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One

Morning, Mage Radnor,” the boy said cheerily. “And could we have a spell for our fishing?”

“If I could summon up the cod, and have them dancing on your doorstep,” the rather rotund, balding man said with a smile, “do you think I’d be sitting here worrying about taxes?”

“Probably,” said the wizard’s wife, Bon, a slender woman some ten years younger than her husband. “Maybe not living here — perhaps with our own fleet, with a fine house in Ticao, like your brother — but you’d still be fretting about the king’s share. Just think how much more it would be if you could magic up the finnies.”

“Probably, probably that’s how things would work out,” Radnor said. “Plus the cost of the nets, whether my men were happy, whether I needed to build my own salting plant, and so on and so forth. Best we should be happy with what we have.

“Although I would fancy a spell that’d bring up a tiny demon that understood addition and subtraction.”

He got up from the table littered with scrawled papers and broken-tipped quills, and went to the stairs.

“Gareth! Knoll’s a-waiting!”

There was no reply.

“He’s been sulking all morning,” Bon Radnor said.

“Over what? What’s there to gloom about?” Knoll N’b’ry said. “The sun’s out, the sea’s almost flat, there’s near no wind, and the title is on the turn.” He raised his voice. “C’mon, Gareth! Tuck your pouty lip back in and stir your stumps!”

Footsteps sounded, and Gareth Radnor came down the winding stairs. He was just fifteen, taller than his friend Knoll, thin, and if it weren’t for his pursed lips and frown, would be considered darkly handsome. He wore heavy canvas pants and a patched sweater.

Without speaking to anyone, he sat by the back door and pulled on tarred canvas knee boots, then stood.

“Don’t forget your oilskins, dear,” his mother said.

“Good idea,” Knoll said. “Bound to be a chop coming back.”

Gareth didn’t answer, but went out, letting the door bang behind him.

“So it’s his business if he gets wet,” his father said.

Knoll held up his hands helplessly. “He doesn’t listen to me, either,” and went after Gareth.

“There is a temptation,” Radnor said wearily, “to cast a bit of a weather spell after our only son. Nothing more than a half-hour drenching, mind you.”

“Make it a weeklong cascade for all of me,” Bon said.

“I’m sure I wasn’t that big a pain in the sitter when I was his age,” Radnor said righteously.

“And I’m sure you were,” his wife said. “Now, what, assuming the boys have no luck, do you fancy for our evening meal?”

• • •

Knoll caught up to Gareth as he went down the cobbled street toward the docks.

“And what’s the matter with you?” he asked. “A night-spirit appear in your bed and then leave before you were satisfied or something?”

“Oh shut it,” Gareth snapped.

Knoll looked at him, sneered ostentatiously, but said nothing. The street flattened, and they passed mostly empty docks.

“Hope we do as well as the fleet,” Knoll said, unable to keep silent for long. “I helped Da load his pots, and said a prayer over every one before dawn.”

“Prayers don’t do any good with fish,” Gareth said.

“And how do you know that? Just because your father’s a magician doesn’t mean you have the Gift,” Knoll said. “Next you’ll be saying magic doesn’t work either. Maybe we should just put fish guts in the traps and let the crabs’ common sense, or lack of it, take charge.”

“Probably do as good as anything else.”

A small boat was tied up at the last, rickety, half-sinking pier. The boat was old, but neatly kept, white with green trim, single-masted, a bit over twenty feet long, with a tiller at the stern. A third boy, almost as thick as he was tall, not quite Gareth’s height, busied himself baiting hooks on a long line and curling the line in a wooden bucket.

“What kept you?” he asked.

“Gareth’s got the pouts,” Knoll said. “I tried chucking his little chin, but he’d have none of it.”

“Can’t have a man going out with the pissies,” the stocky boy said and, surprising for one of his bulk, sprang athletically to the dock. “Come on, Gareth. We’ll need a smile for all the little fishies to admire.”

“Dammit, leave me alone, Thom,” Gareth almost snarled. “I’ll be all right.”

“Oh I know you will,” Thom Tehidy said happily. “In fact, I guarantee it.”

“Thom, I’m in no mood to be trifled with! I said, leave me alone! We’ve got fishing to do!”

Tehidy picked Radnor up in his thick arms, spun him until he was head down, feet flailing in empty air.

“Now, we dunk him a time or two, nice brackish water down here, look, there’s a turd floating, right under your head, and one, and a two, and — ”

“All right! All right!” Gareth said. “I’m in a good mood! See? Look at this smile!”

“What do you think, Knoll N’b’ry?” Tehidy said. “Appears to me he’s faking it, and needs a good healthy drink of mother ocean.”

“Thom, put me back on my feet.”

Tehidy obeyed, swinging Gareth around and setting him on the dock.

“Should’ve just tossed you in,” he said. “M’ pap always said the day starts best and easiest if you’re already wet.”

Gareth looked at his two friends, then started laughing. It was a strong, cheerful sound.

“There,” Knoll said. “Now you’re all better, and we’ll even let you man the rudder on the way out.” 

• • •

“So what was the problem?” Knoll asked, as the boat tacked out of the harbor under its single sail.

“Everything,” Gareth said.

“Everything like how?” Thom said, from his seat below the mast.

“Look around, dammit!”

Behind them, about a third of a league distant, was the village, climbing up steep cliffs, houses brightly painted, roofs red, blue, green. Occasional clouds drifted above, and the sky was a solid blue. Behind the village, on rising ground to the high moors, were farmhouses and cultivated land. Here and there were the dots of oxen pulling plows, their owners beside the teams.

Two of the royal semaphore towers could be seen leading off into the distance, connecting the village with the capital of Ticao and the rest of the great island of Saros.

Empty beaches and cliffs were on either side of the village, and other settlements could be dimly made out to the east and west.

The sea was greenish blue, low waves gently lifting the boat, a slight breeze blowing across the boat’s thwarts.

“What’s to see?” Tehidy asked bewilderedly.

“Only the same thing we look at every day, that’s all!”

“What’s the matter with that?” Thom said. “Who wants a change when things are good?”

Gareth growled. “What good? We’re doing the same thing we’ve done every week that somebody doesn’t want us to work on one of the boats, or else helping some clod kicker with his planting! There’s time enough for drudgery in the years to come!”

“That’s what we are,” Thom said. “That’s what we do, what we’re going to be doing, isn’t it?”

“I know!” Gareth said. “That’s the problem! For the rest of our lives, pulling fish out of the ocean or shoving seeds in the ground! Over and over and over!”

