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Chapter One

The guard at the gate had been on watch for the past ten hours. He’d been stifling yawns for the last three of those hours. He had two more until the end of his shift.
But he didn’t intend to slack. No sir. He took his job seriously. So seriously, the other city watchmen laughed at him.
Raif Ogre-son didn’t care. They were fools. They’d be city guards for the rest of their miserable lives, watching gates and looking out for smugglers. But not him.
No, Raif Ogre-son was destined for great things. He’d be a watch commander, maybe even captain of the guard, one of these days. Because he took his job seriously. Even when he was dead on his feet, and tired as all get-out from a night of spending his week’s pay.
He’d spend the next fortnight skint, but Raif grinned anyway thinking of the girls and games he’d bought with wages. Whatever the law might say about it, there were plenty of both readily available. This was a port town, and someone, somewhere, had your predilection up for sale, whatever it might be. You could bet your last copper on it.
He was still thinking about them – in particular, a redhead named Darya – when a cart rolled through the gate: broad and wide, laden with furniture and crates, and drawn by what looked to be a plow horse, so thick were its shoulders and haunches. Lanterns hung at either side of the cart, casting an orange glow on the silver hair and hunched shoulders of the driver.
“Oi,” he called, “hold up.”
The cart reined to a halt just outside the gate, and the driver glanced over at him. Raif got a good look at her now: a crone of a woman, hideous and scarred, with blackened teeth and warts on her face.
He paused for a moment. It wasn’t that Raif was superstitious. He didn’t believe in witches, however much this one resembled the image he had in mind. Still, there was something unnerving about being alone in the dark with the crone.
He cleared his throat and ambled down the stairs and out to the cart. The woman watched him with suspicious eyes. She smelled like dung. He was pretty sure he could see dung smeared onto the hem of her tattered dress.
“What you want, my lad?” she asked in a high, harsh voice. “Be quick with you: I’m expected by sun-up.”
“What’s your name, mother?” he asked, trying to hide his revulsion. He was a professional representing the city, after all. His personal impressions didn’t come into it.
“Helga. What’s yours?”
That took him by surprise. No one ever asked his name. “Raif.”
“Raif,” she repeated contemplatively. “Raif. It’ll do, I suppose. It’ll have to, seeing as how your folks already named you. So, what be your business with me, young Raif?”
“What’s your business in town, Helga?”
She flashed a broken smile. He could see the void where once she’d had a full set of teeth. There were more empty spaces than teeth now. She cackled, and asked, “What’s it to you, then?”
He didn’t like the smile. It unnerved him, though he couldn’t say why. He especially didn’t like the laugh. So he put on a grim expression, and said, “It’s my job to ask questions.”
“Course it is,” she said. “Course it is. Well, this here furniture is for what you might call ‘an endeavor.’”
“What kind of endeavor?”
She went on grinning. “Something my boy’s working on. He’s a clever one, my lad. Setting up shop by the docks. Butcher’s shop.”
Now, the grin and the cackle made Raif’s skin crawl. “Oh.”
“We’re going into business, me and Bjarne. Good money to be made on the docks, with all the seafarin’ folk coming in hungry for real food. Me legs ain’t what they used to be, but I can still handle a knife and a cleaver. You can wager on that.” 
She made a quick chopping motion with her empty hand, and cackled again. “And Bjarne, he’s got the head for finding deals. He’ll buy the meat and make the sales, and I’ll do the butchering.”
At this point, Raif considered letting the crone pass without further questioning. But, no. No one ever made it to watch commander, or captain of the guard for that matter, by taking people at their word.
“Show me,” he said.
She threw a confused glance around. It took Raif a moment to realize she was looking for something to butcher, thinking he meant to make her demonstrate her skills.
“What’s in the cart,” he snapped. “Show me what’s in the cart.”
“Ahh,” she hissed. “Right you are, me lad. Right you are.”
She lowered herself from the driver’s bench with a multitude of grunts, and then hobbled to the rear of the cart. He picked up a strong whiff of cheap booze along with the animal waste as she passed.
She fumbled for a moment with the tarp but got the ties loose and threw it back. “There you be.”
Raif stared at a cart full of furniture, exactly as the old woman had said. He made a show of inspecting it: shifting a piece here, opening a chest there. But he didn’t expect to find anything amiss.
Helga picked her teeth, or what was left of them, while he worked. The inconvenience didn’t seem to bother her any.
After a minute of finding nothing out of the ordinary, Raif decided he’d done his job. “Right,” he said, “you’re clear to pass.”
The crone hobbled back to the cart, and meticulously secured each end of the tarp. Then she resumed her place on the bench, and called out, “You have yourself a good day now, Raif lad. And if you be by the docks, come and grab yourself a bargain, why dontcha?”
Raif murmured something that might have been agreement, while vowing to himself that the only notice he would take of the old woman’s shop was to mark where to avoid. He watched her roll through the gate and off into the darkness, and shook his head.
You met all kinds, in this job, and that was a fact.
He climbed back up to his post. The minutes slipped by. A few drunken laborers stumbled off on their pre-dawn return to their farms, and one of the local farmers rolled in with a cart full of squash for market.
Raif returned to his musings. He thought of his winnings from the weekend. Winnings and losses.
Mostly, losses, if he was being entirely honest.
But that was alright. The point was the game, not whether you won or lost.
He thought about Darya too. Raif Ogre-son wasn’t a particularly sentimental man. He didn’t expect he’d ever fall in love, or anything like that. But he could see himself settling down with a girl like Darya. And it was a testament to his indefatigable sense of self-worth, if not his judgement, that he could go so far as to picture a girl like Darya settling down with him.
He was in the middle of one of these pleasant reveries when the sound of hooves rang out on the cobblestone road. He squinted and peered into the darkness.
Sunrise, and the end of his shift, was still another half hour away. So whoever this was, if they were going to be a problem, they would be his problem. But he couldn’t make out any details of the approaching rider in the pre-dawn dimness.
He went on squinting for another minute. A form took shape, and it fit his expectations: a horseman and a horse, moving together like one shape. They drew closer, and he saw a man’s frame and face, and a dark jacket.
Then he realized that the jacket was a uniform. This was a Knight Protector.
Raif drew up tall. He squared his shoulders and offered a salute as the rider approached, shouting, “Sir.”
He was under no obligation to salute a knight, being a member of the city guard and not part of the imperial military. But Raif felt a kind of kinship with the knights of the realm.
He’d never had the opportunity, himself, to go to academy. But he flattered himself that, with the right connections – a patron whose pockets ran deep enough to cover his tuition – he should have excelled. He might now be a knight protector himself.
The rider drew up beneath the wall, barking out, “You there: did you see a cart pass this way?”
Raif held the salute and nodded helpfully. “Yessir, lots of carts.”
“This one would have come through an hour, maybe two, ago. Driven by a woman.”
“Yessir,” he said again. “Hideous old crone. A butcher, she says.”
The knight shook his head. “No, not an old woman. A young one. Got a big scar running down the side of her face.”
Raif let his salute sag as he frowned. “No sir, no one like that. Not in the last hour or two, and not all night, neither.”
“You’re certain?” the knight demanded. “You’ve been awake all night?”
“Yessir, on my life.”
“You’re more right than you know, Guard. If that woman got through on your watch, you’re a dead man walking.”
That sent a chill down Raif’s back. “Look here,” he said, “no one gets through on Raif Ogre-son’s watch. Not without me seeing. I’m telling you, there wasn’t no young woman, scarred or not, who came by in the last two hours.”
The knight glanced him over once and nodded briskly. “You’d better hope, for your sake, that’s the truth.”
Then he spurred his horse on, disappearing into the town and leaving Raif scratching his head as he went. “Now I wonder what in the nine hells that’s all about,” he muttered to himself.
The old woman rolled along at a slow pace until she was out of sight of the gate. The roads were never empty, whatever the hour. Not in Black Port.
But they were emptier than normal, anyway. And now that she’d gotten past Raif, she didn’t anticipate trouble.
Raif was the worst of the gate guards: an ambitious little busybody, with an eye for going places in life. A dangerous man, maybe.
But not a smart one. Which is why she’d settled him so easily.
She threw a glance around, and seeing herself unobserved, touched the pendant that hung at her neck. Her appearance transformed in the blink of an eye.
Gone was the old, bent woman with her warts and foul-smelling raiment. Now, a portly, rosy-cheeked middle-aged matron guided the horse. She wore a clean dress of sturdy fabric and serviceable if uninspired cut.
She might have been a shopkeeper or a baker. She might have put up tenants in a family home, or been the wife of a middling merchant. In short, she was a cheerful, working-class woman of comfortable but not ample means.
The kind of woman who would be expected to be up and about at the crack of dawn, engaged upon the labors of the day; but the kind of woman who would also be assumed to be respectable and wholesome.
Above reproach or suspicion.
She guided the horse to a warehouse on the docks. No one followed her, or even gave her a second glance.
She knocked three times on an old barn-style door hung on rollers, twice slow and heavy and once fast and sharp. The door rolled open without a sound. The dull orange light of a lantern shone in an otherwise black interior.
She got back onto the cart and urged the horse onward. Someone shut the door behind them as she maneuvered next to an unloading bay. Several other someone’s materialized out of the shadow and got to work.
It was done in a matter of minutes: the furniture removed, the precious cargo removed, the lumber loaded.
The matron surrendered the cart to a broad-shouldered workman, and the process began but in reverse: the loading crew stepped aside; the workman turned the horse, and made ready to depart; someone rolled the doors open; and the workman disappeared into the night, heading off to a construction site where his lumber would be put to use.
Meanwhile, the woman checked the cargo.
“Don’t worry,” one of the warehouse workers said. “It’ll be on the ship before sunup.”
She nodded. “Be careful. They were following me on the way here. I lost them by Little Brook, but they’ll have figured out where I went and why. It won’t take them long to catch up.”
He nodded. “We got it, boss.”
The matron took a final look at the cargo, nestled safely in a wooden crate, and nodded. “Throw the furniture in the furnace. I don’t think anyone will recognize it, but the gate guard took a look at it anyway.”
“Better safe than sorry,” he agreed. “How’d that go, anyway?”
“With Raif? Easy. Just like Darya said: scared him a little, and I was on my way.”




