left a brisk trace of its salt perfume as it passed. A part of her recognized the perfection of the day as it unfolded beneath a rare clear sky over the Straits of Albion, but the rest of her was conscious of only one thing: the hostile frigate closing in on her ship from the starboard side.

Without the impromptu tutelage of the vessel’s master, a rotund fellow named Arnaud Efarge, Enid wouldn’t be able to put a name to the type of ship pursuing them, nor the quarter from which it approached. She was a student of True Art, not of ships and the sea. As far as she could discern, there was no real difference between the merchantman carrying her toward a destiny she prayed was rich in vengeance and the predatory warship that snapped at its watery heels. Certainly, this “frigate” carried more cannon. That was obvious to even her untrained eye. Still, reason seemed to decree that their smaller ship, with its rakish lines and gallant spread of sail, could bear her past the reach of those guns.

Unfortunately, reason held little sway over the affairs of wind and wave. The frigate grew visibly larger with each passing moment, despite the frantic activity of the sailors in the merchant’s rigging and the master’s grim concentration as he paced the rail of the quarterdeck. As he passed, she put out a hand to stay him and asked how so large a vessel could close on a smaller, fleeter ship, something as incongruous to her as an ox running a hare to ground.

“She has the gauge of us,” Master Arnaud snapped, even as he gently scratched between the ears of the long, six-legged otterkin draped over his shoulders like a living stole. Seeing the blankness in Enid’s eyes, he said in a softer tone, “The weather gauge. It means she has the favor of the wind. She can match our every move and still close on us.”

“But surely its sheer bulk will slow it! We are smaller, lighter, and faster, are we not?”

The master’s fatalistic chuckle did not please Enid or the otterkin, which chittered nervously. Arnaud soothed it absently as he explained.

“Milady, we are smaller and lighter, of that there can be no doubt. But faster than a frigate under a full press of sail?” He chuckled grimly and shook his head at her naivete. “Size has its advantages in many things, milady, and sailing is one of them. All those yards and yards of canvas she spreads would tear the masts from our poor Marie, but they push the frigate there along at a pace we can never outstrip without abandoning all our cargo, water, and passengers to the sea.”

Enid’s brow furrowed slightly at the mention of abandoning passengers to the sea and her hand strayed toward the hilt of the small sword dangling from her hip.

Master Arnaud raised a hand in apology and was about to speak when a fluttering noise floated down from above. The broad-faced commoner cursed under his breath as he squinted up at the sails.

“We’re losing our wind, milady.”

A glance at the frigate revealed it was more fortunate in finding loyal zephyrs. Her sheets still bellied with wind and a great spume of spray greeted her blunt prow each time it rose above one wave to fall upon the crest of another.

The sailors high in the little merchantman’s rigging whistled tunelessly like a flock of artless birds.

“What is the meaning of that racket?” Enid asked absently as she allowed her will a looser rein. She grew lightheaded as her being encompassed both more and less than her physical shell. The coppery taste of magic welled up in her throat and she felt the other sorcerer in the depths of the frigate, in some dark place below the waterline. Dying sylphs surrounded him, slowly suffocating in that dark place. He was literally killing their wind.

“To call up a wind, milady,” the master answered. “Whistling for a fair wind is a common practice at sea.”

“I do not think the winds can hear them. I will see what I can do to help.”

The master took a cautious step backward and muttered his thanks as she closed her eyes and reached out toward the foam-wreathed frigate with her hand and will.

There he was: a small man in more than physical stature, the sort who reveled in such small cruelties as extinguishing the spark of minor spirits. Still, he was strong in his own element, and she doubted she could counter his workings without time to properly prepare. So be it. If she could not stop him, she would lend her strength to him. She felt his terror as the surrounding sylphs began to expire more rapidly than he could control. Each sylph took some of itself with it as it perished in a dying inhalation, each leaving the small room more airless with its passing.

Enid’s outstretched arm tensed, and her hand curled into a fine-boned claw. The master backed into the quarterdeck’s rail and his thick-fingered hand clutched the prayer beads around his thick neck as she drew in a seemingly endless, whistling breath. She barely noticed him. She was somewhere else, across a narrowing expanse of tumbling waves, and while she saw a face sinking into a mask of fear, it was no common sailor’s.

Here was a petty sorcerer. A mage of the fifth or sixth rank, she reckoned, highly capable at the casting of a few rote processes, but no true practitioner. It was disheartening to see how low the Theocracy had brought the greatest nation in the world, a nation once famed and feared for the prowess of even its lowest-ranking mages. Still, she had no pity for this traitorous wretch and worked against him with a will. There was a moment when, if he had known more, he could have made their encounter a true duel, but, in the face of an Institut-trained mage he was all but unarmed. Still, she grinned in wolfish delight at sending one more Theocrat to hell.

As she came back to herself, she was aware of the cheers of the surrounding sailors. The wind had slipped from the Artagny’s sails, which now hung limp like so much laundry on a charwoman’s lines. The little merchantman’s topsails scratched up a breeze and filled with a satisfying snap of canvas. Even in such light airs, she was pulling away from the becalmed frigate. The Marie’s crew and passengers voiced their joy as the distance between the two ships widened.

The celebration was short-lived. The Marie did not make more than a mile before the frigate’s topsails filled and she began to make way again.

Enid raised an inquisitive brow at the master, but he shook his head.

“She will still run us down, milady. Even without a mage, her natural advantage over us is too great. We have gained some time, but not much. I expect we’ll be under her guns before dark. Then the killing will begin.”

“It has already begun,” Enid said, the little mage’s blue face in her mind’s eye, his hands clawing at his throat as he struggled fruitlessly to draw one breath past his last in an airless chamber beneath the waves.



It seemed the ardent pursuit of revenge was as poor a shield against Fortune’s indignities as hope. The frigate closed steadily despite the loss of its ship’s mage. The Marie’s crew struggled gamely, fighting with the sails to urge every inch of headway from her. So far, no baggage or cargo had gone over the side to coax another quarter knot out of the merchantman. Master Arnaud said that he doubted it would make any difference and if, by some miracle, the Marie was able to escape, the refugees aboard would be left destitute. As the frigate closed with them, though, he looked grim enough to reconsider his position on the matter.

He had good reason: the fluttering black pennant at the frigate’s masthead meant she carried a Confessor aboard.

Were the Marie to fall into the hands of a Confessor with high-born émigrés aboard—such as the Marquise Enid d’Tancreville—the ship would be taken up by the state. The Marie’s master would be hanged on the spot for treason. His men would be sentenced to a life in service to the Theocratic Navy. For most of the fat little brig’s passengers, falling into the hands of a Confessor was a fate that rivaled capture by the inhuman Darghaur that haunted the dark fairy tales of their youth.

The frigate loomed near enough that Enid could discern the small details of her construction and spot the scarlet-robed figure of a Confessor upon her quarterdeck. The black maws of her cannons, which seemed large enough to swallow the merchant ship, drew Enid’s eyes with a morbid gravity.

Following her gaze to the guns, the Marie’s master said quietly, “They’ll keep closing and eventually fire a gun across our bows, unless the dogs sailing for the Theocrats have abandoned tradition altogether.”

“And what shall we do, then?”