Thom was looking at him curiously.

“I remember,” he said slowly, “when we were kids, and you were always going on about going off to be a sailor. I mean, a deepwater sailor. Fighting wars.”

“Or being a pirate,” Knoll said.

“I wish I’d stuck to that,” Gareth said sullenly.

“The problem is,” Tehidy said reasonably, “none of us know who to talk to about pirating. Nobody at the semaphore station seems to know the routing for the Royal Loyal Evil and Roistering Pirates.”

“Plus,” N’b’ry put in, “we figured out a long time ago that Old Man Baltit’s stories about pirating seem to be mostly made up, since they keep changing, and he’s just about the only one who’s been away anywhere.”

“I know,” Gareth said, through clenched teeth.

“You could always run away,” Thom went on. “Find a village that’s on the king’s impressment list, and be taken for the navy. Even though I hear running up and down the mast with some bastard with a rope end hitting you on your butt gets old real fast.

“Or join the coastal guard. Give you a chance to stay in home waters, and prob’ly drown in the first big storm, trying to save some dumb fisherman like me. Or maybe meet real pirates on the wrong end of a cannon.”

“What happened?” Knoll asked quietly. “You normally don’t go off like this.”

Gareth sat staring out at the water. He picked up a bit of salted fish from the bait bucket, chewed at it.

“Dad got a letter this morning, that he’s supposed to pass along to the herald so everybody’ll hear it,” he finally said. “From Vel’s father.”

“Uh-oh,” Thom said quietly. Vel Kese had been the closest thing the village had to a beauty, a year younger than the boys. Her father had run one of the village’s two shops until recently, when he’d announced there wasn’t any money to be made here and moved the family to another village two or three days’ distant. She’d been Gareth’s girl since they were seven or eight, and most of the villagers assumed she and Gareth would eventually marry.

Gareth was considered a good catch, being the son of the village thaumaturge, with seven years of tutoring. Everyone assumed that he’d amount to something more than a fisherman, even though he didn’t show any signs of having his father’s Talent.

“Hern Kese is really damned proud to announce that his daughter has become affianced and will soon be the second bride of some asshole cidermaker, who’ll make her very happy and so on and so forth.”

“Oh,” Knoll said softly.

“Makes me wish Dad had let me go off to Ticao and live with my uncle. Instead, I hung around here, and thought that … It doesn’t matter what I thought,” Gareth said.

Thom reached across and patted Gareth’s knee.

“Oh the hells with it,” Gareth said. “Let’s start looking for a good place to drop our lines.”

“I thought,” Knoll said, eager for the change of subject, “we’d try back of that seamount you climbed once, to the east, where it shallows.”

“Why not?” Gareth said. “It’s past time I learn to concentrate on making a good life for myself,” he said bitterly. “Whatever the hells that might be.

“I just wish,” he said, after a pause, “something exciting would happen around here.” 

• • •

The seas around the huge stack, rising abruptly out of the deep waters, were choppy, almost treacherous. Even though all three boys had been in boats since before they could walk, they still kept a wary eye to seaward for the sudden widowmaker that could smash them into the nearby rocks.

They also watched the horizon as the day grew later, saw the village’s crabbers sail home.

Two years earlier, on a dare, Gareth had climbed to the top of the nearby stack, using a grass rope where he could, finding foot- and toeholds in cracks, pulling himself up with the tussocks that grew out of the face. Once a gull had exploded from its nest, almost making him fall. When he reached the top, a tiny plateau not much bigger than his father’s spellcasting floor, he’d held firm against the gusts that tried to send him spinning down into the breakers, wondering why the hells he insisted on making such a damned fool of himself, and then wondered how he would climb down.

But he had, and the villagers swore he was the first, well, perhaps the second, to ever climb that seamount, although no one could remember that first man’s name.

It was getting cold. Gareth’s fingers were sore, salt-burned, and his ears felt like they were the finest porcelain, and would shatter if anyone tapped them with a fingernail.

“Hi,” Knoll said suddenly. “Look.”

Distant smoke boiled across the water from somewhere behind the seamount.

“Fire,” Thom said. “Something big’s burning!”

Knoll was reeling in the line as Gareth went to the rudder and brought the boat about as Thom raised the sail. Gareth let the current skitter the boat around the mount, close to a dark cliff and a cave, where the surf boomed in deadly invitation.

“Oh gods,” Knoll said softly. Something was burning.

It was their village. Sailing out from under that cloud were four ships like none they’d ever seen. Gareth could faintly make out their hulls against the water. They were black, with red lateen sails on three masts.

“What’re they?” Thom said.

“I don’t know,” Gareth said, but the flames gave him the answer.

“Linyati,” Knoll whispered. “The Slavers! I never heard of them this far north.”

“Gods,” Thom echoed Knoll, less a prayer than a moan. “Come on, Gareth! Hurry!” 

• • •

The village was a shatter of flames and ruin, the only sounds the crackling of the fires, crashes as roof timbers collapsed.

The fishing boats were smoldering ruin, their oil-soaked wood having instantly flared up when torches were thrown.

There were two men dead on the docks, arrowheads coming out their backs. Half a dozen crabs from a broken trap crawled across their bodies on their way back to the water.

Gareth leapt over the bodies, the other two behind him, running for their homes.

A body sprawled at the foot of the street in a pool of blood. Next to him lay a broken boathook, and, with great wounds in their bodies, three dark-complected men in foreign, silk-looking garb. Gareth had time for a flashing thought that perhaps Old Man Baltit hadn’t been the colossal liar everyone thought he was, for he’d taken at least these raiders down, then ran on, heart hammering under his ribs, toward his house. 

• • •

His father lay on his back, just inside the doorway. His hand had been chopped off, trying to push away the spear that had buried itself in his chest.

Gareth’s mother sat on the foot of the stairs, and for an instant Gareth thought she was still alive, until he saw the gaping slash across her neck, and the way her head lolled.

He was on his knees, and the only numb thought he had, over and over, was I didn’t even say good-bye, I didn’t say good-bye to them.

Time passed. He heard footsteps, didn’t turn.

Knoll’s voice came:

“They took … Thom’s whole family … my father’s dead … mother and my sisters are gone. They took them all. There’s no one left in the village.

“Only the dead, Gareth. That’s all they left.”

Another thought came to Gareth:

And I didn’t tell them that I loved them. I don’t remember, can’t remember, when I said that last.

Then the tears finally came free.