Chapter Two

Knight Protector Portia Daysen fidgeted in Commander Maximilian’s office. He, ostensibly, had a few lines left to read in whatever he was reading. But she knew better. She knew the routine: the idea was to make her sweat.
Well, it was working. She’d only been a full-fledged Knight Protector for a little over twenty-four hours, and it didn’t bode well to be called into the base commander’s office that soon.
She tried to think what she might have done to get herself in trouble. The problem – and maybe the answer – was that she had celebrated rather heavily following her promotion. Not just her, but the entire graduating class. Things had got a little wild.
There may have been some broken bottles, and one or two broken noses. But not by her. She’d stuck strictly to good times only.
At least, she was pretty sure she had. But there was a period of time, after last call at the base bar and before she’d woken up the next morning when she couldn’t quite remember everything she’d done.
Finally, Commander Maximilian glanced up. He was, to the young woman’s eyes, an old man. He had short cropped graying hair, and old, knotty scars on his cleanshaven face – tokens from the conflicts of his youth.
But though he’d passed more seasons than he had left, he wasn’t old. Not really. He still retained the vitality of youth, the quickness and strength of a young man. To that, the long years had given him a sharpness of mind that few could rival.
He watched her with keen eyes now, and said, “Ah, Daysen.”
She saluted. “Sir.”
“At ease.”
She relaxed to an at ease stance – but stance alone was all that relaxed. Her mind still whirled, trying to figure out why she’d been summoned here.
Did she have her redeployment orders already? No one else’s had come in yet. Was that a good sign, then? Would she be going somewhere exciting?
Or was it a bad sign, one of the undesirable posts being handed off first? Would they send her somewhere quiet?
That was any newly minted knight’s worst fear. Or, so she ardently believed. Her worst fear, certainly.
She’d spent her entire life dreaming of the adventures that awaited when – and if – she reached her goal. Now, she had. And a safe, boring assignment had never been on her agenda.
“I hear you and your mates had quite the good time,” he said dryly.
“Sir?”
“I got the estimate for the pub window this morning.”
“Oh.” Shit. She’d forgotten about the window. Was that me?
The more she thought about it, the more she thought that it might have been. She vaguely remembered throwing something shortly after last call – an empty bottle, maybe? – at a fly.
She’d missed the fly, but there’d been a crashing sound afterwards…
“But you can relax, Daysen. That’s not why you’re here.”
She did relax, but just a pinch. “Sir?” she said again.
“As you know, you’re not going to stay here forever.”
“I hope not,” she said with the ghost of a smile.
“Don’t get me wrong,” Commander Maximilian offered. “If I could keep you, I would. You’re one of the best we graduated, and the general is damned proud of you.”
She stood a little taller at those words.
He went on. “But that’s exactly why I can’t keep you. You can do a hell of a lot more for the empire out there than you can here.
“So tell me: what do you want to do, Daysen?”
“Sir?”
“Pretend I’m giving you the keys to the kingdom. You can go anywhere, do anything. What’s it going to be?”
A loaded question, if ever she heard one. Aim too high, and she’d sound like graduating had made her too big for her britches. Aim too low, and she’d come across as an underachiever.
“Well…uh…I’d like to go somewhere I’m needed. Somewhere – well, that isn’t safe, if you get my meaning, sir.”
Commander Maximilian smiled, and his gray eyes twinkled. “No desk jobs for you, then?”
“No sir,” she said with so much feeling that he laughed.
“I can’t say I’m surprised. You never were the play-it-safe kind. But I’m glad to hear you say it all the same. Because I have a mission that I think would be well suited to your particular skillset.
“But it won’t be safe, and it won’t be easy.”
Daysen grinned at that. “I’m all ears, sir.”
“Good. But, before we go any further, everything you hear from this moment on is classified. You can speak of it to no one outside of this office, and beyond your direct chain of command when you’re in the field. Do we have an understanding?”
She nodded, a sense of awe settling on her. This – this was shaping up to be better than she’d dared to hope. “Completely.”
“Good. Have you heard of something called Black Wyvern?”
“Black Wyvern? They’re a kind of dragon, aren’t they? Mythical?”
“Not the animal,” he said. “This is an organization.”
Her confused expression must have been answer enough, because he went on. “I’m not surprised. Hell, I’d be surprised if you had heard of them. They’re an extremely secretive group. Anarchists, possibly working at the behest of the North.”
“The North?” she repeated. She didn’t understand. North and South, though rivals, were technically allies, and had been since the Great War, when men of all creeds had joined forces to overthrow the elven oppressors.
That had been before her time, of course. But not by many years.
Not before Maximilian’s time. He’d fought in the Great War. It’s where he’d taken his scars. He knew what it had taken to defeat the elves; no one better.
She’d heard him talk about it countless times.
The commander nodded grimly. “It may be idle speculation, and nothing more. But – well, you must have heard whispers, Daysen. The elves are no more. The old alliances carry less weight than they once did. Avarice creeps into the halls of power.
“At least, where there is not the will to keep it at bay. There are some in the North who begin to look south: to warm water ports, to endless summer, to a land where survival is not every day a challenge.
“We here in the South, we are blessed by the gods. We are blessed with a good land, a warm and gentle land; a fertile land.
“But no blessing lasts without vigilance, without the strength of good men and women. Men and women who are willing to fight for what we have. Fight, and sometimes die, too.”
The words stirred her. She knew more than most about being blessed, didn’t she? She – the orphan delivered from starvation, handpicked to survive by General Daysen himself.
She knew about blessings and desperate odds.
“Tell me what I need to do, and it’s done: my life is the South’s.”
The commander studied her with a grave expression, and then nodded. “I know. That’s why I trust this to you, Portia. Black Wyvern must be stopped, whatever it takes. Because, if left to survive, they will stop at nothing to destabilize the empire.
“They’re traitors, but they’re worse than traitors: they’re fools. Their handlers in the North have them thinking their interest in weakening the empire is a peaceful one. A weak empire is one that won’t attack them.”
“But those elements of the North aren’t interested in peace. And I fear Black Wyvern, in their folly, they will bring far worse than instability. They will bring another war.”
“Let the North try,” she said, her ire raising. “They will soon learn the error of their ways. They will meet the strength of Southern steel, the same as the elves.”
He smiled at her, fondly and patiently. “Perhaps. Probably. We would defeat them. But a war now? We’re still rebuilding from the last war. It would do worse than destabilize us. It would destroy us.
“Whoever emerged victorious, we would still lose.”
She didn’t argue with him. He was her commander. It wasn’t her place to disagree with him. But she didn’t agree, either. She had never seen war, but she had heard the stories of glory and victory.
She’d grown up on them. She knew that where courage and honor went, victory was sure to follow, for the gods would have it no other way. The army that fought with courage honored the gods. The soldier who comported himself with virtue honored the gods.
And the gods repaid that honor with victory. It was how men had prevailed against the superior might of the elves. The elves were wicked and dishonorable, and so the gods abandoned them to their demise.
Anyway, there was no shame in dying for the empire if that was what the gods willed. Aside from a hard-won victory, there was no greater honor than glorious death in the service of king and empire.
She knew all of this because she’d been taught it, and because the grim reality of battle existed only in theory and romanticized tales to her mind. Blood and death had not yet intruded on her understanding of life.
But Maximilian was her commander, so she listened intently as he laid out the parameters of her mission.
It was at once simple, and more complex than she might have ever dreamed. She would find and infiltrate Black Wyvern. The short version was straightforward enough.
The details were where the complexity came in. She would be going to a place called Black Port, a city on the coast reputed to be a hotspot of the order’s treasonous activity.
She wouldn’t be going as a Knight Protector, though. She’d be posing as a common laborer and rogue. Here, Maximilian warned her that the mission would require her to engage in moral turpitude.
“You’re going to be among smugglers, pirates, thieves – low lives of every variety. You are going to have to convince them that you’re one of them. I know this seems like it goes against the knight’s code of ethics. But the stakes are much, much bigger than a little larceny, or anything else you might do in Black Port.”
Portia nodded grimly, taking the information in. She was a knight. It did violate her code of ethics to commit crimes. “How far should I be willing to go, sir?”
He didn’t hesitate with his answer. “As far as you need to. I trust you, Daysen. I know you won’t do more than you need to.”
“Even murder?” she asked. She knew the answer, but she couldn’t quite wrap her head around it.
“Whatever you need to do,” he said again. “Whatever the cost – we need to stop these sons of bitches.”
“Are they that dangerous, then?”
He nodded. “Look, I shouldn’t tell you this. It’s beyond top-secret.”
“Sir?”
“They’re not just anarchists. They’re elf sympathizers.”
She blinked. “Sympathizers? How?” She didn’t understand how anyone – anyone human anyway – could sympathize with the enemies of humanity.
He shook his head. “I don’t fully understand myself. Some of them are disaffected, they think things were better under the elves. They’re not entirely wrong: the war cost us a good deal. There’s less wealth and ease now than there was, and more poverty.”
She snorted. “Better to be slaves at the foot of a benevolent master, than free? No thanks.”
“Well, you’ll get no argument from me. But some people don’t see it the way we do, Daysen. It was easier for them, then. They miss that. And there’s the underworld, with its smugglers and traffickers and outlaws.
“They think ushering in the old masters will put them on a less precarious footing. And some of them, their loyalties never shifted. They, and their fathers, were yoked to the elven cause, and they’ve never broken the bond.
“But the whys don’t matter as much as what must be done.”
“I understand,” she said. “Find and infiltrate Black Wyvern, whatever it takes.”
He nodded. “We need to find their leader in Black Port.”
“Do I arrest him? Kill him?”
“Neither. Your job is to find him, or lead us to him. That’s it. Get as close as you can, and then call it in. You’ll be assigned a contact, an inquisitor. They’ll lead the retrieval mission.
“That’s an absolute, Daysen – this needs to be handled the right way.”
“Understood, sir.”
“I’ll find out who he is, and I’ll call it in.”
“You may hit a stonewall before you get there. They’re very crafty, this group. They don’t let many people close to the top. So go as far as you can. The inquisitor will take it from there.
“Whatever you give us, it’ll be more than we have right now.”