The master took a deep breath, which stretched his brown coat tight across his barrel chest. He shook his head and cast his eyes toward the deck.

“You’ll call it cowardly, milady, but we’ll heave to. The Marie wouldn’t survive a single volley, and if she did, my men would be slaughtered. I cannot let that happen, milady. They rely upon me, and their families upon them.”

“Considering the welcome the Confessor will give you for harboring aristocrats, I would not call surrendering to save your crew cowardice. You are a brave man, Master Arnaud, and an honorable one.”

Master Arnaud frowned and colored slightly. “I hope you will feel the same an hour or two hence, when I surrender my pretty little Marie to that bastard of a Confessor, Redeemer rot him!”

Enid d’Tancreville offered a chilly sniff at the unwonted familiarity embodied in the commoner’s profanity, but she could not help but share his assessment of the scarlet-clad figure pacing the command deck of the approaching frigate.



The sun hovered just above the horizon, its bottom half grossly deformed, giving it the shape of a baleful orange pear. To Enid, it seemed to cast a heavy, reluctant light that illuminated in broad strokes but refused to add more detail than the occasional flash of a polished surface or glitter from a breaking wave. Perhaps its desultory performance was due to the rapidly approaching night. Why bother to reveal what darkness would soon devour? If this were the sun’s excuse, she felt a strong empathy for its case. After all, she showed no more energy as dusk approached, its blackness eloquently presaged by the dark mass of the frigate growing visibly larger to starboard.

She stood at the rail, still in body and mind. When a second sail was spotted an hour ago, a rush of desperate hope had seized her and the rest of the ill-fated Marie’s passengers and crew. That hope was soon crushed. After a few moments of reckless cheer, a keen-eyed young sailor in the tops discerned that the vessel upon which they had hung their hopes of rescue flew the same hated black pennant as the frigate.

Master Arnaud identified the vessel as another frigate, though smaller and more lightly armed than the one that had dogged their heels during the course of the long afternoon. In the patient tones of a doomed schoolmaster, he informed her it was a “28” and the larger ship was a “40.” The numbers, he said, referred to the number of cannons borne on each. The twenty-eight, he opined, had witnessed the chase, and piled on sail to assist, or, failing that, claim a right to a portion of the prize money for being in plain sight of the capture. Enid raised an eyebrow curiously at the mention of prize money and the master’s round frame shook for a moment in what passed for humor under such dire circumstances.

“Prize money, milady! Why do you think any sailors volunteer for service in the navies of Albion and Ardainne when they can command twice the wages aboard a trading vessel like the Marie than aboard a first-rate ship of the line?”

“For the honor of serving their king and country?”

The master brought his laughter under control as Enid’s features darkened. He held up an apologetic hand.

“I do not make light of you, milady, and indeed there must be some who do just that. Most of ’em, though, are gamblers. They are wagering their lives the man-of-war they are aboard will take enough prize and head money to more than make up for the difference in basic wages.”

Master Arnaud explained that ships and cargoes captured at sea became the property of the capturing ship’s sovereign. By long tradition, those sovereigns showed their gratitude for such windfalls by awarding most of their value to the crew who had hazarded their lives to secure it. A captured merchantman would be valued according to its cargo and the condition and type of its hull, while a captured warship was usually valued at the cost of construction less the cost to bring her up to the capturing navy’s standards of seaworthiness.

“The Marie is a fine ship and is low in the water with a hold full of wine bound for the Spice Colonies. If they can prove we have so much as one escaping aristocrat aboard, we’re in forfeit of our bond and those ships”—Master Arnaud gave a spite-filled wave in the direction of the closing vessels—“may claim us as a rightful prize. The two captains will no doubt make enough from us to refurnish their fine manors or perhaps buy a few more horses for their stables. Their sailors will make as much in prize money for this one day’s work as they would have in a month or more of regular wages. So, you can see why they crack on so. Ah, it appears the little frigate intends to play an active role in our capture rather than taking her money just for watching. See how she is coming on? She means to cut across the forty’s bow and head us off. Now they’re racing to see who closes us first.”

And so Enid spent her last hour as a free woman, and most likely as a live one, watching the slow dance performed by the three ships, each occasionally altering course or making some arcane adjustment in sails intended to urge a little more speed across the rising sea. Master Arnaud stood beside her, feeding his greedy otterkin biscuits. Between calming words for the nervous animal and the occasional shouted commands, he kept her informed of the purpose behind each movement of the cumbersome minuet. At one point, he snorted derisively and threw his hands up in disgust.

“Look how sloppily the twenty-eight is handled! See how her sails have gone slack? She’s lost the better part of her headway and the race as well! See how her crew struggles to bring her around? A pity. She was so close to her mark. Now she’ll pass aft of her larger sister for certain. She’ll be in position to rake us there, but we’ll strike our colors long before I let him turn my Marie into a slaughterhouse.”

“Rake? What does this mean, to be positioned to rake us?”

Arnaud maneuvered his thick-fingered hands to show the positions of two ships and raised his right hand slightly. “This is our Marie. My left is the small frigate. When the light frigate passes behind us, she’ll have her broadside facing toward our aft, like so.” The master’s hands made a T. He frowned a moment before continuing. “Were she to fire a broadside into us from such a position, her shot would sweep down the length of our ship, slaughtering man after man as it passed. The carnage would be dreadful.”

A few moments later the small frigate was all but invisible on the far side of the much larger 40-gun frigate, which now stood so close Enid could see the gunners peering around their cannons through its gaping gun ports. She noted the hateful smile upon the scarlet-cloaked Confessor as he leaned indolently upon the rail of the quarterdeck. One of the frigate’s guns boomed and belched smoke and actinic fire. Enid was startled despite herself. An alarmingly large plume of water erupted just past the Marie’s bow, bathing the front half of her deck in acrid-smelling water. Master Arnaud turned to her, his expression halfway between apology and resignation, and shouted for his men to strike the colors and bring the Marie around to be boarded.

The big frigate erupted in boisterous cheers as the Ardain flag was lowered aboard the Marie, her crew and officers apparently untouched by the irony inherent in the little merchant striking the same flag that flew from the frigate’s mizzenmast. Enid leaned heavily on the rail, her face set in an expression of sour resignation. The frigate lowered a boat to ferry across the boarding party. Arnaud came to join her and when she turned to glance at him, he seemed smaller somehow, as if the last orders he’d shouted as the Marie’s commander had taken all his energy and vitality with them. She shrugged to herself and doubted if she looked much better to him.

“Will the Confessor come with them?” She gestured with her chin toward the boat bobbing at the frigate’s side. Sailors and a few marines swarmed down ladders on the ship’s side to take their places in the boat. It was difficult for her to imagine the scarlet eminence of a Confessor duplicating the feat.

“No, milady. A lieutenant will be sent across with the compliments of the frigate’s captain and demand I present myself and my ship’s papers to him at once. They’ll take me across while the lieutenant and his men make a quick survey of the Marie and search the passengers and crew for hard coin. Any money aboard is forfeit to them at once, you see.”