Two

Gareth Radnor crouched behind a chimney pot, trying not to think about the steep gables on either side of him, the four-story drop if he slid on the slates, and the cobbles below that would hardly soften his fall.

Across the square rose the great temple of Megaris, the favored god of the Ticaons and, by extension, all of Saros. Atop the temple’s flat roof were four columns supporting a small stone canopy, and, in the middle, a great gong.

The gong was struck by monks every hour on the hour, its boom resounding across Ticao to the Nalta River, and across that to the slums beyond, one of Ticao’s familiar sounds.

But the square below, in spite of the hour — bare moments before middle-night — held three dozen people, staring up in curiosity and awe.

For something was awry with the worship of the god, or, some people whispered, with the god himself.

Ten nights now, instead of twelve strokes, the gong had sent out thirteen, and no one knew why. Monks and priests had prayed long and hard for an explanation of this omen, but without result.

The priests tried to keep the marvel a secret, but without success. Two nights ago there’d been four people who witnessed the phenomenon, the night before eleven, and Gareth saw more trickling into sight below.

He grinned, took a sling from his pouch, and took out a stone, carefully selected for its smooth roundness.

Across the way, a hatch opened and four monks clambered into sight. One carried the huge padded hammer used to strike the gong, and one of the others held a glass, watching the sands run out.

There should have been only two for the ceremony. Gareth supposed the others to be high priests present to keep demons from making an appearance, some sort of curse striking, or the monks in charge of the signal pulling some sort of tomfoolery.

The monk with the hammer pushed the sleeves of his habit back and lifted the tool. Previously it’d been with a flourish, but Gareth now thought he moved with a bit of trepidation.

The man with the glass lifted his arm, and lowered it.

The monk struck, struck again …

Three … four … five … six … seven … eight … nine …

Gareth stood, braced against the chimney, fixed his eyes on his target.

Ten … eleven …

Gareth whipped the sling into life.

Twelve …

Gareth released one end of the sling, and the stone hummed across the distance …

Thirteen!

Gareth had a moment to see one of the monks drop to his knees in prayer, heard the clamor from the square, tucked his sling in his pouch, and scrabbled back down the slates. He grabbed the knotted rope and slid over the edge, hand-over-handing down, down. Then Labala had him, and Fox was whipping the rope back down from where it’d been looped around the chimney. He was the one who could climb a sheet of glass if you dared him, who’d clambered up a drain spout for eleven nights and fixed the rope for Gareth to climb.

Labala was holding back laughter, great whooping roars that’d ring as loudly as the gong if he let them out.

They turned to run, and a voice called.

“You! You three! Stand where you are!”

It had to be a warder.

None of the three responded, but began to run.

“I said stop!” the warder called, and pelted after them, truncheon raised.

The fourth member of the team, Cosyra, dumped a bucket of slops out from the doorway she’d been stationed in, and the warder shrieked, skidded, and went flat. Cosyra leapt over him, ran after the others.

Even laughing as hard as she was, she caught up in a block.

They ran on a few blocks, ducked into a deserted mews.

“Eleven nights,” Labala gurgled, his bulk jiggling with laughter. “They’ll be gaoinga in the headbone in another ten.”

“There won’t be another ten,” Gareth said flatly.

“Why not?” Fox asked.

“We almost got caught tonight,” he said. “It won’t be nearly as funny if we end up in some priestly dungeon after twelve nights … or fifteen.”

Labala pouted.

“But we had them going so much!”

“Gareth’s right,” Cosyra said. “Always best to stop when you’re ahead.”

“Truths,” Fox agreed. “So what’s next?”

Gareth thought. “I’ve got a couple of ideas.”

“So do I,” Cosyra said.

“I’d like a night or two to hammer them out,” Gareth said. “Meet here, two nights gone?”

Labala grunted, Fox nodded.

“Two nights from now,” Cosyra said, and, without further farewell, went out of the mews and was gone.

Gareth and the others made good-byes, and Gareth made his way through the dark streets, ducking the torch of a warder’s patrol once, and spotting two footpads in an alley that he went around to his uncle’s house.

The ladder he’d left against the outer wall was still in place, and Gareth went up it deftly. The courtyard on the other side was empty, and he put the small ladder on the wall top, where it’d not be seen, went down the eight feet to the brick courtyard on one of his aunt’s flowering vines. He crossed the courtyard, used the jagged corners of the mansion’s brick facing to climb two stories, went across to a drain on a windowsill, up another story, and into his bedroom.

He uncovered a lantern, blew it into life, looked at himself in the mirror. A bit dusty, hands and feet dirty. He stripped, put his clothes in a hamper for a laundress, washed, and slid into bed.

His body said it was time for sleep, that the morning’s dullness with its quills and ink would come too soon, but his mind was still moving fast.

It’d been close to a year since his parents’ murder by the Linyati. The coastal watch had arrived just at dusk, and Gareth had wanted to rave where had they been, why were they always late?

But his village had been the third raided that day. One guardsman told him, although Gareth didn’t absorb the information until later, that this was, indeed, as far north as the dreaded and loathed Linyati had come on their raids, and perhaps this would be enough to get King Alfieri off his ass and declare war on the Slavers.

His mate had snorted, and said nothing would get that lard-butt moving except maybe setting fire to the throne itself. Or, he added, getting a priest to ban all the wenching he did, although that’d more likely get the priest banned.

Gareth didn’t care what kings did … all he wanted was to have his parents back, to say the words he’d not said that day. Or, failing that, to learn how to use a sword, and somehow find the Slavers who’d brought ruin to his village and kill them all, slowly.

Knoll and Thom, and two other villagers who’d seen the dark ships beach and fled into the moors, would be taken in by the nearest village and raised as one of them, as was common along the coast, where accident, storm, and creatures of the depths not infrequently brought tragedy.

A letter of credit was semaphored from Ticao, and Gareth went by the first coach to the capital, to be taken in by his father’s brother, Pol.

All he took with him from the ransacked house, besides what clothes he thought he might need, realizing most of what he owned would mark him for the bumpkin he was, was an ornate wand his father had been given when he completed his studies, a small but very dangerous-looking razor-edged sorcerous dagger used for cutting herbs, wicks, and magical circles, and a ring with a cameo of his mother that his father had made when they’d become betrothed.

The rest, and whatever else was salvageable in the village, would be auctioned, and whatever money raised would go to help support Thom and Knoll in their new homes.