Chapter Three

Three weeks later
Darya poured Raif Ogre-son another pint. “But this is the last one, dearie. Else you won’t make your shift tomorrow.”
He was a regular at the tavern, and one of her own clients. Darya was particular with who made the cut, and he’d been one of them.
Raif wasn’t much to look at, nor did he possess any peculiar spark of intellect. He had no head for money – it never lasted more than a day or two after his paycheck came in – and he was hopeless at cards.
But Darya didn’t care much about that. Hygiene and gentleness were important to her, and whatever his faults, Raif had always been gentle with her. And he kept himself impeccably, fastidiously clean.
Which, in a roundabout way, was why he was here, crying his heart out to her and drinking more ale than was good for him.
She’d passed on the tidbit about his abhorrence of filth to the pirate. The pirate had used it to smuggle the package past Raif. And Raif had felt the full weight of his command’s anger at letting her slip through his fingers.
The only reason he still had a job was because no one had seen the scarred woman – the pirate’s first disguise – in the city. Raif maintained that she hadn’t come through the gate, and his command could find no one to dispute the charge.
But then they’d decided that she must have handed the cart off to someone else, and the fault all came to rest on Raif anyway. He’d been demoted an entire rank, and taken a significant cut in pay.
Darya felt bad about that. She hadn’t meant for him to get in trouble. She liked Raif. Not in any romantic sense, but she liked him anyway. He was a decent guy, or as decent as men got in Black Port, anyway.
If she could have arranged matters so that he wouldn’t have been involved, she would have. But the timetable had been tight. They’d had a few hours to make a decision.
And Raif had paid the price.
Which is why he muttered, “I don’t want to go in anyway.”
She slipped into the seat opposite him and squeezed his hand. “This’ll pass, Raif. It’s just a setback. But you’re a good soldier, and you’ll show them yet. I know you will.”
He liked when she called him a soldier. Most of the guards did. They liked to think of themselves as protectors of the realm, the line between order and chaos; and not just the mayor’s police force, used as often to secure his own personal interests as the public good.
He glanced up, and for half a moment something like the familiar light came back into his eyes. Then, he shook his head, and his gaze fell back to the tankard.
“I’m a marked man. They’ll have it out for me now, the brass will. You can take odds on that. I may as well give it up altogether as keep on trying.”
“And what will you do with yourself if you do that, you goose?”
He shrugged. “Maybe I’ll sign up on one of them ships. See what’s out there.”
“You, who gets seasick if there’s a little swell? You’re not thinking straight, Raif. You’d be miserable. Worse than miserable: they’d probably throw you overboard.”
She’d heard of things like that before: poor unfortunates who ended up in the drink on account of their crew having run out of patience. The idea of Raif ending up like that – and because of her meddling – made her feel a little ill.
“Would you miss me?”
“You know I would.”
He considered this for a moment and seemed to take some consolation in it. But he said doggedly, “There’s no point in staying.”
“Maybe there is, and maybe there isn’t,” she said. “But you can’t do anything rash. You need this job, at least until you find something better.”
He snorted something that fell somewhere between an argument and grudging agreement. Whatever it was, he wasn’t happy about it.
“Promise me,” Darya said. “Promise me you’ll go home and get some sleep, and show up to your shift on time.”
He said nothing.
“Promise me, Raif.”
He shot her a sly look. “Fine, I’ll promise – if you’ll have dinner with me.”
“You know I don’t get out until eleventh bell.”
He started to grumble, but she interjected, “But if you can wait until eleven, I’ll do it. Dinner only.”
“That’s all I’m asking.”
“Good. Because that’s all you’re getting,” she said, softening any potential sting of her words with a grin. “And only if you stick to water from now until then.”
He grinned too and gave his solemn word that this would be his last tankard of the night. Then she resumed her rounds, before the barkeep noticed she’d been away, or any of the patrons got too rowdy waiting for their refills.
As gigs went, this one was alright. The Black Dragon
was easily the most popular tavern on the waterfront. They got sailors -and smugglers and pirates, and enough of them to make life unpleasant.
But the owner of the place was none other than Mayor Crassus himself. Which complicated things in a direction that generally worked out for Darya, anyway.
If a ship’s crew didn’t duck into The Black Dragon at least once during their stay in port, and spend heavily while there, that ship tended to find itself subject to inspections and delays and very careful scrutiny.
The kind of scrutiny to which most of the ships in Black Port didn’t want to find themselves subjected.
Likewise, if your crew made trouble by harassing the staff, or injuring any of the girls who worked the waterfront, or causing damage to the tavern itself. The city guard was always at the ready to rush in and protect the patrons and staff of The Black Dragon, and the offender would find things get very unpleasant very quickly.
Which by itself might have caused an uptick in tensions between the crews and the staff of The Black Dragon. But Crassus was no fool. A grifter, certainly.
But a fool? No.
He knew that to keep the crews in line, he and those who worked for him couldn’t be the only ones to benefit.
So The Black Dragon had become an unofficial safe zone in the city for any and every conceivable kind of activity, so long as it didn’t violate Crassus’s unwritten law: do not cost the mayor money or trouble.
Smugglers, moonshiners, importers of illegal goods – they all operated in plain sight, without the slightest worry of repercussions. Which was good for them.
And the promise of safety was good for Darya, whichever of her trades she plied. Tonight, she was strictly waiting tables and pouring drinks. But Crassus’s rule protected her either way.
She went back and forth working on her other tables. She had plenty of hungry customers, and thirsty ones too, and they kept her busy for the next half hour without a chance to check in on Raif again.
He was doing well, as far as she could see. He’d made the final drink last, unlike some of his earlier ones, and he seemed more thoughtful and less self-pitying. All good signs – signs that pointed away from rash or foolish actions.
By now, the clientele had shifted. The laborers who had come for their meals left, and the all-nighters took their places.
The atmosphere shifted with the hour.
Conversation grew louder and more raucous. Coins started to change hands, and goods too. The ladies and gents of the night found clients, and led them off to rooms in the back set aside expressly for that purpose.
Crassus, whatever his faults, was a man who thought of all the eventualities, and all the loopholes. Prostitution had been outlawed under imperial law for decades, but renting a room was perfectly legal.
It cost ten coppers to reserve a private space in The Black Dragon, and you paid in four hour increments regardless of how long you needed. As soon as you cleared out, someone would clean the room down, and rent it to the next person who came along.
Sure, you could go elsewhere. But few of the workers wanted to, because going elsewhere put them outside Crassus’s protection; and few of the clients were in the mood to be thrifty. Not in the heat of the moment.
So Crassus ensured that he got his share of one of the most lucrative trades in Black Port – and kept the clients in his establishment afterward. And he profited more from any appetite or thirst they’d worked up in the meantime.
A clever devil, the mayor of Black Port. Darya had to give him that.
She was thinking about the mayor when the door opened, and in walked a man that looked like he might have come directly from Crassus’s service.
He had short-cropped hair, a square jaw, and eyes that seemed to take in everything at once. They fixed on Darya for half a second, and he nodded a vaguely friendly smile. Then he walked toward an empty table, and she revised her earlier opinion.
He wasn’t one of Crassus’s. He was too professional for that. He was military: a knight, probably, or a squire. He looked young enough to be a squire. Maybe this was his proving ground, his chance to show his chops.
Either way, knight protector or squire, it meant one thing.
Trouble.
Their group had been expecting it ever since the incident three weeks ago. The delivery. Raif’s downfall. Those were chickens that had to go to roost sooner or later.
And here they are.
She walked up to the table with a bright smile and the mildest hint of flirtation in her tone. “Evening. I don’t think I’ve seen you here before. And I’m pretty sure I’d remember if I had.”
He glanced her over again, and offered another smile. There was an attempt at warmth in it, but it struck her as patronizing.
“No,” he agreed. “You haven’t. I’m new to Black Port.”
“Really?” she asked, like she hadn’t guessed that at first sight.
He nodded. “Yes.”
“Business or pleasure?”
His eyes passed over her a third time, and he seemed to come to a conclusion. She’d seen hundreds of men reach the same conclusion before: she was nothing. No one. No threat. No problem. Maybe a source of information, or a toss in the hay.
But nothing else.
“Both, I hope,” he said. “Especially now that I’ve met you.”
She laughed, like she didn’t want to slap him, and shook her head. “Sorry. I’m spoken for tonight.”
“My loss.”
“Don’t you know it. But if that’s what you’re looking for, I’m sure I can find you someone. Or food and drink in the meantime.”
He said food and drink would be good for now, but if she changed her mind about her plans for the evening, well, she knew where to find him.
She laughed and told him it wasn’t in the cards. Then, she got him a plate and a pint.
He took it and thanked her. “I don’t suppose you can tell me where I can go to find work around here?”
She nodded. “You’re in the right spot. This here’s the hub of Black Port. What kind of work you looking for?”
He shrugged. “Dock hand. Sailor. Anything that pays, and that don’t get too particular about the past, if you take my drift.”
She almost felt bad for him. He was terrible at this. But she laughed anyway. “Oh, honey, believe me: you’re not the first, and you won’t be the last. Folks around here don’t care. As long as you don’t cut their purse strings or throats – and in that order – they won’t have a problem with you.”
He laughed too and asked a few more questions about the city and anyone who might need help at the moment. She offered generic but pleasant answers and headed off to the other tables.
Darya would need to get word to the pirate as soon as possible, but she felt less apprehensive than she had a few minutes earlier.
The pirate would spot this kid, this spy, coming from a mile away. He didn’t stand a chance.