Enid made a disparaging remark about piracy as the smaller frigate slowly emerged from behind the bulk of her sister ship, passing her astern, just as Master Arnaud predicted. Her second remark, regarding vultures arriving late behind the wolf, was drowned out by the deafening roar of a cannonade and the aft third of the Artagny vanished in a thick cloud of gray-white smoke and splinters.
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Strike that black rag and run up the king’s colors,” shouted Commander Rue Nath, captain of His Majesty the King of Albion’s ship the Alarum. His voice was powerful enough to be heard over the bloodthirsty cheers of the Alarum’s gunners, despite originating from a slight, unimpressive frame. “Reload with a will and let’s give the Rats another before they can recover!”

Magister Dunaughy, next to him on the quarterdeck, smiled. He’d seen robust officers a head taller and far broader of chest forced to resort to charms to ensure that their orders carried to the topmast. Nath, minikin though he was, required no enchantments to make himself heard.

“There’s no mage aboard the frigate now, but there was. I can smell his workings from here,” Dunaughy said in his lilting Murchadhan accent.

“Hiding from you, perhaps,” Nath said, producing a dented, tarnished pocket watch to time the gun crews as they reloaded, as if this were just another drill rather than a desperate fight with a superior vessel. “Some sort of magic concealment?”

“No,” Dunaughy said firmly. “He’s dead. I’m sure of it. I’ll wager there’s a mage of estimable talent on that fat little brig. Should I—”

“Don’t waste your attention on it now,” Nath replied, giving his magister a fond pat on the shoulder. “The merchant is showing her heels. We’ll catch her up later. Let us focus on the fight at hand.”

The Alarum’s broadside roared again, pouring hot iron through the Rat frigate’s shattered stern gallery and chewing great furrows down the length of her tumble home. This time Nath’s voice joined the gunners’ joyous howl, and he clapped the taller Dunaughy more forcefully on the shoulder. “Only a bit over two and a half minutes between broadsides! Redeemer bless them. I could not be prouder of our people! You recall how slow and cack-handed the crews were before—”

At that moment, Master Harde called up from the waist. “Her rudder’s loose!”

Nath rushed to the rail to see for himself and grinned like a wolf at what he saw. A lucky shot had damaged the Rat’s rudder, and the ship was clearly not responding to her wheel.

“Oh ho,” he exulted. “There’s an end to any fighting from her! Hail ’em, Magister, and tell ’em to drop sail and prepare to be boarded, else we blast her down to the waterline!”

Effortlessly summoning a friendly zephyr to carry his words directly to the Rat’s quarterdeck, Dunaughy passed on his little captain’s words. Nath, watching through his come-hither glass, was surprised to see an obvious argument break out among the officers there. A lieutenant and a man Nath took to be the enemy frigate’s master were obviously pleading with a tall man in red. Even through the shaking image the collapsible telescope presented to his curious eye, the man’s expression was clearly flushed with maniacal rage.

“That’s a Rat Confessor,” Dunaughy drawled. “It appears he’d rather see the frigate and her crew reduced to dust and splinters than surrender. Ah! But look—the young lieutenant there has made a compelling argument!”

The lieutenant in question leveled a pistol at the Confessor’s face. Nath snapped his glass closed and handed it to Lieutenant Bascombe, who stood at his left.

“Ardain discipline has descended lower than the farcical standards of the old regime,” Nath drawled.

“The Rat lieutenant might be excused for his reluctance to see his frigate and all her people sacrificed to the bloody-minded whim of a supernumerary, for that accurately describes Confessors, who have no legitimate military rank.” Dunaughy’s voice dripped with hatred and disdain.

A moment later, both the Ardain flag and the black Confessor’s pennant were struck. Nath grinned at the glorious sight.

“Regardless, this has been as neat an evening’s work as I’ve ever seen,” Nath said. “A grand prize snatched up and not a drop of Albion blood spilled in the process!”

Dunaughy frowned and tapped the wood railing, a gesture common among sailor-folk to offset the risk of any hubris in their thoughts or deeds. The sea hated the arrogant as much as she hated the meek. Nath chuckled at the gesture.

“You’re as superstitious as the meanest foremast jack,” he said. “Which is strange for such a learned fellow!”

“Learned enough to know not to tempt Providence,” Dunaughy said, smiling despite himself.

“As am I. That is why I’d admire it if you’d join me in the boarding party. I don’t want to rely on my own pitiful magic if their magister does make a surprise appearance.”

“As you wish, sir. But he won’t, I assure you.” The mage cast a quick glance over the opposite rail, where the little merchant ship’s topgallants were sinking below the horizon.



The sun dipped closer to the horizon as the boats bearing the boarding party approached the Rat frigate. A party of red-coated marines scrambled aboard, covered by the Alarum’s great guns. Once the marines had the Rat sailors and officers under their muskets, Nath and Dunaughy came aboard, followed by Lieutenant Bascombe and her prize crew. Alston, Nath’s steward, brought up the rear, his captain’s portable writing desk clutched under one arm and an endless stream of grumbling curses on his lips.

Nath took a moment to survey the Rat vessel’s state. She was a bit of a shambles, but nothing a work crew couldn’t set aright in an hour or so. The damage the Alarum’s two broadsides wreaked was on full display. Guns were dismounted and wide sections of railing had been reduced to splinters, some of which were embedded in the deck and, presumably, in the bodies of the wretches whose faint screams he heard rising from the orlop below. Fortunately, the masts seemed undamaged and the standing rigging, though cut up, still appeared serviceable. Nath nodded his approval at the sight. The Alarum’s gunners had done as they were trained and aimed their guns “twixt wind and wave” to cause maximum damage to the Rat frigate’s hull and crew. She was a seaworthy prize despite the mauling she’d received and would certainly be accepted as a fine addition to Albion’s frigate-hungry fleet—and provide further evidence to the Admiralty that he was an active officer, not the malingering layabout the Alarum’s sad state might lead the credulous to describe him.

Against the far rail, stacked like cordwood, were the bodies of Ardain sailors and officers who were slain outright under the Alarum’s guns. The tangle of their limbs made their number difficult to estimate, but Nath reckoned over a dozen corpses lined the rail. The broken body of the Ardain captain lay a respectful distance away, her mauve uniform coat darkened to a deep purple red around the oak splinter protruding from her chest. Nath paused for a moment, his alert eyes locking for a moment with the unseeing orbs of his opposite number. Despite the cloudy murk that spread across them, they radiated resignation and remorse. He leaned over to close her staring eyes and, gazing upon her face in repose, was certain that she would have been an insightful and supportive comrade to any who held her respect and returned it in kind.

“A sobering butcher’s bill,” Nath said softly.

“You are a good man to feel thus at the sight of the enemy’s dead,” Dunaughy said. “Bless you for it.”

“Pardon, Captain,” said a young Ardain woman with a crimson-stained bandage on her right cheek. Nath took her to be a mid based on her uniform. “His eminence, Confessor Faucher, awaits your company on the quarterdeck. He has taken command of the Artagny with the death of our captain.”

Nath noted the quaver of fear in her voice and gave her a reassuring smile. Should the fortunes of war turn on him someday, he hoped the officer that laid him low would treat as gently with his young mids. “Then let’s not keep him waiting. Please lead the way.”

As they neared the quarterdeck, Dunaughy leaned close to Nath and whispered, “I’ve placed a warding on you, sir. I fear this Rat might bite.”