The three boys made hesitant farewells, minds on the pyres burning on the headlands, and the bodies turning to ash on them. They swore they’d meet again, someday, and they’d never forget one another, all three knowing their words to be impossible dreams, no better than lies.

Gareth turned away from the ruins, toward a new life in the great city.

Pol Radnor was eight years younger than his brother, the wizard, and, at least as far as girth and ostensible merriment, very much like him. But where the Mage Daav Radnor had been content with being a minor magician in a sleepy village, helping the people and their animals with their woes and sicknesses, sometimes able to cast a bit of a weather spell, Pol was very ambitious.

He’d spent only three years as a shipper’s clerk before becoming a purser on one of his magnate’s ships. Two voyages later, he had made enough contacts and profit for his employer to loan him the money for a single cargo. The ship didn’t sink, and pirates didn’t spot the small merchantman, and Pol had begun his rise.

Now he owned directly or controlled half a dozen ships, had agents in twice that many ports, and was known as a fortunate man. The cargoes he agreed to carry not only arrived at their destination, but not infrequently at exactly the time they could bring the highest profits. Some said Pol had the Gift for the future, but he denied it with a chuckle, saying he was no more than lucky.

However, he was known to say, to his handful of cronies, that a man made his own luck.

It took little time for Gareth to realize that if it was possible to make your luck through hard work and careful insinuation into the right circles, Pol Radnor was lucky indeed, and it should not be long before his uncle would be named a King’s Servant, then possibly knighted, and, if he were successful enough, be granted a Merchant Prince’s cloak and allowed to wear furs on his robes.

He’d married well, to an older, rather plain woman named Priscian, another magnate’s daughter. So far, their marriage was unblessed, but Pol seemed unworried. Priscian’s dowry had not only included two ships with their crews and a newly built mansion not far from the river that divided Ticao in half, but a country estate and, most importantly, the gold and servants to operate them handsomely.

Gareth had always been a bit suspicious of Pol’s cheeriness, thinking no one could be that honestly hearty that much of the time. But after almost a year he grudged the man’s jollity must be sincere. He did notice, though, that Pol seemed happiest when his receivables were for gold, rather than silver.

Pol had allowed Gareth a respectable time, almost a month, for mourning, then announced the young man’s future. He would be permitted to follow in his uncle’s footsteps, first as a clerk, then as a chief clerk, then, if all went well, put in control of an entire division of Pol’s mercantile empire, for empire it surely would be in a few short years, Megaris blessing them.

Gareth asked when he’d be allowed to go to sea.

“Never, if it’s any of me, son,” Pol said. “I went, twice, and a blasted waste of time it was. Nothing but crude men, storms, seasickness, pirates, and uncertainty.

“I learned my lesson, and am going to do you the great favor of not making you repeat the course.

“As they say, a man with one foot on dry land is blessed, and a man with both feet there is in league with the gods.

“While you live in this house, I’ll never allow you such suffering.”

And so Gareth joined the household. There were a dozen servants, and everyone rose at dawn. Gareth noted that, even though Pol and his wife went regularly to the Merchant’s Temple, having their own box seat high on the walls, they didn’t spend time praying when alone.

That suited Gareth well. He’d decided if there were any gods, they were uncaring, or maybe malignant, and most likely nothing but stone statues, mewling priests, and self-righteous canons.

After rising and washing, the household ate heartily, if simply, for Pol believed a man worked best on a full stomach.

Gareth had a tutor come in for an hour each day, for Pol thought his lack of knowledge, particularly of figures, deplorable. Once a week another man came in and talked of music, art, books, for Pol said a good merchant must be able to talk about anything to his clients.

After that, Gareth made his way to Pol’s factory along the riverfront, which had offices and clerks’ warrens in front, and huge warehouses behind.

That was pure torture for the boy, for the ships of a hundred nations docked along the water, their masts standing close to the upper stories of the Merchant Princes’ buildings, bowsprits sometimes nearly blocking the path of the wagons clattering back and forth. Ships that he’d never be allowed to sign on to, ships that would visit strange and wonderful parts of the world he’d never see.

Even worse was when his uncle called a sorcerer in to cast the spell that’d give Gareth the traders’ patois. Why, he asked Pol, was he doing this, if he had no intent of letting Gareth go to sea? “We deal with merchants from many lands,” Radnor said briskly, “who come to my office frequently. You can generally strike a better bargain if you have a tongue in common with the other party.”

At least once a month Gareth asked if he could be loaned to another magnate with a recommendation he be allowed to sign aboard a ship, for seasoning, “for surely, Uncle, how can a man be a good merchant if he has no knowledge of his distant clients and their lands?”

“By reading and correspondence,” Pol might reply, “which you’ve been most slight about. All things can be learned in books, and there’s no need to be tossed about in a leaking hulk eating wormy beef and drinking small beer if you can sit in comfort, now is there?”

“But — ”

“But me no buts,” Pol would say, not unkindly. “Now, to your accounts, and pay more attention there than you have been. Your chief has found, he told me, some twenty errors in your last accounting alone.

“That’s not good, Gareth. That’s not what can make me proud of you, proud of yourself, now is it?”

Not being able to find a reply, Gareth would slink back to his canted desk, which grew larger and higher from the ground every day, more and more covered with scribbles on paper, his stool taller and taller, stretching toward heavens as dull as the wintry Sarosian skies, when he longed for tropic sunshine and warm blue waters splashing on sandy beaches.

The clerks around him were all older, and all seemed to have found a home, and delighted in telling stories of how they almost sent a cargo of oranges to the tropics, or how they’d gotten lucky, and found an erroneous entry, and saved Hern Radnor so many gold coins.

There wasn’t even any point in pranking them, for all that happened the two or three times he tried something was a long look and a tired sigh.

At dusk, or after twelve turnings of the glass during the short winter days, the office was closed.

The evening meal was heavy, Pol giving himself two glasses of the finest ale before dinner, three glasses of wine with the sumptuous feast — food from many lands that Pol traded with — and two brandies before bed as he read and responded to his agents’ correspondence.

Gareth got drunk once on the ale, didn’t like the sickness it brought nor the way he felt the next day, and forever after remained a non-toper, never really minding, unlike most of his countrymen, if he were forced to drink small beer, very watered wine, or even simple water itself.

After the evening meal, no one cared what Gareth did, so long as he was back inside the compound by two turnings before middle-night.

When he discovered the small ladder in a shed, his path was open, and he’d retire early and slide out across the roofs. No one seemed to check on him, and he suspected they would not care much if they did find his bed empty.