Chapter Four

Valia Iceborn, captain of the Ice Kraken, tossed the dagger end over end and caught it by the handle like a juggler might throw apples. The bound man fidgeted in front of her.
Which was the point, of course. She wanted him unnerved. She wanted him thinking about what she could do with that dagger. What she might do, if she didn’t get the answers she wanted.
“Eric, Eric, Eric,” she said in a moment. There was a hint of mirth in her tone, and a twinkle in her brown eyes. “You lied to me. Do you know what happens to people who lie to me?”
The man in the chair squirmed. “I didn’t lie.”
“You told me you had information for me. I paid good gold for it. ‘Information that no one else had.’”
“I did,” he said. Then, perhaps in response to the flinty look that came into her eye, he amended himself to, “Least, I thought I did. How was I supposed to know Luca’s crew had found out too?”
“‘Found out,’” she repeated. “See, that’s the part I’m having a hard time with. ‘Found out.’ Like they were walking along, and there it was. Like a seashell on the shore. You find seashells, right?”
Eric didn’t answer, so Valia turned to the man beside her. Unlike his captain, with her olive complexion and black hair, this man looked like he’d come from the farthest reaches of the North: he had hair so fair it looked almost white, and skin pale as a winter snow.
He was one of those people who, no matter how long he spent in the sun, only ever achieved a faint hint of color. In combination with the gray scar that ran the length of his cheek, well, he looked like a specter from beyond the grave.
He was Valia’s first mate, Trygve Ash-Spawn, and his presence always helped in moments like this one, because he knew exactly how to use his grim appearance to maximum benefit.
He scowled, and shadows formed along the scar. “Right. And rats, too.”
She nodded. “And rats, too. But you don’t just ‘find’ information, do you?”
Trygve shook his head, and Eric passed his tongue over dry lips. “I didn’t…I know what you think.”
“Do you?”
“Yes. You think…you think I sold Luca the information too.”
“Didn’t you?”
He shook his head. “No. No, I didn’t. I swear it on my mother’s grave.”
Valia tapped her lower lip with the tip of the blade. “Did you give him the information, Eric?”
Eric licked his lips again. Beads of perspiration dotted his brow. He said nothing.
“Ah,” she said. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”
“Please,” Eric said, twisting in his seat. “Please, you have to understand.”
“Understand what?” she asked. “That you took my money? That you lied to me?”
Trygve growled, a low, menacing sound in the back of his throat. The kind of thing that made men in Eric’s position sweat all the more.
And he did, squirming and twisting and starting to hyperventilate. “Please,” he said again. “Luca, he – he threatened my family. My daughters. He…he said if I didn’t tell him, his crew…his crew would ‘pay them a visit.’ He said I’d never see them again.
“Please, I’ll give you the money back. You can have it all. Just – please, don’t hurt me.”
Valia watched him with a cold expression. But behind the impassive stare, her mind worked. She evaluated his claim, his body language, his tone.
He was scared, no question of that. Of her and her dagger, certainly, and Trygve too.
But not just them. He was scared of Luca. More scared of Luca than her and Trygve and the knife combined.
He was telling the truth.
“You could have told me, instead of taking my money and running, and leaving to show up like a fool to an empty warehouse.”
“He said he’d kill them, or worse, if I did.”
She turned to her first mate. “Well? What do you think?”
Trygve grunted.
Valia nodded. “Well, it seems you’re a lucky man, Eric. Me, myself? I try to be understanding about these things. But Tryg – well, he’s a little harder to impress.
“Still, he thinks I should give you a pass – this time. So…” She brought the blade to his bonds, and he winced at its approach.
She cut the ropes and slipped the dagger back into its sheath. “You’re free to go.”
He stared at his unbound wrists for a long moment. “I am?”
She nodded. “You are.”
“And the money?”
“Keep it. And don’t look so terrified. I’ll get back what I’m owed from Luca. But I advise you lay low for a few days. Just until this blows over.”
He nodded. “Of course. Of course. But how will I know when it’s safe?”
She studied him for a moment, then smiled. “Don’t worry. You’ll know. Everyone in Black Port will know. Now, go home. Get your daughters and take shelter somewhere.”
She waited until he’d gone before saying, “Luca, eh?”
“He’s making himself a real thorn in our side,” Trygve observed, his tone absent the grumbling growl of earlier. “Are we finally going to deal with him?”
She nodded. “I think we have no choice. It’s bad enough to come for us, but to bring Eric’s children into it?”
“It’s not the first time I’ve heard that, either. One of Tennison’s mates said he’d seen him at the slave markets on the southern isles.”
“We’ll need to be careful. As long as we don’t make a mess, Crassus won’t care. But make it messy…”
Trygve nodded. He understood the implication. Everyone in Black Port did: make the kind of trouble the mayor couldn’t avoid, and you made trouble for yourself. “Same way as the Gambit?”
“Yes. But it can’t happen in the port itself,” she decided. “We’ll need to get her into open waters first.”
Trygve nodded again. “When?”
Valia glanced at her time piece. It was shortly after eleven. “Fourth bell.”
“Tonight?”
“Why not? He won’t expect us to mobilize that quickly, and his crew will be back, and abed by then. Better that way. Don’t want to leave stragglers behind.”
“Right. Who are we taking?”
Valia considered for a long moment. “Me, you, and two others – whoever is sober enough and can handle a blade. Not McLaughlin: he’s a hopeless without a firearm. This’ll require knife work.”
Trygve grinned. McLaughlin’s affinity to firearms and his accompanying abhorrence of blades was a source of constant amusement to the rest of the midshipman’s crew. “You got it, boss.”
“And Tryg?”
“Ma’am?”
“Keep it quiet, or as quiet as you can.”
“Understood.”
“Good. Then I’ll see you in about four and a half hours.”
Knight Protector Portia Daysen sipped her ale slowly, her blue eyes scanning the tavern’s clientele as they came and went. It was her third night in Black Port, and her third tavern in the same time.
A sign hung outside the door of this one, identifying it as the Bawdy Maid Alehouse. So far, the Bawdy Maid had turned up nothing more of use than any of the others she’d visited.
Commander Maximillian had left the method of tracking Black Wyvern up to her entirely. She’d spent her trip to the city planning her approach.
In the end, she decided on the simplest: watch and listen. She had a purse full of coin to fund her expedition, and a sense that in the early stages at least, observation would be her smartest play.
She’d come to that conclusion by reviewing her own experiences, and how often mead halls and taverns had been the hub of social activity and interaction for her and her mates.
What might a fly on the wall of one of those favorite meetups have gleaned as drinks flowed and tongues wagged? A good deal.
More than command would have liked, certainly. Probably enough to get the revelers in trouble. Maybe, a good deal of trouble.
In her experience, people tended to be the same all over. They needed companionship, they craved entertainment, camaraderie, validation even. A place away from commander’s – or the boss’s – ear, to vent. And talk shit.
No power structure she’d ever encountered didn’t inspire shit-talking at one point or another. It didn’t matter how much you admired your commander, your squad leader, your mayor, your king – somewhere along the line, they’d do something that pissed enough people off to risk a little dissention.
And there was nothing on the gods’ green earth to get the talking started like a good drink, or enough bad ones in quick succession.
She’d target the taverns and pubs and mead halls. And sooner or later, she figured, she’d spot something interesting. Maybe a disgruntled anarchist, spouting off. Maybe one who had gotten too comfortable and forgotten that discretion was the better part of valor.
But there’d be someone, somewhere. all she had to do was be in the right place at the right time.
The first night she’d seen two drunken brawls and witnessed a marriage dissolve, loudly and publicly. Interesting, certainly, but not the kind of interesting she needed.
The second night had turned up nothing at all – nothing relevant, and nothing to distract her while the time passed either. People came, they ate, they drank, they went home.
But tonight, it seemed her luck was changing. The Bawdy Maid’s clientele had an air about them the patrons of the previous establishments hadn’t. These weren’t bored youths, or cheating husbands, or weary laborers.
These were dangerous men, with a dangerous look to them – and a dangerous look in their eyes. Right now the eyes of a particular band were fixed on her.
There were five of them, five hearty men with leathery, sun-beaten faces and strong, active bodies, clustered around a small, round table and talking in low whispers.
Talking about her. That was clear from the furtive tone, and frequent glances in her direction.
She pretended not to notice. They might be a problem, or they might just be rowdy drunks curious about her presence. She was one of the few women in the tavern, and the only one who had come alone.
Maybe that was all it was.
But some instinct told her the gazes were more than idle curiosity. And in her experience, people who didn’t cotton to strangers had something to hide.
So maybe the Bawdy Maid would provide the answers she needed.
And maybe it wouldn’t. Maybe it would be trouble for trouble’s sake, the kind of trouble rough men visited on women all too often. Maybe they saw an unknown female face as an easy target.
She set her tankard down, and stood slowly, casually, like she hadn’t a care in the world. Then she stretched and headed to the bar.
“What’ll it be?” the man behind the counter asked without glancing up.
“Another of the same,” she said, though she’d left a half-full tankard on her table. She didn’t plan to drink much. She needed her wits around her. But she figured she would make no friends occupying a seat without drinking much.
The barkeeper poured her a drink, and she took a moment to study him.
He was, she thought, a young man, though he certainly didn’t look it. Either through care or drink or calamity, he’d aged before his time. His eyes had sunk deep into his face, and lines sprouted up at the corners of them. His skin looked haggard and, under a layer of dirt, pale.
“Those men,” she asked as he brought her drink over, “in the corner table there.”
He glanced over, and then away, saying nothing.
“They’ve been watching me all night.”
“Have they?”
“Yes.”
“Maybe wondering how someone can make two drinks last an entire night,” he said. “Gods know, I’ve been asking myself the same thing.”
She lifted the tankard. “Three.”
He snorted.
“Who are they?” she asked.
“Don’t know,” he said, drawing a filthy rag over an imaginary spot on the bar.
“You haven’t seen them before?”
“Not sure. Might have. Might not have. What’s it to you?”
She slid coins across the bar to him: coppers for the drink, and a silver along with them. He pocketed the silver and dropped the coppers into his till.
“They’re off Captain Luca’s ship. And if I were you – well, I wouldn’t want to be a girl who caught their eye, is all I’m saying. Especially not a pretty one like you.
“Might be time to go home, wherever that is, before you end up somewhere you don’t want to be, caught up in something you don’t want to be caught up in.”
He said no more, but headed to the other end of the bar, scrubbing away with the soiled rag.
Portia took her drink and returned to her own seat, thinking over the publican’s words and revising her earlier opinion. These guys were trouble, certainly, but not the kind of trouble she was looking for.