Nath nodded as he took in the Confessor’s deeply lined face. His vicious scowl revealed no courtesy or complaisance. He regarded the approaching Albion officers and the marines flanking them with such visible malignance that it was nearly palpable. Still, he stood quietly, his arms at his sides under a cassock of finely woven scarlet cloth. The lieutenant who Nath had seen threaten the Confessor with her pistol stood to his right, the weapon now snug under her belt.

Nath schooled his features into an expressionless mask and held out his hand to the Confessor. “I am Captain Rue Nath, of His Majesty’s Ship the Alar—”

The Confessor lunged forward with a bestial snarl. His hands appeared from beneath the cassock, each filled with a spell-lock pistol. Nath was momentarily blinded by a bright violet flash mere inches from his nose. He felt a hammer blow to his forehead and his vision contracted to a tiny dot of light before the darkness consumed it completely.

When his vision cleared, he was seated on the deck, ringed by the worried faces of Lieutenant Bascombe, Alston, and the lieutenant of marines. Chief among them was the young Rat lieutenant, who grasped his hand and kissed it.

“Upon my word, sir,” he said, “I had no part in this treachery! Faucher is a rabid dog! Were you to cast him overboard, not a single Artagny would raise a hand to stop you!”

Nath smiled weakly and regained his feet with Alston’s assistance, who hissed in his ear, “March the lot over the taffrail and leave the world a better place, sor. It’s a miracle yer head ain’t a hollow melon!”

“No miracle, just solid spellwork by Magister Dunaughy,” Nath said, rubbing the bruise between his eyes. “You were right, Spells. This Rat did bite.”

There was no answer from Dunaughy, and Nath’s officers all avoided his eyes. Alston placed a hand on Nath’s arm and pointed to starboard with his chin. There, a few feet away, Dunaughy lay sprawled full-length on the deck. There was a charred spot over his heart and a pool of blood spread sluggishly beneath him. Nath’s heart froze.

The Confessor lay at Nath’s feet, the bridge of his nose laid open by a recent blow and his left eye closed by clotted blood. His remaining eye, bright as a viper’s, locked with Nath’s. He bared his teeth aggressively through blood-spattered lips. Nath answered the glare with silence and an expression of cool contempt.

“After emptying a brace of pistols at you and poor Spells, he drug out his sticker and made for Lieutenant Bascombe,” Alston said. “But Lieutenant Harcourt would have none of that and disarmed the dastard after cutting ’im up a bit.”

It took every fiber of Nath’s resolve, but he refrained from running his hanger through the throat of the snarling dog at his feet. The eyes of the Alarums around him stayed his hand. If their captain took out his grief on an unarmed prisoner, how could he expect them to do better? Instead, he willed his wrath to transform from a raging fire to a blood-freezing chill.

He looked down at Confessor Faucher and sniffed in contempt. “What sort of gentleborn strikes a blow after their colors are struck? You, sir, are a craven dog and a murderer.”

“Better a dog than one of your gentleborn,” Faucher spat and rose unsteadily to his feet. “Or the sort of coward that dispatches demons over the horizon to murder a good man!”

“Murder is a strange word to hear on the lips of a bloody-handed killer,” Nath drawled.

“I feel no shame in ignoring your effete rules of war to avenge my brother’s death. I only wish he’d had time to enchant another ball to pierce magical defenses, so that your heart’s blood mixed with his on the deck. You are as much a murderer as the diabolist I struck down. It was at your behest that he sent his fiends to slay my poor brother!”

Nath and his officers exchanged bewildered looks. This confessor was mad, he thought.

“Magister Dunaughy was no diabolist,” Nath scoffed. “You’re a fool to believe in such children’s tales. He sent no demons after your brother. If he could do such a thing, why would he strike your brother down rather than you?”

“Poor Olnierre was more of a threat to him! He was a magician of growing power.”

“Magister Dunaughy had nothing to do with your brother’s death. He must have been slain by some émigré mage on your chase.” Somehow, the tragedy he shared with Faucher heightened Nath’s cold fury.

“You lie,” Faucher raged. “You lie! Curse you all for aristocrats’ dogs who stand in the way of progress and enlightenment. May you all live long enough for your severed heads to gaze upon your broken bodies! And you, Captain Nath, I will be avenged for the crimes you and your brigands committed against me and my command!”

The man literally frothed as he raved, his spittle spraying the lapels of Nath’s coat. Despite himself, Nath took a step back from the Confessor, whose visage had transformed from arrogance to outright lunacy.

Faucher turned his head to spit toward Dunaughy’s broken body.

“And he, the instrument of the worst of your crimes, this Magister Dunaughy! I curse him, body and soul! May his spirit know no rest and wander the seas eternally, a bodiless revenant, a—”

Alston silenced the Confessor with the brass pommel of his cutlass, knocking him to his knees. “That’ll be enough cursin’ from you, ye devil.”

Nath stared at the dazed Confessor for a long moment, fighting back images of the bastard’s body sinking beneath the waves, unshriven and unmourned. Or perhaps clear a circle on the deck, put the insect’s sword back in his hand, and kill him one humiliating cut at a time, leaving his left hand, that truly sinister hand that slew poor Dunaughy, for the penultimate stroke. The final affront against the villain’s person would be a slash that opened his windpipe and left him gasping out his last mortal breaths like some loathsome, bottom-feeding fish thrown on the shore by a contemptuous fate. He broke this reverie with an effort and turned his icy gaze on the Ardain officer.

“How are you called, Lieutenant?”

“Themideaux, sir,” the woman answered and made a nervous knee. “Third Lieutenant, Artagny.”

Nath nodded and pointed at an ornately engraved, gold-hilted small-sword lying on the deck. “Is that Confessor Faucher’s sword?”

“It is, sir.”

“Bring it to me, please.”

He accepted the sword and turned it over in his hands appreciatively. After his study was complete, he plunged the point of the sword into the deck and placed his boot in the middle of the blade. He bore down until the slender length of steel snapped loudly under his boot.

“Throw this trash over the side.” Nath handed the ruined weapon to his steward. “There is no more honor in it than there is in the creature for whom it was forged.”

Alston accepted the sword as if it were coated with filth while Faucher watched from his knees, his face frozen in a paroxysm of rage. Nath ignored him and turned his attention back to Lieutenant Themideaux.

“You are the highest-ranking naval officer remaining, are you not?”

“I am, sir.”

“Then I will accept your sword in surrender, sir.”

Lieutenant Themideaux bowed and presented Nath with a plain, brass-hilted hanger. It was the cheap but serviceable weapon of an impoverished junior officer.

“It is a mean weapon,” Themideaux apologized.

“It is a good weapon that has been used in action,” Nath replied, running a thumb along its faintly notched edge. “And it belongs to an honorable woman, so it is far superior to that gilded piece of trash, which was nothing more than an accoutrement to a costume donned by a parasitical louse to pass among us as a man.”

Confessor Faucher attempted to surge to his feet but was brought up short by Alston’s boot in his face. “Yer betters is speakin’, ye wee sow. Keep yer peace!”

Nath ignored Faucher’s display and returned Themideaux’s weapon to her, hilt first.

“You have acquitted yourself with honor, Lieutenant Themideaux. I suspect you will be an officer of some distinction. I am not comfortable depriving you of the instrument of your trade, sir.”