Ticao was a magical city to explore.

It had been built long ages past, first as an upriver trading village, sensibly ten leagues from the sea, to guard against raiders. Its river, the Nalta, was wide enough for a ship to tack up, especially after dredges had begun deepening the main channel over the past one hundred years. It continued north into the farming heartland of Saros, and canals had been built from east and west, so most of the goods Saros traded in came through Ticao.

On the northeast bank of the river was the trading heart of Ticao, around and in the old walled city. Beyond that rose the heights, where the king’s castle and other noble buildings sat. Pol said that while he certainly wanted to be a Merchant Prince, he would never build on the king’s mountain, since one requirement was that in time of war, if the capital were threatened, all these homes would be razed to give clear fields of fire to the cannon in the Royal castle.

Ticao had spread across the river, where working quarters and slums sprawled, just as the city had reached north, beyond the King’s mountain, through greater and smaller country homes into the rolling countryside.

Streets, alleys, wound through the city, and it seemed impossible to ever know Ticao completely, for there was always a new shop, tea-bar, or tavern being opened. Here and there through Ticao were parks, spreading tree-spattered grasslands, and it was a royal edict that they be open to any citizen.

And so he explored the avenues and alleys of Ticao, never clambering back into his bedroom before midnight, sometimes not until dawn, after which he would spend a yawning day at his desk, trying to ignore the frowns from the chief clerk.

Ticao was thronged with seamen and traders from foreign parts, including men from Linyati. The first time he saw one of the olive-complected, blank-faced sailors, he asked a beggar who the man was.

“Slavers,” the man spat, hand still out for a coin.

“The ones who raid our villages?”

“Th’ same.”

“Why are they allowed ashore?” Gareth asked in shock.

“ ‘Cause our nimby-namby king doesn’t want war with anybody, wants the seaways to be open to all, so Saros can bring home the most gold.

“Damned fool, with all respect. There’s some who know the way to deal with scum like the Slavers is at sword point. ‘At’s how I got all crippled up, lad, in a grand battle ashore with a bunch of them. I fought my best, kept my mate alive, but took a terrible wound. Here, for a copper or two I’ll show you, right — ”

Gareth dropped a coin, hurried away.

He saw them again, seldom singly, mostly in groups of half a dozen, to prevent the mutterers who trailed them from becoming bolder and hurling cobbles or filth. The things the Slavers bought made no sense. Sometimes it would be a sweetmeat, sometimes a jewel. Anything edible or drinkable was immediately gulped down, as if they were small boys sneaking behind their parents’ back.

Gareth trailed them often, trying to figure out what they were, following them back to their strange ships, ships whose portholes were alight from within from dusk to dawn, as if the Slavers never slept.

He asked what they came to Ticao to trade, since slavery had been outlawed for generations in Saros. A clerk from another factory made a face, said the slaves they took, generally from the savage continent of Kashi, separated from the continent of Linyati by a long isthmus, were sold elsewhere, to other countries who still held bondage legal. Those trade goods were perfectly legitimate to bring into Saros.

“Damned shame, too,” the young man added. “Our factor’s lost three ships in five years, and one or another of our seamen managed to make his way home later to tell us they’d not been wrecked by storms, but seized by the Slavers.

“Good King Alfieri ought to fit out a fleet, and drive them back to their own lands. No one needs dealing with murderous bastards like them.”

Twice Gareth hurled a stone at a knot of Linyati, and was breathlessly pursued down alleys, the Slavers waving daggers or the thin-bladed swords they preferred. Their language was a series of coughs, like one of the lions Gareth saw in the King’s Menagerie.

Once he lurked on a rooftop, waited until four of the Slavers passed underneath, and tipped a full chamberpot over.

But this was very small beer, he knew, and wanted greater revenge, revenge with a pistol or sword.

His uncle Pol told him he shouldn’t bear hatred, for it kept the memory of that murderous day alive. That was fine with Gareth. He wanted not one, not ten, but a hundred dead Slavers for his mother and father, even more for the others of his village who now wore chains on some unknown shore.

But Gareth did not let himself become a dark brooder, like fishermen he’d known who’d lost a son or a brother at sea. He loved pranking, jesting against those he thought were pompous, foolish, or malicious, whether rich merchants, cheating shopkeepers, or pompous citizens, once even a fraud claiming to be a magician, who persuaded an entire street of credulous whores of his talents with love potions.

He made two friends in his ramblings, then a third.

The first was the enormous Labala, whom he rescued from being rolled by cutpurses when drunk. Labala’s family came from a distant tropical island, but none of them knew precisely where it was. Labala, like his father, worked as a stevedore on Ticao’s docks, augmenting his income by what he could steal.

In return for Gareth’s favor, he promised that neither he, nor any of his family, nor any of his cousins, would ever thieve from a Radnor cargo, no matter the temptation.

Labala was two years — or so he thought — older than Gareth, but appeared in his twenties at least. Some made the mistake of not taking him seriously, or thinking him stupid, because of his bulk, the rolls of fat he was quite proud of, and the constant beam on his round face.

The grin concealed quite a nasty temper, as quite a few discovered after the smile suddenly vanished and Labala growled, “Now I’m going to sit on you.” Which he would do, after his huge fists had hammered the person’s body for a while. Labala was also very fast. Gareth saw a man pull two knives on him one night, lose them both in an armblock and two crashing blows, and then get hurled into the river.

Labala loved pranking as well, without much regard for the target or outcome.

Fox was the second. He never said what he did during the day. Gareth thought he was a cutpurse or perhaps pickpocket, the way his eyes followed money around. He was very small, skinny to the point of emaciation, and his eyes darted about under a mop of unruly hair. Gareth knew little of his family, except he had a mother whom he revered, two twin brothers — “the greatest of heartless villains,” he said proudly — and a seemingly endless array of uncles. He never mentioned his father.

Fox’s taste in japery ran toward the well dressed and those with purses he might be able to end up with during the hubbub.

The last was Cosyra. She stood just to Gareth’s chin, was slender, small-breasted, wore her brown hair very short, dressed like a boy. Her face was heart-shaped, with perfect teeth and a grin almost as frequent as Labala’s.

Like the other three, she wore commoner’s clothes of leather, wool, or coarse cotton. There was one thing unusual about her appearance: on a silver chain she wore a small icon of a sea eagle.

Cosyra spoke, unlike Fox and Labala, in an educated tongue, though the cant of thieves and the streets came easily to her.