They weren’t worried about why a stranger had turned up. They weren’t worried about what she might overhear or witness. They weren’t worried at all.
So what to do?
Portia excelled in weapons and hand-to-hand combat training. She’d won tournaments against contestants twice her size. She’d won brawls, too, where the rules of fair combat and honorable conduct didn’t apply.
She doubted these guys had the training or skills she did. But they probably had knives, and a willingness to use them without a second’s hesitation.
Killing her probably wasn’t in their plans, not right away anyway. But even so, even if they didn’t use those knives, five-to-one wasn’t any kind of decent odds.
Only a fool would knowingly walk into that fight.
Captain Luca. She had a name. She knew who these guys worked for. She could follow up on that. She could ask around and figure out if there was anything about this Captain Luca that warranted further investigation.
But tomorrow, in the daylight, when the drink had worn out of his crew’s system, and the cover of darkness made them less bold.
She made up her mind to leave when the five guys stood and headed to the door. They were laughing together and talking still, but they didn’t glance back at her. Instead, they headed out into the night.
Portia stayed for another hour, until she was one of three drinkers left at the Bawdy Maid. She’d witnessed a furtive exchange of coins and a pouch of something and overheard the planning for a meetup the next day to move what was described only as “the item.”
She figured that both of these involved illegal goods and nothing more sinister. That was a problem for the mayor and his city guard. Not her.
So, with her lengthy stay the more conspicuous for the absence of other patrons, she headed outside.
She had consumed less than a single tankard of ale through her long vigil, so she had no buzz or haze affecting her thoughts or senses. She heard the whisper clearly as she headed down the street.
“There.”
A single word, in a terse, excited tone. It had come from an alley behind, and behind the tavern. Twenty yards, maybe. A man’s voice, certainly. Someone who was looking for her, without a doubt, since the streets were empty at this hour.
Probably one of the five she’d seen earlier. She had no doubts, now, that they were trouble, nor what kind of trouble they represented.
Which meant she felt no compunction drawing the dagger she kept in her sleeve. Portia Daysen had grown up under the patronage of the military, and the military’s code of ethics was second nature to her.
Military law decreed the death penalty for rapists. And that’s exactly what she doled out to the first of the five who reached her.
He was a big man, with a smug look on his face as he emerged from the shadows a yard ahead of her. Someone behind them called, “Get her, before she screams.”
The big man didn’t say anything. He just grinned and lunged for her.
She let him get within a step before she stuck the blade into his throat. Just as quickly, she ducked out of the way as blood sprayed out over the cobblestones, and took stock of the situation.
Four more figures had emerged by now: two behind and two in front.
There were no alleys immediately beside her, and the buildings were private residences and shops – all boarded up and dark for the night.
She’d be getting no help from that quarter. Even if she screamed, she doubted anyone would answer. Not after what the barkeeper had said, and how he’d said it.
These men had a reputation, and no one seemed to care. Or maybe no one dared to cross them.
Either way, she was on her own. The big guy was dead and unmoving, his lifeblood flooding onto the street.
Four-to-one.
Better odds than earlier, but not great. Not by a longshot. In a way, as necessary as it had been, disposing of one had only made the job more difficult.
These men had assumed she was helpless before. She’d shown them they were wrong. They wouldn’t make the same mistake a second time, but they would want revenge.
That was for damned sure.
They seemed to realize the change in their situation a moment after she did. One of the guys in the back shouted, a kind of angry, half-strangled growl.
A wiry guy in front of her said, “You little bitch: you’re going to regret that.” He took out a knife of his own now and slashed through the night air in demonstration. The blade glinted silver in the moonlight.
“Not the face,” one of the other men cautioned. “She won’t fetch as much on the market, you get the face.”
The growling guy made the same kind of noise in his throat as before, but louder and angrier now. “Bitch killed Marcus.”
“She’ll get hers,” the wiry guy said. “Just, make sure you don’t ugly her up. That’s the buyer’s job.”
A few things were immediately clear to Portia with that. First, these men were worse than rapists: they were traffickers too. And second, there was no way, however this fight went, that they were getting their hands on her.
Not alive, anyway.
She didn’t try to reason with them. She didn’t try to talk her way out of the situation. And she didn’t wait for them to close in on her.
She rushed the nearest guy, covering the first few strides before he even reacted. And not surprising. She was surrounded and outnumbered four to one. Only a lunatic would race toward certain death.
A lunatic or a soldier. Which these men weren’t and had never been. So his surprise bought her a few critical seconds. It meant she reached the second guy as he was still raising his own knife in defense.
She seized the knife arm with her left hand, and drove her knee into his groin. At the same time, she reached up under his arm with the knife and plunged it into his armpit.
The dual wave of pain paralyzed him. He seized up, screaming and bleeding. But she relieved him of his agony in the next moment, with a second swift strike to the neck.
He slumped to the ground, as dead as the first.
The others had started to move in. Three of the original five remained: the two to her rear, and one of the pair ahead of her.
She needed to get them all in front of her. She couldn’t let them flank her. That would mean death, or worse.
So she cut crosswise over the cobblestones, skirting the man ahead of her and turning as she went, facing him at all times. It was a quick swivel and pivot. Then they were all where she wanted them: in front of her.
But there were still three of them, angrier than ever at the loss of not one but two of their friends. And sensing, now, something of her abilities. It would have been easier if they’d taken it one at a time: one having a go at her, then another, and another.
No such luck, though. They might not have been the sharpest, but they weren’t that dumb, either. They moved as a unit, altogether. No sudden movements, no one trying to be the hero.
Just a steady advance, detailing all the wicked things they meant to do once they got their hands on her. Trying to get into her head and unnerve her.
Three-to-one.
She needed to shift the odds again. She feinted right with her blade, and the rightmost guy fell back. His buddies moved in to protect him, coming at her from the center and left.
Which was what she wanted. She slashed the leftmost guy twice, moving the knife forward and then back again, across his face and chest. The blade bit deep, through tissue and cartilage.
A lot of blood, a lot of pain, and a lot of screaming. It’d do nothing for his appearance going forward. But not a lethal strike.
Damn.
She darted backward, just as the middle guy reached her. He was brandishing a knife of his own, and it got dangerously close to her.
She had started to sweat. Not from the exertion, not when the night air was as chilly as this evening. No, this was all nerves.
She moved one way and then the other. The three men shifted with her, the guy with the fresh gashes keeping pace with the others. He might bleed out eventually, but not before this fight ended, one way or the other.
Then, the centermost thug charged her, with the other two a step behind on each side. She started to retreat, slashing with the knife.
He took the knife square on the chest and drove right through it. A second later, he’d plowed into her, wrapping his arms tight around her body.
Fuck.
He was big and strong, with long arms that easily circled her frame, and squeezed tight. She landed hard on the cobbles but managed to avoid whacking her head.
The big guy was grinning triumphantly. He had her down. He had her pinned. He had her knife arm immobile. Both arms immobile.
She was done for.
Or, that’s what he thought, anyway. She snapped her head forward, hard and fast. Her forehead impacted with his nose in an array of blood and dizzying pain.
She heard cartilage smash. She felt hot blood trickling onto her face, and heard exclamations of angry surprise – from the big guy on top of her and the two guys behind him.
But she also felt his arms slacken.
She wriggled hard and fast even as he instinctively pulled away from the source of pain. It was a mistake: if he’d gone on holding her fast, she might not have been able to hurt him again.
As it was, he gave her a few inches of room to work. And a few inches was all she needed to flip the knife blade toward him and drive it into his chest.
He tried to pull away as the blade pierced his skin. This time, she held onto him, dragging herself upward as he staggered back, using his momentum to find her feet again.
She put the blade through his heart, all the way to the hilt.
Then, a huge fist collided with her face, knocking her sideways. It was a glancing blow, which is probably why she retained her teeth – and consciousness. But it was strong enough to send her stumbling anyway.
She felt more blood – her own, this time – hot on her face. She fought to maintain her footing.
She’d eliminated a third opponent. Now, things were two-to-one. But she’d lost her weapon in the process. That still sat in the big guy’s chest, and the punch had sent her staggering steps away from it.
These guys hadn’t. They were still armed. Still angry. Still promising to visit every imaginable hurt and indignity on her.
Her head rang from the blow, too, and she hadn’t fully caught her breath from the impact with the cobblestones.
Not good.
She revisited her odds again and decided she didn’t like them. Unarmed and wheezing in a two-to-one fight with armed opponents?
No. A tactical retreat was in order. She’d cleared enough of them that running might just be an option now.
There were two obvious problems with that plan. First, she had only just arrived in Black Port. She didn’t know its streets and byways like these two. Second, she was winded, and they weren’t.
On the other hand, all other things being equal, she was probably faster than either of them. She was a good decade younger and had spent every day of her young life active. Winded or not, she’d take her chances outrunning them.
She started to turn. Then one of the guys uttered a strange gurgling sound, and a moment later, the tip of a blade pierced his chest. He took a staggering step forward, and slumped to the ground; quite dead, with a short sword sticking out of his back.
Portia and the second guy stared into the empty night behind the thug, presumably thinking the same thing: where the hell had that come from?
Then a screaming figure emerged from the shadows, some twenty yards down the road. “Drop your weapon. In the name of Mayor Crassus, drop the weapon. You are under arrest.”
A look of panic crossed the final thug’s face. He started to run, straight past Portia.
But she didn’t let him get far. He was a rapist and a trafficker. He’d spent the last ten minutes threatening to rape and mutilate her, and to sell her off to whoever would pay the most to do the same.
She had no doubt he’d done the same to other women and girls before. She had no doubt he was speaking from experience.
Well, he wouldn’t do it to anyone else. That was for damned sure.
She leaped for him as he passed, grabbing his head and twisting hard and fast. She heard bones pop and cords snap. He made no other sound. He dropped like a sack of potatoes, knees and elbows cracking on cobbles.
Military justice, served on the spot.