Themideaux’s mouth gaped for a moment before she accepted her sword and quickly sheathed it. “I will carry your words fondly for the rest of my days, sir. I hope someday we might meet when our nations are at peace.”

Nath nodded and glanced about the ship. He was gratified to see that Lieutenant Bascombe’s prize crew, thin as it was, had already secured the Ardain crew belowdecks and was in the process of putting the ship to rights. Dr. Rondelle had finished ensuring that the Rat wounded were cared for properly by their own ship’s doctor and now knelt by the fallen Dunaughy, his instrument bag at his side. He had covered the dead man’s face with a handkerchief.

He was surprised to see tears in the doctor’s eyes as the wizened fellow looked up at his approach. Nath knew there was no love lost between Rondelle and Dunaughy, but it was clear now that Rondelle held his former nemesis in some respect, if not friendship.

“There was nothing to be done, sir,” Rondelle said, the brassy edge of his voice giving his words a strange mix of aggression and defensiveness. “Had I been here the moment his head struck the deck, there was nothing I could have done. I regret that dearly, but that is the physical reality which no amount of grief will alter.”

“I understand, Dr. Rondelle,” Nath said, staring down at the body of his ship’s mage. It had taken no small effort on Nath’s part to earn the man’s estimable respect and, as time passed, his genuine friendship. Perhaps something beyond friendship, approaching the paternal. Over the last month, Nath felt as if Dunaughy had adopted him and was grooming him for higher command with his instructional tales of life aboard an admiral’s flagship.

“The ball destroyed his heart,” Rondelle carried on. “Quite destroyed it. There was naught within my power I could have done, even were I here.”

“I understand,” Nath repeated patiently. “Now if you will, sir, please see that Magister Dunaughy is borne back to Alarum in all dignity. We will see to his service at nightfall.”

“I fear he was a heathen, sir,” Rondelle said with a disapproving sniff. “A practitioner of the old ways. One of those dancers in bogs one hears about. The sort that marks the seasons with nonsensical rituals from the primitive past. He said as much once when we conversed after dinner—”

“Thank you, Dr. Rondelle. You have your orders.”

Nath joined Lieutenant Bascombe, who was locked in conversation with the carpenter’s mate and his assistants. Bascombe cast a glance over Nath’s shoulder to where Dunaughy’s mortal remains were being carefully rolled into one of the hammocks that littered the deck.

She touched the brim of her bicorn hat and said, “A sad loss, sir. May Providence carry Spells to his glory.”

“Amen, Lieutenant Bascombe,” Nath replied, and pushed on to business. Mourning now was not in the best interest of the king or his naval service. He’d confront Dunaughy’s loss later. “Chips, what is the state of the rudder?”

“The cordage was cut clean, sor. An easy splice to fix, if’n ye ain’t dodging splinter and shot. No damage to the rudder post or rudder herself. She’ll be right as rain within the hour.”

Nath nodded and gave the Alarum’s carpenter a subdued pat on the shoulder. “Have you surveyed the stores, Lieutenant Bascombe?”

“Yes, sir. There are ample rations to run her in to Middlesea and just enough powder and shot if we are cagey in our course. I won’t have enough hands to fire a full broadside, at any gate.”

“Keep that in mind, Lieutenant,” Nath cautioned her. “Avoid all enemy contact. Run fast and true for Middlesea. Those are my orders.”

“I understand, sir.”

“Good. I will leave half a dozen marines with you, though it will leave the Alarum short. Use them wisely.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll keep the Rats confined below and set guns loaded with grape at the hatches.”

“Keep an eye on Faucher, the Confessor. Trust nothing the worm says, nor any gesture he makes. You know your duty and you are as skilled an officer as any that has worn the king’s coat. There is nothing left for me to do than to wish that fair seas and fine winds bear you safely to Middlesea.”

“Thank you, sir,” Bascombe replied with a grin. “You needn’t worry! We’ll be safe as houses on the voyage. Good sailing to you as well!”

They shook hands and Nath took his leave, eager to finish the chase that the Artagny began.
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In the morning, Enid was awakened by a sailor informing her that Master Arnaud sent his compliments and requested her attention on deck.

“I’m certain that Master Arnaud can survive without my attention until a more reasonable hour,” Enid said. “I am not accustomed to leaving even as poor a bed as this until after the cock crows.”

Truth to tell, yesterday’s efforts had left her exhausted. Snuffing out the Artagny’s little mage had required more effort than it should have, due to the ambiguities of working such a sending in a realm of wind and water. The interplay of elementals in this strange environment left her all at sea, as it were. Later, her labored efforts to fill the little brig’s sails to overflowing with beneficial breezes and loosen the grasp of the sullen waves that resented the passage of land-born intruders through their watery empire had depleted the last of her reserves so thoroughly that she had no memory of collapsing in her box cot.

“Begging your pardon, milady, but Master Arnaud sends his compliments and requires your attention in his cabin. And it’s only an hour before the noon bell, milady, so the cock has done crowed.”

“Damn the bird, then, and damn you for waking me!” Enid snapped. “Tell your master that I’m a passenger and he can keep his requirements for those under his petty power!” She rolled over in her hanging cot and pulled her blanket higher over her shoulders, dismissing the sailor with her back.

“Begging your pardon, milady, but it’s not truly Master Arnaud’s requirements, milady. It’s more the Albion commander’s orders. The one what has made a prize of our poor Marie.”

Enid groaned. All last night’s efforts were obviously fruitless.

“Make yourself useful then and help me out of this infernal box!”

She dressed quickly but carefully and made her way across the Marie’s strangely silent deck toward the master’s cabin. Heavily armed Albion sailors and marines held most of the little merchantman’s crew at bay in the forecastle, while another group gathered the passengers against the lee rail. Behind them, Enid could plainly see the ship that had rescued them the evening before, her guns run out and an Albion pennant streaming from her tallest mast.

An Albion marine snapped to attention by the master’s cabin door and opened it for her. She ducked her head as she entered, frowning slightly as her eyes struggled to adjust to the dim interior after the brightness of the deck. Soon she could make out the vague form of Master Arnaud standing beside his desk, behind which was seated a smallish man in the uniform of an Albion navy officer.

To Enid, he looked more like a merchant’s clerk than a military officer. The same avaricious glint so characteristic of the hardened usurer gleamed in his eyes as his finger ran down the column of figures on a ledger page. She noted that those eyes were the blue-gray color of the forget-me-nots that grew in a riot around the ruins of her family’s old keep in Tancre. At first glance, he seemed about as imposing as one of those minute blooms. She estimated that he stood no higher than her shoulder and nothing about the hang of his rather worn and drab uniform indicated anything impressive about his musculature. Still, there was a definite grace and sureness to his movements. She imagined he was quite the thing on the dance floor or, perhaps, the salle. She appreciated the fact that he did not powder his hair as so many Albions did and found its unapologetic auburn hue quite pleasing. She decided it would take little more than a squint to ignore the deficiencies of his frame and declare him a handsome man.

Master Arnaud cleared his throat and said, “Captain Nath, may I present the Marquise Enid d’Tancreville.”