She never spoke of a family or friends. One of her favorite quick pranks was, when someone realized she was a woman and showed lustful signs, enticing them for a bit, then telling them she was the daughter of a shopkeeper, and would love to tryst later, at a certain address. Since the address she gave was that of the temple of Houf, Goddess of Eunuchs and the Celibate, Gareth wondered if she was a young harlot, sold to one of the many bordellos of Ticao.

None of the three young men ever tried to bed her. For some unknown reason, they all felt that might spoil things.

And so, every second or third night, they’d creep out, either looking for a target, or else putting a plan in motion.

The pranked were generally picked by either Cosyra or Gareth, the other two seeming content to be lieutenants in the schemes.

Gareth thought his japery might be the only thing that kept him from going mad.


Three

I have it,” Labala gurgled from the darkness. “Let’s paint the statue of the king in Centersquare.”

“We did that three months ago,” Cosyra said patiently.

“Yes … yes … but this time, we’ll paint his butt blue, instead of pink,” Labala said, and almost fell against the stone wall in his mirth.

“Well,” Gareth said diplomatically, “we’ll consider that as a second option.” None of them wanted to get Labala unhappy, for obvious reasons.

“You have somethin’ in th’ way of a scheme,” Fox said, not a question.

“Maybe,” Gareth said. “Do any of you know Lord Quindolphin?”

“I do. I mean, I’ve heard of him,” Cosyra said.

Gareth waited.

“Not supposed to be a very nice sort,” she said.

“Had a mate of my uncle’s drawn an’ quartered,” Fox said. “Just for borrowin’ one of them gilt eagles off his mansion’s gates.”

“That ain’t right,” Labala said indignantly. “Let’s do him. Forget about the king’s stony arse.”

“His daughter’s getting married four nights from now,” Gareth went on. “There’ll be a big party afterwards.”

“Of course,” Cosyra said. “But his mansion’s got big, high walls.”

“He’s not having it there,” Gareth went on. “For some reason, he’s putting it on at the Banker’s Guildhall.”

“Prob’ly owes ‘em money,” Fox said.

“Could be,” Gareth said. “Anyway, I scouted the place on my way here. It’s got a big delivery door at the rear.”

“So?” Cosyra said.

“A very big delivery door,” Gareth said, and outlined his idea as Labala’s laughter grew, almost shaking the cobbles they stood on.

“An’ — an’ — an’ — ” he interrupted, sides shaking like they were in a gale, “there’s a ship, come from upcountry, just docked today, with just the right present for old Quindolphie.” 

• • •

“Way for the musicians’ gear,” Gareth bayed, cracking, rather ineptly, the whip he’d borrowed along with the freight wagon and its horses.

A guildhall worker nodded without much interest, went back inside, under draped red and black banners.

Gareth managed to swing the wagon around, and Fox jumped out of the back. He awkwardly pushed at the horses until they backed up, and the wagon thudded against the building’s dock.

Cosyra and Labala jumped off the back, and slid a ramp from its slot under the wagon to the dock. She went to the guildhall’s gate, prepared to open it.

Fox and Labala were on either side of the ramp, and Gareth unbarred the wagon’s rear door.

Two dozen pigs saw freedom, squealed happily, and ran down the ramp as Cosyra opened the guildhall entrance.

Someone shouted, a woman shrieked, and the pigs boiled through the kitchen — no doubt smelling in horror their former colleagues revolving on spits — knocking a wine steward aside, into the middle of milord Quindolphin’s daughter’s reception.

The squeals were louder, human, and there were shouts and frenzy.

Gareth let himself listen to the cacophony with great pleasure, then came back to reality.

“Come on. There’s trouble building,” he shouted, and the four, abandoning the wagon they’d “borrowed” some hours earlier, ran down the side of the guildhall and into the street.

There was a man, rather foppishly dressed, dismounting at the main entrance, handing his horse’s reins to a servitor.

“Here, you,” he shouted. “What’s going on in there?”

Paying no attention, the four ran on.

Gareth looked back, saw the man draw a sword, come after them. But they had him by ten lengths, and in another two hundred feet would be able to dart into a winding, mazelike alley.

Then Cosyra slipped, skidded on the cobbles, and lay flat, her breath knocked out.

“I have you, shitheel,” the man shouted, blade lowered. “Damned footpad that you are, stealing from his lordship’s wedding — ”

Cosyra was on her knees, trying to get up, the blade was no more than a few inches from her chest.

Gareth, without needing to think, saw a loose cobble, scooped it up, and threw it hard. The stone smashed into the man’s head, and Gareth’s stomach roiled as he heard bone smash. The man dropped the sword, skidded on his belly against the curb, contorted twice, and lay very still.

Gareth heard, numbly, shouts from the guildhall, as he helped Cosyra to her feet.

Horses’ hooves rang on the stones, and he saw riders galloping toward him.

Fox had stopped, crouched against a building; Labala was running back toward him.

“No,” Gareth shouted. “Go on. Better they get one of us than all.”

“But — ” Cosyra managed.

“Go, dammit! Or they’ll have us all!”

Cosyra worked her lips, then ran, grabbing Labala by the sleeve.

A pistol went off, and a ball ricocheted off the stone near them, then the three were gone.

Four riders were around Gareth, three with drawn swords, the fourth, with a ready pistol, slid out of his saddle. He went to the body, knelt, and turned it over, his eyes and pistol barrel hard on Gareth’s chest.

He glanced down for a minute.

“It’s Sir Wyeth,” the man said. “He’s dead.”

He looked hard at Gareth.

“Now you’re for it, lad.” 

• • •

The warders in the dank, chill Great Dungeon that sprawled just downslope from the east side of the king’s palace weren’t any more cheerful.

“Killed a man, and noble at that,” one of them said, smiling in pleasure. “And what’s your class, boy?”

Gareth shook his head, not really knowing.

“That’ll determine what happens to you,” the warder went on. “Commoner — which I suspects, seein’ how you’re dressed — for murderin’ nobility, ‘specially in the course of a crime, that’s having your guts pulled out in front of you an’ burnt, then the rope. Merchantman, that’s slow hangin’, or maybe bein’ broke on th’ wheel. If you were noble, like Sir Wyeth, it’d be no more’n th’ ax.

“But they’ll not let you die that easy,” he said with glee.

“Best you come up with some silver afore th’ day, boy, so you can pay th’ headsman to put a blade in y’r heart after he makes the first cut along y’r guts.”