Chapter Five

Raif Ogre-son had been heading home after a pleasant meal with Darya. He’d mostly forgotten his woes. Darya had that effect on him.
And he had a good deal of ale still in his system. Not enough to impair him, but enough to make him happily numb to reality.
He’d been happily numb, thinking of nothing much, when he heard the first scream. It was a woman’s voice, and she sounded like she was in pain. There’d been a heavy thumping sound directly before it.
Raif recognized the sound. Someone had hit her, and hit her hard. He drew his blade and ducked into the alley from which the sound seemed to have come.
He found her a few seconds later, in the street on the other side of the alley. A young woman, with hair that looked red or brown in the moonlight – he couldn’t tell which – faced with two men.
Then, he frowned.
Not two men. Two living men. But there were three dead ones laid out on the street before her.
They weren’t city guards. They wore rough clothes and looked to be some kind of sailors or dock hands, probably off one of the privateer ships in port.
Five pirates, one girl. Three dead pirates, one living girl. It didn’t compute.
Mother of the gods, he thought. What happened here?
Of course, there was no time for questions now. That would come afterwards – after he saved the girl.
Raif raised his sword and took aim. He was good with a blade. He’d spent an inordinate amount of time practicing every conceivable use. He’d always maintained that knowing how to throw your sword might save your life someday.
He’d never had the opportunity to prove his theory. Not until now.
He threw the sword and almost whooped with satisfaction as it struck one of the attackers in the center of the back. The pirate went down.
The girl and her remaining attacker glanced around in wide-eyed confusion. Which is when Raif stepped out of the shadow, drawing himself up tall.
“Drop your weapon,” he called in his most official tones. “In the name of Mayor Crassus, drop the weapon. You are under arrest.”
The pirate bolted on the spot. Raif had been anticipating that, which is why he’d risked throwing his only weapon. Take one of them out, use his guardsman’s voice: the fight would be over before it started.
But then something happened he hadn’t anticipated. Not by a long shot. The girl jumped at the pirate. It all happened in a flash.
One moment, she’d been on the ground. The next, in the air. And then the pirate was on the ground, and she stood over his corpse.
It was Raif’s turn to stare in confusion. What the hell just happened?
The girl stared back at him. She seemed to be sizing him up, deciding if he was a threat or not.
“It’s okay,” Raif said. “I’m with the city guard. The name’s Raif. You don’t got nothing to fear from me, miss.”
He could see her posture relax, though only a hair. She nodded and headed to one of the bodies. Stooping, she pulled something out of one of the corpse’s chests. A knife, he realized with a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.
She wiped the blade on the dead man’s tunic, and said simply, “That’s mine.”
Raif joined her, making no sudden movements, but moving slowly and purposely, like you would in proximity with a she-bear or one of those big cats that prowled the wilds.
He didn’t want to spook her with some inadvertent action and end up on the wrong side of that dagger. He’d never seen anyone fight like that, much less a woman.
Yes, he knew that woman could be knights and watchman and whatnot. He knew there’d been women who during the elven wars, with distinguishment.
But Raif had been raised by a father who snorted at such newfangled ideas. And though he didn’t hold with his father’s way of thinking, something of it had bled into his own – subtler than opposition, but not quite acceptance either.
So realizing that a woman – a young, pretty woman, with dainty, ladylike features – had done all of this, killed four men with only a dagger, rather stunned him.
“My name’s Portia,” she said. “These men attacked me. They said they were going to kidnap me, and sell me at the next port they came to.”
Raif scowled. “Traffickers.”
She hesitated, her eyes searching his in the moonlight. She seemed nervous.
“It’s okay,” he said.
“That wasn’t their only threat.”
He nodded. Some crimes tended to run together, and Raif had seen enough of the city as guardsman to know what she meant. “You’re safe now.”
“Yes,” she said. “Thank you for helping with that, by the way.”
He nodded. “Did you…I mean…how did you take care of them all?”
She shrugged. “Luck, I guess.”
He didn’t buy that. Not for a second. He’d seen people win every game in a row at the dice table – and that still didn’t approach the kind of luck she would have needed.
“That’s skill, miss, not luck.”
“They had more to drink than me,” she demurred. “That’s all.”
He shook his head. “I don’t like to contradict a lady –”
“I’m not a lady.”
“Well, a woman then. But you stayed alive, and held your own, against five of them.” He frowned, trying to understand. “Who are you?”
“I told you: my name’s Portia.”
“Surname?”
“Does it matter? I was the victim here. These men attacked me.”
“I know. But I’m going to have to write up a report.”
She sighed. “No surname.”
Illegitimate, then. One of the city’s many bastard children, given a first name but nothing else.
“Ah,” he said. “Well, Portia, I’m going to need to take down your statement. We’ll want to look into who these men work for, and –”
She shook her head, though. “No. No, I can’t have my name attached to this.”
He laughed out of sheer surprise. “It’s a little late for that, isn’t it?” But she seemed deathly serious, so he sobered up. “If it’s the rest of their crew you’re worried about, we can –”
“It’s not that,” she interrupted. “I just – I can’t be linked to this.”
He considered, the wheels of his mind turning slowly, making connections and inferences and deductions. “Do you…have warrants outstanding?”
“What? No, of course not.” The girl seemed offended by the question.
“Sorry,” he apologized. “I just don’t understand. And – well, to be blunt, miss, even if I did, there’s nothing I can do about it anyway. You were here. You killed these men. Now, there’s no trouble in that: it was self-defense, and that’s exactly how I’ll write it up. But I have to write it up.”
She shook her head, throwing an increasingly frantic glance around. He had the uneasy suspicion that she meant to bolt. And Raif was many things, but a runner wasn’t one of them. Not after he’d had a good meal and a belly full of ale.
“Tell me what it is you fear,” he said in his most placating tones. “And we’ll see what we can do. How about that?”
The girl looked him over head to toe and said nothing for a long moment. Then, she seemed to come to a decision. She passed her tongue over her lips and spoke in a low, whispering tone. “You’re with the city watch, you said?”
He nodded, answering with a measure of pride that belied his earlier protestations of leaving. “Raif Ogre-son, two year junior constable.”
“You’re a loyal son of the empire, a good patriot?”
“As I live and breathe, miss. All for king and country, as they say. But what’s this got to do with anything?”
“If…if you encountered an agent of the king’s…say, a knight protector, on a secret mission. A classified mission, of which she could tell you nothing, except to say that the fate of the empire rests on her secrecy and success…would you help her?”
“Well, of course,” he said with a dismissive snort, as if the answer was so obvious it insulted him to be asked. “But what’s…”
He’d been about to repeat his earlier question; what’s that got to do with anything. But now his eyes widened and his jaw sagged. “Hold a second. Are you saying – that’s you? That you’re a knight protector? And that you’re on some kind of…” He lowered his voice to a raspy whisper. “Secret mission from the king?”
She held his gaze and said nothing.
“Blast,” he said. “That’s…how…well, I don’t even know what to say.”
“I can’t have my name linked to this,” Portia said again. “It’s imperative that my cover remain intact.”
“Cover?” A thrill shot through him just repeating the word. Raif had aspirations, alright, but to encounter an actual spy in the service of the king? He wouldn’t have believed it. Not for all the gold in the royal treasury.
“You seem like a good lad,” she said. “With a stout heart. And you saved my life, yes? So why not take the credit to yourself. It’s no more than you’ve earned.”
His head was reeling. Take the credit, for all these kills? No. No one would believe it.
“Look here,” he said, finding some sliver of rational thought among all the astonishment. “I don’t mean to doubt you miss, or give offense. Especially if you are who you say you are. But…well, I don’t suppose you can verify any of what you say?”
She threw a glance around, over the dark windows and doorways. Then, she nodded, and reaching into an inner pocket in her jacket, produced a ring.
It was a small thing, with the coiled tale of a wyvern over two crossed blades, and the symbol of House Ignis – the king’s house – small in the upper quadrant.
It was a knight protector’s ring.
Raif passed a hand over his brow. It was true, then. This woman was a knight, and not just a knight. A knight on a secret mission from the king. He – Raif Ogre-son – had aided a knight on a secret mission from the king.
“Blast,” he said again. “I think I’m going to be sick.”
Raif stood before his commander’s desk at perfect attention. Commander Romilius – the same man who had, not a week before, demoted him – stared with frank and uncomprehending astonishment.
“You what?” he said at length.
“I came upon five men in the commission of an assault upon a young woman, and I intervened,” Raif repeated himself. “The men resisted arrest, and I was left with no choice but to kill them.”
“You?” Romilius asked. “Killed five men?”
“Yes sir.”
“You?” the commander repeated. “By yourself?”
“Yes sir.”
Romilius said nothing to that for a long moment. Then he grunted. “Well. And this girl?”
“She’s safe, sir. She took quite a beating, but that’s the worst of it.”
“And these men, you said they were trying to kidnap the girl?”
“Yes sir.”
“And you took her statement?”
“Yes sir.”
“And you’re sure she didn’t know them? It wasn’t personal?”
He shook his head. “No sir. She’s new to the area. Came here looking for work. Doesn’t know anyone, not yet.”
A shade of suspicion crossed Romilius’s face, but Raif didn’t give him the opportunity to voice his thoughts.
“Spoke to the barkeep too, at the Bawdy Maid, where they’d come from. He didn’t want to speak officially, on account of them boys being part of Captain Luca’s crew.
“But – unofficially – he said the men had been eyeing her up all night. He figured there might be trouble, only he didn’t figure it would go the way it did.”
Romilius glanced Raif over head to toe for what must have been the tenth time. Then he scratched the back of his head, saying again, “Well.”
“Sir?”
“I suppose we’ll have to process them.”
“Already done, sir. I’ve got two constables on it.”
“Do you? Very efficient, I’m sure.”
“I trust I didn’t overstep, sir. Only, I thought someone else should do it, seeing as how I was the one who killed them. Seemed it might be a conflict of interest otherwise.”
Romilius conceded the point with another grunt. “Kidnappers: Crassus won’t like it. Not in Black Port.”
“No sir,” Raif agreed.
“We may have to do something about that. I’ll run it by the boss tomorrow.”
Raif didn’t respond. There hadn’t been a question there, and he was quite sure his commander wasn’t looking for feedback on his plan of action.
Romilius sat in thoughtful silence for a long moment. When he spoke again, the words seemed to cost him effort. “Well, either way, you did good, Ogre-son. Don’t let it go to your head.
“But taking them off the street? You did good.”