The Albion officer glanced up from his hurried survey of the Marie’s papers at the master’s voice. He stood and bowed slightly at the waist in consideration of her rank and introduced himself.

“Captain Rue Nath, His Majesty’s Royal Navy, HMS Alarum. An honor to meet you, I’m sure.”

Enid acknowledged his courtesy with a vague nod. “A captain, you say? And yet you only wear a single epaulette?”

Nath eased his narrow frame back into the master’s chair. “I am a commander in rank, but a captain in authority.”

Enid shrugged, her expression indicating she didn’t care one way or the other about the foolishness indulged in by her inferiors. She turned to Master Arnaud and said archly, “There. I have presented my compliments as you requested. Now, if you will excuse me, I wish to return to my berth and safeguard my belongings from this horde of Albion locusts.”

The husky master dabbed perspiration from his broad brow with a plain handkerchief and waved it at Nath. “Captain Nath wished to make your acquaintance, milady. I beg your pardon for disturbing you, but under the circumstances—”

The Ardain noblewoman turned back to Nath with a smile that did not quite reach her frosty eyes. “Well, then, it has been a pleasure, Captain Nath. Now, if you will excuse me?”

Nath arched a brow and was about to speak when Master Arnaud interrupted, “Milady, the captain has made a generous offer that would seem to benefit you both. I humbly implore you to give him your attention for a moment or two.”

Enid shrugged and settled into a low canvas chair in front of the desk. After adjusting her costume to her liking, she gestured for the Albion officer to speak.

“Marquise d’Tancreville, Master Arnaud told me of your part in counteracting the Artagny’s magister. He also indicated that you are bound for the Spice Colonies, where you intend to arrange a passage to Albion. Is this an accurate representation of your intent?”

Enid pursed her lips and nodded.

“What do you intend to do in Albion, Marquise? Do you have family there?”

“No, I do not. If it is any of your business, my intent is to offer my skills to assist the Crown of Albion in bringing down the so-called Theocratic Republic of Ardainne, perhaps through service in one of your king’s cavalry regiments.”

Nath nodded somberly. “You wish to offer the king your skills as a sorceress, milady?”

“I understood that Albion already had enough seamstresses, so sorcery seemed my next most valuable skill to offer.”

Master Arnaud visibly winced, but Nath ignored the barb and said, “Why the cavalry, of all things? Were you in a regiment before the uprising?”

“No.” Enid’s tone was sharp, and she shifted uneasily in her chair. “I was not. I have never served in the military in any capacity. As to the cavalry, well, it seems the logical choice.”

“What aspect of cavalry service provided the framework for your logic?”

“The cavalry has been the traditional arm in which the highborn have served since time immemorial. I flatter myself to believe that while my blood may not allow me to aspire to a queen’s throne, it is of sufficient quality to permit a seat atop a king’s horse. And as for seats, well, I have been told mine is a good one. It has certainly never failed me on a hunt, no matter how rough the ground.”

“I have no doubt as to the quality of your seat,” Nath answered wryly and glanced at the seat in question, which was presented in semi-profile as she sat angled on the edge of her chair. Her lips compressed with annoyance as his eyes snapped back to her face. “Nor do I argue the nobility of service astride. But have you any interest with the Horse Lord? An influential friend on his staff, perhaps? A relationship to one of his generals? Colonels? Majors?”

She shook her head at each point, and, in the end, Nath threw up his hands with a perplexed frown.

“You must truly love the idea of fighting on horseback, then, if the idea of playing step-and-fetch for someone more fortunate in influence or wealth than yourself—”

“I will do no such thing!” Enid snapped. “I would not be made a mere servant! I am a skilled sorceress! There would surely be a place for me on some general’s staff!”

“Oh, certainly there would be. You could work the cantrips to keep his tent warm and snug and perhaps he’d allocate you a corner of it to keep you out of the rain. I’m sure he’d also value you for chilling his wine, keeping the mildew from his hose, and, when dire military need arose, he might turn to you to charge his spell-locks for him.”

“You dare imply my skills are no more worthy than that?” She stood, her fists clenched at her sides, and glared down at the little Albion officer.

Nath raised a conciliatory hand and smiled easily. “Nothing of the sort, I assure you. I’m mortal certain that your skills are anything but inconsequential, else we would not be engaged in this conversation. My only intent is to warn you of the sort of treatment you can count on if you present yourself to the Horse Lord with no one to speak for you and no treasure with which to purchase a suitable commission. Placement in the regiments has nothing to do with skill and everything to do with patronage and purse. I would hazard you are familiar with such practices even in Ardainne?”

Enid bristled at the little officer’s words. “I believe my title as a marquise should stand in good stead for petty social connections. I believe it carries as much weight in Albion as in Ardainne, does it not?”

Nath’s sad, compassionate expression seemed genuine as he said, “It would, if an actual marquisate was associated with it. I fear that is not the case for you as things currently stand in your homeland. Your title is sadly empty.”

“Be that as it may,” Enid snarled. “I am no pauper!”

“Enjoy that state while you may, then,” Nath said. “As the price of commissions doubles or triples for Ardain refugees.”

Her anger subsided under the calm scrutiny of Nath’s water-blue eyes and was replaced by a dejected certainty that he spoke the truth. She resumed her seat with a disconsolate sigh.

“Well, I cannot see any alternative. My pride would suffer less participating, however menially, in the defeat of the Theocracy than it would idling away my time peacefully while others fought my war for me.”

“Ah!” Nath said and leaned eagerly across the desk. “But there is an alternative! I can save you the humiliation of service beneath your abilities as well as a long voyage fraught with risk of capture by Ardain privateers all in one stroke!”

“How so?” Enid treated the Albion officer to the same sort of skeptical expression she might have worn had he attempted to sell her a handful of magic beans.

“It was our misfortune to lose our own ship’s magister in the action against the Artagny. I have enough sorcery to plot a course or charge a match, but not enough to scry or work magic against an enemy vessel.” Nath paused and gave an almost apologetic shrug. “After hearing Master Arnaud’s description of your part in countering the Artagny’s magister and your desire to repair to Albion, I asked to speak to you to offer you a temporary warrant aboard my ship, the Alarum. It is a solution that will relieve me of some difficulty and gain you the opportunity to arrive in Albion as much as a year earlier, and, as a bonus, to take up arms against the Theocrats immediately and in a capacity more suitable to your obvious rank and talent.”

Her eyes thoughtful, Enid reached into one of the voluminous pockets of the blue jacket she wore and produced a pair of cigarillos. She offered one to Nath, who waved it away with a polite word and regretful smile. He watched silently as she nipped off the end of a cigarillo between white, even teeth and, without applying any flame to its tip, puffed somberly. An instant later, the tip of the cigarillo began to glow and the cramped cabin was filled with the smell of aromatic tobacco. Just as the weight of silence was about to squeeze a word out of Nath or the Marie’s unusually nervous master, the marquise spoke.

“I had thought to offer my services to one of the cavalry regiments accepting expatriate Ardain nobility into their ranks.” Her warning glance stilled a heartfelt entreaty from Master Arnaud, who obviously felt the better this interview went for Nath, the more generous he would be in his reckoning the Marie’s fate. “However, there is much to be said about your offer, especially in light of what you have said regarding the sort of duties I could expect were I even accepted into a regiment. But I must own I have no more influence with the lords of your navy than I do with the Horse Lord. How different could service aboard your ship be than on some general’s staff?”