The first cell he’d been thrown into had been occupied by two great bruisers. They’d decided to fight to see who’d be first to have the boy as bedmate. The noise had attracted the corridor warder, who jerked Gareth out and put him in a solitary cell. Not, he was careful to explain, that he minded the idea of Gareth being raped, but both the thugs were in for murdering a fellow of his, and he’d see they had no pleasure at all before their death day.

Gareth had stayed in that cell long enough to hear the prediction of his fate and, hating to do it, getting paper and pen and promising a guard he’d be paid for taking a message to his uncle.

When that warder came back, his manner had changed.

“Here, boy,” he said. “Your uncle said to make sure you was took care of.”

He escorted Gareth out of that section, up flights of stairs into another corridor, and to a very different cell. This had a desk, a chair, even a bed. The bedding, though threadbare, was clean, and the cell didn’t smell too badly of shit.

“Anything you want to eat,” the warder said, “just call for me. Name’s Aharah. You want anything now?”

Gareth shook his head, then asked for water, and could he wash?

A pitcher of clear water and a bucket and soap were brought, and Gareth numbly cleaned himself, thinking of what the first warder had said of his death options.

He went to the cell window, looked out. Gray day, gray stone walls, guards walking their rounds on the parapets. He was high enough to see a bit over the walls, a few streets, then the Nalta River, gray winding to the ocean he’d never sail.

After a while, Aharah brought a tureen of soup, bread, and cheese. Gareth forced himself to eat. The soup wasn’t bad, and he forced gloom away.

Perhaps he’d find a way to escape before the execution. He guessed he’d be taken out of his cell and brought before some judge or other. Maybe there’d be a chance then.

Surely! He jeered at himself. Just about as great as the possibility of growing wings and flying out of here.

Aharah came back, with a small box.

“A girl brought this,” he said. “Gimme a gold piece to take it to you.”

Gareth took the box, untied string, opened it. Inside was a silver sea eagle he recognized, and a note:


This has been ensorcelled, so if you ever are free, think of me, hold the eagle, and it will lead you to where I am.

C



“Wait,” he said as Aharah was leaving. “What of this girl? What was she dressed like?”

Aharah shrugged. “Wore a cloak, so I couldn’t tell much. Looked like maybe she was somebody’s maid or somethin’. Thin. Short hair. Haw, boy. You so popular with the little girlies you don’t know who sends you things?”

Gareth didn’t answer, but sat turning the eagle in his fingers. At last, he put its chain around his neck, tucked it well out of sight.

Strangely cheered, as if the little icon could somehow help, he lay down, and sleep came. 

• • •

Two days later, his uncle came to see him.

Gareth had wondered if Pol would simply forget him as a murderous fool, or, if he did come to the prison, only rail at him for his stupidities.

Radnor did neither.

He sat down, heavily, in Gareth’s chair.

“These damned stairs take it out of a man,” he said.

Gareth sat, waiting.

“I’ve often said, as I’m sure you’ve heard me, that I consider myself lucky.

“Son, compared to you, I’m the original cursed one with a black cloud over my head.”

Gareth started in surprise.

“The first piece of luck you’ve had is Sir Wyeth, the man you … you killed, is … was … has a reputation around the city for being a rapscallion and a man without honor. I don’t know what he did to gain such repute.

“As an aside, I assume that you killed him in fair fight, although what the hells you were doing out and about at that hour is quite beyond me.

“I do not believe a Radnor, particularly my brother’s son, capable of cold-blooded murder. Nor do I wish any explanations.

“As I said, the identity of the man you killed was the first piece of luck. No one seems much to care whether his death is recompensed.

“The second is even greater. The king has heard of what happened.”

Gareth could feel the blood leave his face, braced. What kind of luck was that, to have the king aware of him?

“Lord Quindolphin has long been in disfavor with the king. I — and I never want you to repeat these words, since it bodes not well for a man to openly criticize those above him — have found him to be without integrity, especially when he decides to do business with those he considers of a lesser class, such as merchants and shippers.

“I confess to having suffered financially at Quindolphin’s hands myself. Why the king dislikes him, I don’t know, and don’t care to know. But King Alfieri heard of your little sport, and found it most amusing. It gave him, I’ve been told, the only hearty laugh he’s enjoyed this month.

“When I heard that, I ventured to speak to a friend, who has friends elsewhere. Your joke has cost me dearly, Gareth. But there will be no judgment passed on you. If Sir Wyeth’s heirs materialize and become noisome, I’ll see they’re paid for the loss of their relative.”

“That means …”

“That means you’ll not end before the King’s Justice and … other, less pleasant places.”

Gareth slumped back on the bed in disbelief.

“However, this doesn’t mean that matters can return to normal,” Pol said.

“Oh, nossir,” Gareth babbled. “You can rest assured that I’ll never again — ”

“I am hardly referring to your choice of recreation,” Pol said with asperity. “I’m saying that Lord Quindolphin has sworn revenge, and, since he knows whose kin you are, vows he’ll go to any extreme to see you punished for making the wedding of his only daughter the joke of the city.

“I hope you didn’t know she’s considered a rather plain thing, poor lass, and was known to her friends as ‘Hoggy.’ ”

Gareth grimaced.

“So there is no way that you could continue to live with me, let alone work in my factory, without having armed guards convey you everywhere, and my own house would have to be somewhat garrisoned. And I assume that would be of little good, since Quindolphin has far more men under his command who’re familiar with blade and ball than I could dream of or pay.

“So Ticao and Saros are lost to you, boy, at least for a couple of years. I’ve already made arrangements for you to be taken from this prison after nightfall. We’ll move quickly, and hopefully fool the lord if he’s having this prison watched. You’ll go directly to the port, and board a certain merchant ship as purser’s assistant. Suitable clothing and gear is being purchased at this moment, and will be waiting for you aboard ship.

“You have found a most peculiar way to secure the position you were always hounding me for. But now you are for the sea.

“And the gods have mercy on you.”


Four

Gareth’s first ship was the elderly Idris, a small two-masted coaster, with two jib sails and a lateen sail on its foremast, a smaller lateen on its main mast, with a crew of twelve. The purser — Gareth’s new master, Kazala — was also second mate.

Gareth was at the railing, marveling at all, as the Idris cleared the mouth of the Nalta River. He’d had nothing to do thus far, because the Idris was already loaded, carrying sacked potatoes to Adrianople, two weeks’ sail distant to the south, away from the winter’s gray and storms.