Chapter Six

Darya’s dinner with Raif had gone well, and she’d seen him off in much better spirits than he arrived. She was still at The Black Dragon, still sitting where she and Raif had sat, when the pirate showed up.
She’d been waiting for almost an hour – so long, she’d nearly abandoned her vigil. And then the pirate had walked through the door.
She was a tall woman, with fair skin and hair the color of dusk: a curious blend of black and red. She wore an eyepatch over her right eye and a rapier at her belt, the same as always. She looked to be in her mid-forties somewhere.
But that, of course, was all part of the illusion. What she really looked like, no one knew. Not even Darya. No more did she know the other woman’s name.
Some people said the pirate was a witch, who could cast spells to transform herself into whatever she chose. Some said she had some kind of amulet or rune created from the bones of a powerful dragon, and that gave her the power she needed.
Darya didn’t know if any of the stories were true. But she did know that the pirate was her Black Wyvern contact, and the smartest, slyest, sneakiest operative in the South if half the rumors were to be believed.
Hell, just what she knew personally convinced her of that. The pirate had smuggled packages out of half the cities along the coastal region.
She’d eliminated targets and rivals and evaded the king’s knights and local port authorities. She’d taken lives and saved them too. And she always stayed one step ahead of the king’s minions.
Minions like the boy who had come in earlier, and all the ones who had tried before.
Darya waited until the pirate got close. Then, when they were a stride apart, she rose on unsteady legs, her tankard of ale in hand. The pirate closed the distance, colliding with her. Ale went everywhere.
The pirate sneered in contempt. “Look where you’re going, wench.”
Darya blubbered a drunken apology. “Let me clean it,” she said, leaning in as if to wipe away the ale with her sleeve. “Trouble,” she whispered. “Six o’clock.”
The pirate slapped her hand away, saying she’d done enough already. Darya winced and mumbled something about heading home. Then she staggered off toward the door.
The pirate watched her go for a second, then shook her head and marched up to the bar. Which was the last glimpse Darya had of her, before stepping into the night air.
Having dispatched her duty as lookout for the evening, she was now free to get some overdue sleep. So she walked quickly, with none of the affectation of drunkenness she’d employed inside.
Her role in Black Wyvern was simple: she was one of the pirate’s many sets of eyes and ears. How many, she didn’t know. But many were the nights that the pirate conducted business in The Black Dragon.
Darya would keep watch before she arrived, to make sure no one had set a trap. Someone else handled lookout duties during the meeting. Darya didn’t know who. That was part of the beauty and mystery of Black Wyvern.
No one ever knew more than they needed to. No one link could bring down the entire chain. If – gods forbid – Darya was ever captured, and if the guards forced what they knew out of her, it would lead to the pirate, and no further.
The pirate would disappear or change her appearance. And that would be the end of that.
Not that Darya liked to think of those kind of ends. It was a risk, of course. All life came with risks. The jobs she worked, all of them, carried their own hazards: drunks who might get carried away in their revelry. Men who wouldn’t respect a no. Men whose impulses were too dark and brutal to find anyone willing to give or sell them what they wanted.
And the king’s spies, come to root out Black Wyvern.
Those were the dangers she faced in her lines of work. She did what she could to manage and mitigate all of them. And for the rest? Well, she had simply to trust that fate would be kind to her.
She made her way home by a circuitous route, as she always did. That was one of her precautions, just in case someone – a nosy guard, a spurned client, or a creepy patron – decided to follow her home.
The way proved quiet, and her trip uneventful. She encountered a few working girls and a few drunks on the way, heading to their own homes after a busy night, or heading back out in search of new clients.
Those who acknowledged her at all, did so with a nod or a quick word, and then continued on their way. A quiet night.
Still, Darya didn’t fully relax until she was inside, and had pushed the bolt closed after her. Olga was waiting for her in their tiny shared sitting room.
“Thank the goddess,” she said when Darya stepped in.
Darya didn’t know what, exactly, Olga did, or from whence she hailed. The other woman had never volunteered the information, and she’d had the good sense not to ask.
Olga had, in turn, never inquired about the nights she stayed out late on assignment from Black Wyvern. They got along just fine in every other respect, too – as good as any flat mates could.
Tonight, though, Olga looked agitated and wary. Her long, blonde hair was messy, and her brow creased with worry lines. There was a look of concern in her pale blue eyes that worried Darya.
Maybe because she wasn’t used to seeing agitation in eyes that were typically as tranquil and steady as the frozen waters of a winter lake – and just about as cold.
“What’s wrong?”
Olga shook her head. “Nothing. Only – well, I had some trouble on the way home.”
“Trouble?”
“The Silver Whale’s back in port.”
Darya groaned. The Silver Whale belonged to Captain Luca, one of the semi-regular visitors to Black Port. Luca tended to be one of the rare exceptions to the mayor’s unwritten rules.
Probably because he imported goods specifically for Crassus: fine wines, exotic fruit, and priceless rugs. The mayor’s reliance on his imports bought him and his crew special privileges.
And they took full advantage. Their brutality had put more than one sailor or working girl in a shallow grave. And there were rumors, too – rumors about people going missing, whisked away out to the high seas, never to be seen again.
Normally that sort of thing would have brought the full force of the Black Port authorities onto a captain’s head. But not Luca’s. No one ever bothered him.
It was never a good day when the Silver Whale pulled into the harbor.
Darya turned and doublechecked the locks on the door. All secure. “What happened?” she asked her flat mate.
“Nothing,” Olga answered. “No, really, I’m fine. One of the guys roughed me up a little, but there were people around. I managed to get away, and he didn’t follow me.”
“You’re sure?”
“Completely. I was just worried about you.”
Darya surveyed the other woman. She didn’t know if they were friends. Could one be friends with someone you knew so little about? But certainly, friends or not, they were sympathetic spirits.
Two young women, trying to scrape together a living in the city, by any means necessary. Two girls, trying to stay alive in a place that didn’t always make it easy.
She wrapped an arm around Olga, and said, “It’ll be alright. Maybe we’ll stay home tomorrow. We’ve got a little food in the kitchen. We can see what happens. Maybe the Silver Whale is only here for an overnight. It might clear out tomorrow.”
Olga nodded against her arm. “I thought,” she said, and then trailed off.
Darya nodded too. She didn’t need it spelled out. It was every working girl’s worst fear on the docks. “You’re okay now, my dear. You’re okay now.”  
The pirate got a rag from the barkeeper and made a show of being annoyed. Not so annoyed that it would cause problems for Darya but annoyed enough to be believed.
Then she ordered a drink and asked, “My usual place open?”
The man behind the counter smiled. “Always is, Captain.”
She nodded and left a silver to cover the ale, and a generous tip beside. Then she headed to a table in the back, in sight of the front and rear doors, with a window nearby. Just in case.
Her usual spot. She sat and sipped her drink, and let her eyes linger on the boy Darya had pointed out.
He was young – very young, and green as hell. A freshly minted little knight, she thought with a sneer. One of the king’s bloodhounds.
The problem with bloodhounds, of course, was that their handlers rarely sent them out alone. Where there was one, there were others. And Darya hadn’t mentioned others.
She let her eyes scan the crowd, lingering on anyone she didn’t know. There were plenty of new faces, which didn’t in itself strike her as a problem. A port city always had new faces.
But she spotted four in total that gave her pause, two strangers and two she recognized.
The two she recognized were off the Silver Whale: Captain Luca’s first mate, Donald ‘Pegleg’ Wallace, and a junior officer whose face she knew but whose name she didn’t.
If something went down tonight, Pegleg and Junior could be counted on to be on the wrong side of it. Whatever side she found herself opposing.
The other two she knew nothing about at all, beyond what she observed. One was a man who came in while she was watching. He stood some six feet and a few odd inches tall, and maybe half that as wide.
His skull was huge, his features bullish and exceedingly ugly. He had a deep scar running across his forehead that gave him an otherworldly appearance.
And not the heavenly kind of otherworld, either.
She thought he looked more a minotaur of legend than a man: a massive, musclebound creature, not quite human. More than human.
Certainly not the kind of face – or figure – you soon forgot.
But she’d never seen him before, and neither, as far as she could tell, had anyone else. He took a table in the opposite corner of her own. A table that afforded the same kind of advantages hers did: full view of both doors and most of the windows.
He sat alone, earning plenty of glances but no contact. Even the server seemed to keep clear of his table until he flagged her down.
The stranger was fully aware of the interest his arrival provoked, too. That was clear. Now and then, he returned the glances cast his way, and the curious onlooker wilted under his gaze. He’d smile a little to himself and go back to his plate.
Not the pirate, though. She didn’t wilt. She held his gaze for a long second, and then another, and another.
Then someone passed between them, heading to the door, and broke her direct line of sight. The stranger was smiling into his plate of food when she saw him again.
Definitely someone to keep an eye on.
The second face she’d marked for observation was a woman’s: thin and severe, with a hard look in her eyes. Hard and contemptuous.
Not the kind of woman used to frequenting establishments like this one. Indeed, the kind of woman who held such places in contempt, like the boy Darya had spotted. But not young and out of his depth like him.
No. This one had a keen eye, and she turned it onto everyone – evaluating, assessing, categorizing. She made no attempt to conceal it, either.
She stared in turns unabashedly at Luca’s crew, at the green knight, at the minotaur man, at the pirate herself, and everyone else at The Black Dragon.
It was the sort of thing bound – one might almost posit, designed – to ruffle feathers. And it did in a predictable quarter. Luca’s men, Pegleg and Junior, noticed the woman’s gaze, and a red flush came into their cheeks.
She seemed not to notice. She finished her appraisal of them and moved on. But the two men didn’t. They went on watching her, their countenances darkening as their tankards emptied.
Then Pegleg stood. Junior reached out a hand to stay his boss and earned a brisk smack across the knuckles for his efforts.
Pegleg stomped toward the woman, his wooden leg thudding heavily against the floor. Junior threw a nervous glance around and followed.
At first, no one seemed to notice. But as more eyes picked up on the goings on, a hush settled on the room until the thumping was all that could be heard.
Pegleg stopped at the woman’s table. Only then did she glance toward him. A raised eyebrow and a thin-lipped, contemptuous sneer were her only expressions.
“You got a problem, wench?” Pegleg asked, his tone husky with anger and drink.
The woman made no reply. A few onlookers drew back, clearing a kind of zone around the trio.
Pegleg slammed a fist into the woman’s table. Her silverware clattered. Ale sloshed out of her mug, dousing her cloak. She glanced at it slowly, deliberately.
“Now, I have a problem,” she said in a clear, polished accent. “Or perhaps I should say, you have a problem.”
This provocation proved too much for Pegleg. Snarling, he flung the table aside. Ale and food and utensils flew every which way. The crowd drew further back, leaving the woman alone in her seat with the two sailors bearing down on her.
It was now that the pirate got to her feet. Across the room, so did the man she’d seen earlier – the big man, the minotaur. They both moved toward the trio.
“You’re making a mistake, my unwashed friend,” the woman said, her tone as unruffled as ever. “Don’t let it be your last.”
Pegleg roared in anger and drew his fist back for the start of a showy but powerful haymaker.
The pirate had her rapier out now, and she darted forward yelling, “Back off, Wallace.”
At the same time, Junior and the minotaur man sprang forward too. Junior was going for the seated woman, backing his boss’s attack up with a kick of his own. The minotaur went for Junior, catching him by the collar and ripping him backward, away from the woman.
The pirate, meanwhile, had almost reached Pegleg. But she saw with dismay that she was too far away. She wouldn’t get there in time. Not before the woman took a powerful, maybe lethal, blow to the side of the head.
Except the hit never landed. Pegleg’s fist erupted in a ball of fire first. He drew back, shrieking as flames engulfed his arm, then his shoulder, and then his entire body.
Junior struggled at the sound of his boss’s screams, but the minotaur ended his writhing with a quick slam over a nearby chairback. A crunching, popping, breaking sounded, followed by a wheezing gurgle.
Junior slumped to the ground, his neck and back broken. Quite dead.
The minotaur turned to face the fire, the same as the pirate and everyone else in the room. Everyone but Pegleg, anyway, who writhed and screamed and pleaded for mercy as it consumed him.
No one moved to help him, though. No one dared. A few people whispered something about witchcraft. The green knight, the boy pretending to be something other than a king’s man, stood and touched a blade at his belt.
But that was it.
The woman smiled and watched Pegleg’s death throes. It was her handiwork, clearly, though how seemed less certain.
She held no weapon, no torch or fuel, no magical instrument of death. She had barely moved at all, except her head – and that was only to look at him and smirk.
Pegleg spun once, finally, and smashed into a table. He collapsed a few feet from his comrade and moved no more.
Only then did the woman get up. “Well,” she said in the same polished tone, “that was an unexpected delight.”
She glanced at the pirate and the minotaur. “I suppose I should thank you, although your interference was not necessary. Your intentions, at least, were commendable.”
The pirate sheathed her rapier slowly and stepped backward. The minotaur retreated a pace too, saying, “Happy to assist, ma’am. Although if I’d known you could do that, I might have let you barbecue this one too.”
She smiled at that – a proper smile. “Well, I’m sure the landlord would not thank us. The smell will be in the air for a week.”
The green knight stirred at this exchange and seemed to remember himself. “Look here, miss,” he said, his voice quavering, “sorcery is – well, it’s illegal.”
The sorcerer turned and frowned at him. “Who are you?”
The pirate felt a jolt of pity for the knight. He would wind up the same as Pegleg if he wasn’t careful. “Stay out of this, boy. It doesn’t concern you. That one – he had it coming.”
He tightened his grip around the hilt of his blade. “It doesn’t matter. Sorcery is a crime against the crown. I’m sorry, miss, but you’re going to have to come with me.”
The sorcerer laughed. “Am I?”
The boy licked his lips. He exuded a nervous energy so strong the pirate could feel it from halfway across the room. “Do as I say,” she tried again, “and stand down. Your commander didn’t send you here to fight a witch, did he?”
Three things happened at that. First, the boy’s eyes widened in genuine surprise, and he stumbled out, “What? Commander? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Second, the minotaur rolled his own eyes.
And third, the sorcerer laughed again, saying, “So that’s how it is? You’re barking up the wrong tree, boy. I am no witch.”
She reached a hand under her cloak, and a moment later produced a leather and steel badge. A badge that caused a collective gasp to rise from everyone in attendance.
The badge of the High Inquisitor’s office.
“My name is Augusta, Deputy Inquisitor of the Port Districts.” She smiled at the shock this produced in the assemblage, at the involuntary half-step backward most of the onlookers took. “You were saying, young man?”
He took a knee before her. “I beg your pardon, Deputy Inquisitor.”
She waved him onto his feet, declaring that she would not expect him – or anyone present – to be able to differentiate between the base powers of sorcery and the blessed strength of divine energies.
“We all have our province in life, and that is mine.”