“Why, as different as night and day!” Nath assured her. “A ship’s magister is entrusted with tremendous responsibility and respect in equal proportion. You’d be no lackey aboard the Alarum. You’d be a key figure in making her a fearsome weapon against the Theocracy.”

“She certainly seemed fearsome enough against the Artagny,” Enid said, then puffed on her cigarillo. “Still, I’d hoped to put my magic to work in support of an entire regiment, to play a role in turning the tide of battles that might decide the war…”

“Do not discount the importance of one frigate, Marquise,” Nath said. “It is my firm belief that one frigate in the right place, at the right time, with the right people aboard her, is worth a dozen plodding regiments. We move freely and we strike fiercely.”

“Hmm.” While it was clear that the Albion captain believed his own words, Enid was not entirely convinced. She doubted that even the grandest ship of the line represented anything like the fighting power of a cavalry regiment. Certainly, even a smallish frigate such as the one under this “Captain” Nath’s command was possessed of a respectable number of cannons and was able to move them hither and yon with great speed—but did that match the focused power and glory of a heavy cavalry charge? Surely not.

Still, everything the man had said regarding her likely treatment at the hands of the Horse Lord rang true. She had little desire to be relegated to the role of ensign until she was able to earn the interest of some Albion lord through deeds of valor or sycophantry. She rolled her cigarillo between her thumb and fingertips and contemplated her options. The voyage to St. Iphrygia in the Spice Colonies was a long one and, as this lieutenant pointed out, it exposed her to capture at the hands of Ardain warships and privateers—not to mention the risk of encountering an Albion commander with more interest in her value as a prisoner than as a mage. Then there was the matter of finding passage from Iphrygia to Albion, probably aboard another merchant engaged in semilegal trade and smuggling. An expensive and risky proposition.

Captain Nath took her silence for an eminent refusal. He leaned back in his chair and said, “I might be reluctant to accept such an offer myself, were I in your position. After all, you’ve never even considered service at sea and you’ve only my word that you’ll be treated with any more respect than you’d receive in a cavalry company.”

Enid nodded silently, leaving the onus of persuasion on this young officer.

“Let us look at it in this light,” Nath continued evenly, ticking his points off on his fingers as he named them. “You wish to reach Albion but your current plan places you at extreme risk. Once there, you wish to take up arms against the rascals who have overthrown your king.”

He paused for her nod of agreement before continuing. “I am in great need of your skills, if only until the Naval Board can appoint a permanent replacement for poor old Dunaughy. Here is where our disparate desires might happily converge: If you act as the Alarum’s interim magister, I will release you from the post upon the Alarum’s return to Albion. If we do not find ourselves there within three months and you do not desire to continue our association, I will release you at Gisbon at the first opportunity. From there, you can easily find a berth on a warship or legitimate merchantman bound for Albion. Regardless, you will find my offer far safer and significantly less expensive than sailing all the way to the Colonies and back to Albion. Who knows? You might even find the Sea Service to your liking.”

“I seem destined to further sailing regardless of my decision and doing it aboard a formidably armed vessel is more appealing than aboard one which is unarmed.”

Nath’s face split into a cheery grin, but before he could enthuse, she pressed on firmly. “There is the matter of training, however.”

Enid paused to flick ashes from the tip of her cigarillo, eliciting a frown from both sailors until they noticed that the gray flecks faded out of existence before touching the deck.

“I have had formal training at the Universite de Vermandoix and I am a member of the Institut, but I fear I have had little in the way of military, let alone naval, instruction.”

“Magister Dunaughy left behind a fine collection of books on the subject of maritime sorcery, milady. I don’t doubt that you will find all you need to know in them. Besides, considering what the Theocracy has left Ardainne for ship’s mages, a first-year neophyte could make a credible showing against them. I’m sure you’d serve us quite well!”

Enid sniffed irritably and flicked ashes toward the deck. “At least as well as a first-year neophyte.”

She took another long draw on her cigarillo as Nath watched. In the background, Master Arnaud assured her that the honorable Albion captain meant her no offense, but his words were lost on her as she studied Nath’s sparkling eyes, taking a measure of their depth. She liked what she saw and silenced Master Arnaud with a vague wave in his direction.

“It is better to serve as a neophyte against the Theocrats than to be captured by one of their seagoing Confessors—or serve as an overblown valet for some Albion cavalry captain. So, how does one go about temporarily enlisting in the Albion Royal Navy?”

“It’s the simplest thing in the world!” Nath smiled broadly and pushed a piece of paper across the desk toward her. “The serious circumstance of being without a ship’s magister gives me wide latitude in rectifying the lack. That, coupled with Master Arnaud’s account of your sorcerous efforts on behalf of the Marie and the evidence of those efforts aboard the Artagny, provides me with ample grounds to extend you a temporary commission as ship’s magister aboard the Alarum.”

Enid picked up the commission and skimmed over the terse, almost brutal composition. Her eyes lingered for a second on the words “fail at their peril.” A powerful oath, this temporary commission. “This calls for proof of ‘ability and education.’ You have proof of my ability, but what of my education?”

Nath raised a brow as he placed a wide-bottomed inkwell and quill next to the commission. “Evidence? You said you received an enviable education just a moment ago. The word of a lady of noble birth is evidence enough for me, I assure you.”

Enid made a noncommittal noise and put her name to the paper, adding an intricate flourish beneath it. She lifted the page to her lips and whispered a cantrip to dry the ink. When she offered the paper to Nath, he snatched it with an alacrity that troubled her. She hoped she had not just made a fool’s deal based on the clarity of a man’s eyes.

“Mr. Bell!” Nath bawled in a voice that vastly exceeded his frame. When a lean, balding sailor thrust his head through the cabin door and tugged at a nonexistent forelock, Nath told him, “See to Magister d’Tancreville’s dunnage! Stow it in Magister Dunaughy’s cabin.”

He then turned to the merchant commander and spoke in a tone only slightly less peremptory. “Master Arnaud! Be so kind as to send some hands to fetch her belongings stored in the hold. When you return, we will discuss what we shall do with your vessel.”

Once the burly little shipmaster was gone, Nath said, “We’ll speak more of your duties and privileges aboard the Alarum, Magister. For now, I must negotiate this vessel’s ransom and have time for little else. Let it suffice that from this moment on you must address me as ‘Captain’ or ‘sir’ and obey my commands briskly.”

Seeing a flicker of doubt cross her face, he continued a little less brusquely: “Never fear, though. I won’t ask anything of you that you are not capable of, or which is beneath your status as ship’s mage.”

“Which status you will explain to me more fully later?”
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Enid departed the cabin in a quiet rage, leaving the minikin Nath behind, his shoulders hunched as he pored over one of the Marie’s ledgers.

Within ten minutes Master Arnaud appeared, his face flush from activity. “Milady, your baggage has been whipped over, as Captain Nath ordered. If you’ll permit it, I’ll share this rail with you while he determines whether my poor Marie will be taken as a prize or—”

Nath appeared like a devil summoned by his name. Enid was not sure if he was wearing a closemouthed grin or just squinting against the sun after the darkness of the master’s cabin.