He was proud of himself for having no trouble with the Idris’s slow roll in the river current, having noticed a couple of hands bending over the side, “praying to the sea goddess,” as one sailor put it. But they’d been noticeably debauched-looking when they put to sea.

Then the first ocean swell lifted the Idris, in a rather gentle corkscrewing motion. Interesting. Then another, and another. Gareth felt his throat knot, swallowed hastily.

The Idris hit a bit of chop, and the motion became a seesaw, and Gareth lost interest in exactly describing the ship’s motion.

He bent over the railing, feeling the entire world coming up, and heard a baying command:

“Boy, if y’puke on m’ ship, I’ll have the rope’s end to your arse! T’ loo’ard, dammit!” from the captain in the stern.

He staggered across the deck as ordered, and emptied himself.

Then another shout came, this from Purser Kazala:

“Hern Radnor! Below with you! We need to go over the bills of lading!”

He threw up once more, then stumbled toward the hatch.

Belowdecks it was thick, muggy, and Gareth suspected the Idris had carried fish not long before. Old fish. He tried to pay attention to the papers Kazala was busily stacking in front of him, felt his guts rising again.

“Don’t throw up on the paperwork,” Kazala warned him. “Here. Put this bucket ‘tween your knees, and I’ll get some dry biscuit from the dogsbody. Now, get yourself to work, for there’s a hundredweight discrepancy between the factor’s claims and what the watch logged as being loaded.

“Try to see whether we’re being rooked or if the damned first mate just can’t add.

“And stop looking so damned piteous! You think you’re the first lubber who’s gotten seasick?” 

• • •

A day later, Gareth got his sea legs, and after that had far less trouble on sailing day, although, to his dying day, he had to busy himself with important work and think about other things when his ship first struck open water after a long time ashore.

• • •

The Idris dropped her sails when she came on a fishing fleet from the city of Lyrawise, capital of Juterbog, the sometimes-friend, sometimes-foe of Saros, about a day’s sail across the Narrow Sea.

They traded casks of beer for bottled wine, fresh cuts of beef for salted cheeses, fresh produce for salted herring that’d been spell-cast to not only last almost forever, but keep the sailors of the Idris free of scurvy.

Then they sailed on.

Kazala, whom Gareth had thought the very model of rectitude, sat with a loaf of bread from the fishing smacks and a fresh cheese.

“This’ll not appear on any books, needless to say,” he told Gareth.

The boy supposed he showed a bit of shock.

“There’s laws on the land,” Kazala said. “They don’t stretch to sea. We’ve our own articles afloat.”

“Which are?”

“Unwritten and yet to be learned by you, boy. Yet to be learned by you.” 

• • •

Gareth went carefully up the shroud lines, not looking down, not considering how solid the deck below was, trying to keep thinking that it wasn’t that far on up to the main yard. The big merchant ships he’d walked past back in Ticao had masts far taller. But that was then, and on dry land. He pushed the thought away, climbing with one arm through the shrouding, making sure of each step.

“Yer takin’ all day,” the hand hanging precariously on the yard above him said. “When th’ skip wants all hands oop th’ mast, there ain’t no time for caution, y’know.”

Gareth ignored him, kept climbing, scrabbled at solid wood above his head. He looked up at the seaman, sitting on the slanting yard holding on with one crooked leg, took a deep breath, and wriggled up beside him.

“Dam’ glad you made it,” the sailor said. “But y’want t’ be careful wi’ that hold you’ve got on th’ yard. Don’t be crushin’ the wood, now, with y’r holt.”

He laughed raucously, and Gareth managed a weak grin.

“Y’ on firm, boy?”

Gareth nodded.

“Good. Now, get t’ your feet … use the mast for a hold, and shinny on up t’ the headrope’s block an’ give it a whack, hard ‘nough so I can hear it.”

Gareth gritted his teeth and obeyed, wondering what he was using for holds on the smooth wood. He reached up, and up, felt the pulley, hit it hard, just as a bellow came from the deck below:

“Hern Radnor! What the hells are you doing arsing about up there! We’ve got a weekly loss chart to make up!”

“ ‘At’s a pity,” the sailor said. “An’ we was just gettin’ started.” He slid easily from his perch and went hand-over-hand down a backstay to the deck.

Gareth made it back to the yard, decided the long slide could wait for another day, and began a cautious climb back down the shroud lines to his waiting, dreaded quill pen. 

• • •

“All right, young Gareth,” the first mate said. “Why do you want to learn about cannon? Assuming this pip-squirt of a popgun qualifies. Pursers, no matter how crooked they get, don’t need guns, at least not at sea.”

“Because, sir, I want to learn everything I can,” Gareth said, wishing he didn’t sound like some saphead in a romance.

“Hmmph,” the mate said. “Why not? It’s a slow watch, anyway. Now, this gun’s called a moyen. Any smaller, and it’d be a musket. Shoots lead balls, which is better than the stones our grandsires used.

“Big advantage a gun has, besides doing damage at a lot longer range than anything except a siege engine, is it takes a master magician to cast a spell to keep it from going bang. Almost as reliable as cold steel in a fight.

“Normally, the gun’s kept lashed to the rail, like it is now. If we spot pirates, and we’re stupid enough to want to fight, we’d unlash it so it swings free in its swivel, load it — which I’ll show you how in a minute — and then use this little notched vee up on the barrel to sight through.

“Depending on how far away the enemy is, and with this little shiteroo it best not be far, you’ll aim high or low.

“If ‘twere a real cannon, like pirates and warships have, we could load with grapeshot, which is a lot of little balls, and aim at the enemy’s crew. Or we could use chainshot, which is two balls with a chain, and try to take down a mast or unrig a vessel.”

“But with the single ball this gun shoots,” Gareth said, “what would be the target?”

The mate rubbed his stubbly chin.

“Actually, you could load with pebbles, and have small shot, and wait until the first boarder tries to cut through the nets we’d drape down, and then get half a dozen, if they were bunched up. Or maybe take down the captain, if you could figure out which one that is.

“Generally, though, with a single ball, and remembering that a lot of pirates come after you in spitkits, aim below the waterline, and hope you hole the bastard. Or, when they’re close, pick a target on the quarterdeck — the captain, watch officer, or the helmsman.

“Better idea would be to run up a white flag. There’s enough ways for a sailor to die without getting involved in fighting, when there’s always a white flag to be found.

“Unless,” the mate said, “unless you’re overhauled by a frigging Slaver. You’ve heard of the Linyati?”

“My parents were killed by them,” Gareth said, and once more felt the pain.
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