“Or. Master Arnaud. I have settled upon ‘or,’ unless you find the terms disagreeable.” Nath ignored the Ardain master’s ardent exaltation of his generosity and took several sheets of paper from the dispatch case hanging from his shoulder. He pressed them into Master Arnaud’s hands. “Read this before you praise too much, Master Arnaud. I trust you are familiar with Notes of Ransom?”

“I am,” Arnaud said.

“Good. I’m sure you’ll find my reckoning fair and accurate.”

Arnaud glanced down at the paper, and his face transmuted from pleased acceptance to fury. Enid smiled openly as he shook the Notes of Ransom under the Albion captain’s nose. It was good to see more of the fellow’s stubborn pugnacity so in evidence during yesterday’s chase.

“Five thousand livre? You mistake my poor Marie for a treasure galleon, Captain! I assure you she is not!”

The red-faced master ranted and stormed about the iniquitous greed of young naval officers and the importunities heaped upon honest merchants at every turn. As he raved, Nath glanced over the rail and studied the sails and rigging of his own vessel. At last, he flung out a silencing hand.

“Do not mistake my generosity for weakness, Master Arnaud! I would rather not put a prize crew aboard you, but if you will not accept my terms, God as my witness, I shall!” The last words of the declaration were uttered with a force that would have borne them clearly over screaming gales or roaring guns. It left silence hanging heavily in the air for a long moment.

Nath cleared his throat and smoothed his threadbare coat before continuing in a more conversational tone. “The ransom is reasonable, and it is not negotiable. It will leave you with a comfortable profit at the end of your voyage. I do not expect you to pay it in hard specie, but rather in the transference of goods from your hold to the Alarum’s. Do not forget, either, that if you refuse the ransom, I am within my rights to seize your cargo and, should I choose not to part with a prize crew, sink the Marie to deny her services to the enemies of Albion. I don’t think either of us wishes to see such a fine vessel reduced to flinders for my gunners’ practice, do we?”

Master Arnaud sighed in resignation, defeated. “No, sir, we do not. Five thousand is a fair demand, but it was my duty to attempt to reduce it, just as it is yours to fire at least one broadside before striking your colors to a superior opponent.”

Nath stood with his hands behind his back and ignored Enid’s glare while Master Arnaud stamped into the darkness of his cabin. When he stepped back on deck, he had a countersigned copy of the document in hand and a wan smile on his face.

He handed the paper to Nath and said, “There. It is done, and may it bring you joy, Captain Nath! I don’t doubt I owe you my life for rescuing us from the Artagny and her thrice-damned Confessor!”

Nath’s expression darkened at the mention of the Confessor. He tucked the signed document into his cartel and said, “It was a costly favor. There are very few rascals I would wish to see entombed in one of His Majesty’s prison hulks, but such a berth is more than that worm deserves.”

Enid was momentarily taken aback by the sheer hatred in the little officer’s voice, but she could not resist a barb at his expense.

“I give you joy at your victory over the Artagny, Captain Nath,” she said. “Did you ransom her as well or did you ‘reduce her to flinders’ for your gunners’ amusement?”

“No, it is not proper to ransom a warship. They must be taken as a prize or sunk. She was quite the shambles before our little dance was complete, with dozens dead and wounded and many of her guns dismounted. Still, she was seaworthy, so I placed a prize crew aboard her, which was good news for the owners of the Marie here.” Nath paused and offered an amiable wink to Master Arnaud.

“If I had more men available, I doubt I would have ransomed such a sweet vessel as this.” The Albion officer caressed the Marie’s rail with an appreciation that bordered on the amorous. “Such are the fortunes of war! Now, Master Arnaud, there are a few minor issues we must resolve before parting company… Oh, Magister d’Tancreville. Mr. Bell will see you across to the Alarum and settled in your cabin. You will do me the honor of dining in my cabin this evening? We shall discuss the duties of your warrant and get to know one another better. We will be working closely in the future.”

Enid gave her answer to the back of Nath’s head as he became lost in the important business of transferring stores and gathering information from Master Arnaud.



Bell was obviously surprised when Enid negotiated the spray-slick ladder down the side of the ship with casual grace and leaped nimbly into the boat bobbing beside the Marie. She registered that surprise with some annoyance. The fact that she was not a sailor born did not mean she was some sort of clumsy dullard. She wondered how sure-footed the bald-pated commoner would be on the narrow, rocky trails that crisscrossed the uplands of her beloved Tancre. Judging by his rather ungainly stride and bowed legs, she was less likely to come to mischance at sea than he would be in the mountains of her homeland. She noticed the coxswain staring at the smooth white flesh exposed by her open collar and pulled her coat tightly closed in a gesture more evocative of contempt than concern. Bell merely shrugged and barked a hoarse command. The sailors aboard the boat bent to their oars and in a moment, it was slicing a credible path through the choppy blue-gray waves of the strait.

Seated in the stern sheets, Enid watched the Alarum grow steadily larger with each sweep of the oars. She was bigger than the Marie, being both longer and taller above the water than the merchantman. Her masts seemed higher and thicker as well. While many of the crew were actively involved on the frigate’s deck, hauling aboard stores taken from the merchant vessel and going about other arcane tasks which were beyond Enid’s meager maritime understanding, there were not as many crewmen visible as she expected. She remembered the great mass of sailors that crowded the Artagny’s rails just before the first lethal broadside swept them into bloody oblivion. The Alarum seemed all but deserted in comparison. Still, undermanned or not, the Alarum had proven more than a match for the much larger Ardain frigate, and that sure knowledge produced in her a confidence the more pragmatic part of her being prayed was well-founded. A moment later the boat bumped against the Alarum’s side, and she sprang as easily up its battens as she had descended from the Marie.

Once on deck, Bell quickly reported to a tall, dark-skinned woman in the same sort of single-epauletted coat Enid had seen Captain Nath wearing. She wondered if asymmetry was the current fashion in Albion’s military circles. The officer was engaged in a rather heated discussion with a man Enid took to be either a person of some authority or an extremely impudent sailor. She waited patiently with Bell while a short but sharp argument unfolded before them.

“I tell you that lot must be stored for’ard!” The man gestured wildly at a net full of provisions confiscated from the Marie that hung suspended over the deck. A group of sailors loitered nearby, watching the debate with interest.

“And I tell you, Master Harde, that the captain has declared otherwise.” The lady officer answered Harde’s heated exclamation with cool certitude, instantly winning her points in Enid’s estimation. “He believes we are heavy in the bow and that it is affecting the Alarum’s sailing properties. I’ve noted your opinion on the matter, but Captain Nath has the final say. I will obey his orders and I expect you will as well.”

“Heavy in the bow, by the Redeemer, and we with barely enough weight in the hold to settle us proper in the water!” Harde seemed about to spit on the deck but thought better of it. “You have more time at sea than this jumped-up minikin, Lieutenant. Surely you see the madness of it! A solid officer like yourself would leave the master to do his duty as he saw fit instead’a poking your nose in just to see if it would fit!”

“A solid officer like myself would also report any further remarks of this sort to her captain, so he could take the actions merited by such insolent and undisciplined talk. Now see to your duties as ordered.”
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