Chapter Seven

The pirate decided to take her leave after that. So did most of the other clientele of The Black Dragon.
Inquisitors were bad news, and not just for witches and warlocks and elves. Inquisitors were bad news for everyone.
And Deputy Inquisitors were worse than most. They were some of the most powerful lawmen and churchmen in the country. Their word superseded just about everyone’s: any guard, any soldier, any provincial leader.
Only the high inquisitor and the king could overrule a deputy inquisitor, and never in her lifetime had the pirate heard of such a thing happening.
Which meant that Augusta’s word was as good as law. If she took a dislike to you for whatever reason, she could bring you up on charges of sedition or heresy.
She could order a trial by fire, by scalding weights – by whatever she saw fit. She could bypass a trial altogether, and order you burned alive, or hung from the city walls, or drowned in the bay.
She could do whatever she liked to whomever she liked, and no one would be able to stop her.
Better to stay out of her sight, then. Much, much better.
So the pirate did something she rarely did: she bailed on a meetup. Her contact for the evening had never showed, and she didn’t have time to wait. Not with a dead body, an inquisitor, and a goody-two-shoes knight on the premises.
She made her way through the city, ducking into alleys and down narrow streets, heading in one direction and then doubling back. Three times she switched her appearance, touching the amulet that hung at her neck.
She picked disguises that would not be amiss here, near the waterfront. Once, she was a brawny dockhand, with a three-day beard and sweat and dirt soiling her rough clothes. Another time, she was a working girl in a pretty frock, cheeks darkened with rouge and lips painted red. Then she was a boy, not more than fifteen, in poor clothes: a cabin boy, or a junior shipman maybe.
She heard footsteps behind her once or twice as she made her way toward the Ice Kraken, but she’d caught sight of no one.
She ducked into the shadowy overhang of one of the dock front shops, still in the form of the boy, and waited. For a long moment, she heard nothing at all.
She’d almost decided that she must have imagined the whole thing. Then a hulking form stepped out of an alley, taking slow, cautious steps.
The minotaur.
He made his way from one patch of shadow to the next, his eyes searching…searching. For her, she knew.
But he was alone. She was sure of that. So she took a step into the street. The minotaur froze in place.
She smiled grimly. “Have you lost your way, stranger?”
“Maybe,” he said. “I’m looking for someone. Someone I didn’t have a chance to speak with earlier.”
“Well, I don’t think it was me.”
“No,” he said slowly. “I don’t think it was.”
“Best you be on your way.”
The minotaur nodded. “Right. Well, may the goddess grant you strong winds, boy.”
The pirate blinked. That was the passcode, the phrase she’d been expecting someone to utter as they sat at her table back in The Back Dragon.
“And fair seas to you,” she said in return.
The big man’s posture relaxed. He said, “Thanks. Listen, lad, I do seem to have got myself all turned around. I don’t suppose you could help a stranger, could you? I’m in need of lodging somewhere.”
“Of course,” she said. “I know a place.”
“Ah. You’re very kind.”
They fell into step together, with her making loud and audible conversation about a lodging house nearby that offered cheap beds, readily available.
“I hope you don’t mind critters, because they’re the reason the beds are so cheap and readily available. But if you can do with losing a little blood to crawlers, you’ll be fine.”
“I thought it was you, but I wasn’t sure. That’s an impressive gadget you’ve got there,” the minotaur said in a low voice.
“It’s come in handy once or twice,” she returned with deliberate understatement.
The big man smiled. “I’m sure it has.”
“The Wyvern sent you?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Huh. You’re not what I expected.”
“Really? What did you expect?”
She shrugged, throwing a glance around the waterfront. People came and went in the distance, heading back to their ships and homes.
“I don’t know. I wasn’t expecting anyone quite so…” She trailed off, trying to find the right word.
“Impressive?” he suggested with a faint smile.
“I was going to say ‘memorable.’ But I suppose we can go with that, if you like.”
His grin broadened, but he returned to the business at hand. “You’re Captain?”
“Yes. Though around here, they call me The Pirate more than anything.”
“Pirate? Well, doesn’t that sound exciting.”
“And you?”
“You can call me Hammer. Or, the Hammer.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You must be joking.”
He shrugged. “If it’s any consolation, I didn’t pick it for myself. I picked it up in the army, in a prior life. A reference, would you believe it, to my diminutive figure and gracefulness?”
She shook her head. He was enjoying himself too much to show any more reaction than that. “Okay, ‘Hammer,’ why did the Wyvern send you here?
“There’s trouble on the islands.”
“What kind of trouble?”
“Our contact has gone missing. The place is crawling with inquisitors. We don’t know if he got nabbed, or went into hiding, or took passage to parts unknown.”
She nodded this time. “Not a coincidence that an inquisitor showed up here tonight, either. And a knight.”
“No,” he agreed. His voice had lost all of the levity of a few moments earlier. “Not a coincidence at all. They’re getting worried, Captain. They’re cracking down on us all over the empire, not just here and on the islands.”
She nodded thoughtfully. “We knew this day would come. They wouldn’t turn a blind eye forever.”
“No,” he said again. “But we think there’s a leak somewhere.”
“In Black Port?”
“Higher.”
“One of the officers?”
He nodded. “The Wyvern is looking into it. In the meantime, he’s ordering his networks to go dark. It’s too dangerous now. Things are too hot.”
“Go dark? We can’t do that,” she protested. “We’ve got leads on five, maybe six possible targets.”
“And how many of them are traps?” Hammer asked. “How many are bait, to lure you in?”
“And if they’re not?” she countered. “If they’re real refugees, and we abandon them to the crown? To the inquisitors and their tender mercies?”
Hammer sighed. “He warned me you’d be like this.”
“What, concerned with seeing the mission through?”
“A pain in the ass.”
She frowned at him, and he rolled his giant shoulders in a shrug.
“Look, you get nabbed, there is no mission. You know how this works. You know how it’s always worked. We cannot save them all. We save who we can, when we can.
“But we can’t save them all. That’s the way it’s always been.”
She didn’t respond.
“You get caught, you put the entire network at risk. It’s not just you out of commission then. It’s lots of other people. Which means, lots of pickups that don’t happen.
“Lots of refugees who get nabbed. The inquisitors staying busy for a long time. The crown thanks you for your service.”
She swore at him then, at his flippancy and sarcasm.
“I’m not trying to be an asshole,” he said quietly. “But those are the stakes. Those have always been the stakes.”
Raif yawned into the back of his hand. He was still filling out paperwork. There seemed to be no end to paperwork.
Which would be one of the first things he changed when he became captain of the guard. You wouldn’t need to fill out forms in duplicate and triplicate, not when he was in charge.
No sir.
You wouldn’t need to write a tome on why you did what you did when you did. You’d just put down the facts as they were, and that’d be good enough for anyone with a brain.
Which, he thought sourly, is probably why it hadn’t happened yet. If there were commanders out there with brains, well, he hadn’t had the good fortune of bumping into them. Romilius certainly didn’t qualify.
Romilius had gone from congratulating him on putting down a pack of vagabonds to issuing stern warnings about officers who took the law into their own hands. It was on account of that damned radio the commander had in his office.
Raif was sure of it. He’d never operated one himself, but he’d heard all about them. They could transmit the human voice from one location to another with the press of a button. What’s more, the person on the other end could answer if he had a radio of his own.
It all sounded a bit too much like sorcery for the guardsman’s liking, but he kept that to himself. He was in enough trouble as it was.
And Commander Romilius had left no doubt about that. He’d gotten on his radio and called in Raif’s report to the mayor’s office. And happy as a pig in sty he’d been to do it, too, until he’d heard whatever it was the mayor had had to say in return.
Raif hadn’t been there for that, but what followed had been enough to put him in fair mind of the exchange. Captain Luca had some sort of in with the mayor, above and beyond the usual cutthroat that found haven in Black Port.
The typical cutthroats – pirates, privateers, smugglers and other such dregs of humanity – could find safe harbor in the city, at least as long as they didn’t cause harm when they were there.
Raif didn’t particularly like the situation, but he recognized it for what it was. In his more magnanimous moments, he even rationalized it as a good bit of cunning on the mayor’s side. Keep the cutthroats happy, and they won’t cut your throat.
In his less understanding moods, he reflected on the unfortunate state of affairs whereby gold meant more than men’s lives. What, he wondered, had Black Port become, to offer safe harbor to men who would pillage the countryside and kill their fellow Southerners as soon as they were out of sight?
But however disgusted he found himself, at least he could console himself that Crassus held the general chaos of the wider world at bay here in Black Port. Except, that no longer held true.
Captain Luca was a kidnapper and a human trafficker. His men had meant to prey on a girl here, in Black Port.
And the mayor, rather than arresting the captain, took umbrage with Raif for interfering. That was where Raif’s indulgence ended. That was a line too far.
All of which he also kept to himself. Romilius’s dark warnings about guards who forgot their place still rang a little too loudly in his ears to afford him the liberty of speaking freely. But in his mind – well…
In his mind, he let the commander have it. The commander, the captain of the guard, the mayor himself. He rehearsed what he’d say, and how. He added a good smack for Romilius, and then thought better of it.
He wouldn’t backhand his commander. No. Romilius had deserved a fist, not a slap. He pictured himself delivering it straight to the other man’s nose. He could almost hear the cartilage and bones breaking in his mind.
He was entertaining these happy thoughts when the star of his vision, the man himself, stepped out of the inner office and barked, “Ogre-son?”
Raif started guiltily and jumped to his feet. Snapping a smart salute, he belted out, “Sir? What can I do for you, sir?”
Romilius eyed him with a momentary flash of suspicion. Then he said, “There’s been a disturbance by the docks. I’m going to need you on it.”
“Sir?” he repeated, puzzled this time. He wasn’t on the clock, and Romilius had been quite clear that whatever time he spent filling paperwork would not be compensated as the overtime budget was already too large.
The commander seemed to read his thoughts, because he nodded and said, “Don’t worry about the hours. You’ll be compensated for them. This is – a delicate business. I think you’re the best one to handle it.”
Raif Ogre-son considered himself many things, perhaps more than a neutral observer might consider justified. But delicate was not one of them. He repeated the word now, with no shortage of confusion in his tone.
Romilius nodded, as if for the second time he’d read Raif’s thoughts. “It’s to do with Luca’s men. There’s been another incident. They attacked a woman down at The Black Dragon. There were two deaths.”
Raif said nothing and tried very hard to keep his expression neutral – however much he wanted to blurt out, I told you so.
“But it gets worse than that. The woman, the one they attacked? She was an inquisitor.”
Raif took an involuntary step backwards, repeating in a low, shaken tone, “An inquisitor, here in Black Port?”
Romilius nodded and made no obvious effort to hide the worry in his own tone. “Yes. Which is why I think you’re the right one for this job.”
Raif took another step backwards at that – deliberate this time. “No sir,” he said, shaking his head vigorously. “No sir, I’m not the right one at all. I’m sure Kenneth would be much better suited, or McGrath, or Sigurd.”
“Shut up,” Romilius interrupted. “It’s not a punishment, Raif. But you’re the only one who has had dealings with Luca’s crew. This inquisitor – she’s got a real bee in her bonnet that such people are roaming the streets of Black Port.”
Romilius shrugged. “I thought it’d be best to send someone who just killed five of them, that’s all. Someone who demonstrated a good deal of heroism to defend an unknown waif not two hours earlier.
“Someone who embodies the real spirit of the Guard in action.”




Chapter Eight

Portia Daysen had considered her options long and hard after her encounter with the crewmen from the Silver Whale. The guardsman, the man called Ogre-son, had agreed to assume her role in the story as well as his own.
As far as the city would know, a courageous off-duty guard would have put down five attackers to rescue a visitor to the city.
They’d be happy, in that one of their own had proved a hero. Mr. Ogre-son would be happy, for he would reap the benefits of that heroism. And she would be happy, because her cover would remain intact.
In theory, anyway.
Raif would have no reason to tell the truth, not once he’d initially taken credit for aiding her. Plus, he’d seemed genuinely committed to protecting her identity once he knew she was a knight protector on special assignment.
No, Raif Ogre-son wouldn’t betray her. On that score, she felt secure.
But there were other forces at play. There were the other patrons of the Bawdy Maid, for starters. Some of them would have noticed Luca’s men eyeing her. The bartender certainly had. Hell, he’d warned her to get out.
What would happen if Luca or some of his crew showed up, demanding to know what happened to their mates?
He’d tell them everything he’d seen, that’s what would happen. And then Luca and his men would be on the lookout for a young woman, a stranger in town with red hair and blue eyes.
Portia didn’t know much about the politics of Black Port, not yet. But she had to believe that its leadership wouldn’t take kindly to a visiting captain offing honorable members of the local city watch.
By the same token, she accepted just as readily that no one would pay much attention to the death or disappearance of a stranger about whom little was known.
Had she arrived as a knight of the realm, well, that might be a different story. But she hadn’t. Portia Daysen, sponsored daughter of General Daysen, and the girl Portia who had come to Black Port were as remote as any two people could ever be.
No one would make the connection. There were Portia’s all over the South, and sponsored sons and daughters of General Daysen, for that matter. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands of them.
But they wore that name with pride, the way she had done all her life. They didn’t hide it, the way she was hiding it now.
So no, no one would ever connect her to Portia Daysen. It was why she had stuck with her own name in the first place: it was safe.
Except now, of course, it wasn’t safe at all. Now, that same separation that protected her mission put her in harm’s way.
So what to do?
That had been the question she’d pondered for a long while after taking her leave of Raif Ogre-son. And in the end, she came to a simple conclusion: she needed to know more about Captain Luca.
She needed to know how long he’d be in Black Port, how many men worked for him, and who they might be.
She needed to know who to look out for.
So Portia left her rented room. She wouldn’t be sleeping anytime soon anyway, and better to do this under the cover of darkness, where she could observe without being observed.
Keeping to back streets and alleys, she doubled back to the docks until she found the Silver Whale. It took her another half hour to locate a lookout point: an abandoned wharf side warehouse, the apparent victim of a recent fire.
It sat directly across from the Whale’s dock, and ran a good stretch of the wharf. The smell of soot and smoke was heavy here.
Heavy enough to keep out any would be sojourners, keen to save a few coppers on a proper room. She didn’t even run into rats.
Small blessings.
But, working her way through the rubble, she found a series of vantage points: three windows and a doorway, all showing different angles of the ship.
The doorway was maybe twenty yards away from the Whale’s gangplank. The windows spanned the wharf at different points along its length.
She could see the comings and goings of the Whale crew in the lantern light on their deck. And they couldn’t see her, not tucked away in the shadow of the burned-out shell as she was.
She’d rubbed soot on her face and hands to camouflage her pale skin. Her clothes she left alone, for they were black already. She would be no more than another shadow to any onlooker.
She could see the other ships along the other docks, too. She saw the various crews come and go, some that she’d already seen in Black Port, and some who were strangers to her.
The hours passed slowly, as she went on waiting and watching. She counted ten men who returned to the Silver Whale, all of them grim characters. Some were handsome enough, and others not, but they all had the look of the men she’d met at the Bawdy Maid: cruel and cold.
The other crews weren’t much better. She witnessed a brawl that very nearly led to a murder, as one man pushed another into the water and left him to drown. But after floundering for a few moments, the victim dragged himself out of the drink. The two men boarded a ship halfway down the wharf, one after the other.
She spotted clandestine deals and exchanges of goods, and furtive meetups. She saw a giant of a man, with a long scar across his forehead, walking the waterfront with a reedy looking youth.
Not particularly noteworthy, except that, once the mountain of a man departed, the youth ducked into a shadowy doorway as to hide from someone, or something. In the next moment, a young woman stepped out of the same doorway.
Portia watched in confusion and amazement. The door hadn’t been large enough to shelter two persons, but she divided her time between the woman and the doorway.
The woman – a tall, slim, dark-haired figure – headed for one of the ships down the way, the Ice Kraken.
The boy never emerged again.
She concluded the woman and the boy must both have some connection with the big man. Maybe the boy lived at that address. Maybe the woman had been waiting to hear whatever intelligence the boy picked up.
Whether it had anything to do with her present vigil, she didn’t know. All of Black Port, it seemed, had secrets. All of Black Port had ties to illegal or questionably legal behavior. Whether any of it related to her mission, she could only guess.
She went on watching the wharf and the Silver Whale.
Then something entirely unexpected happened. She’d been tracking two men who had wandered past her hiding spot earlier that evening, from the Ice Kraken. They looked to be returning to their ship, for they were coming in the opposite direction, from some point she hadn’t seen.
But they didn’t go back to the Ice Kraken. They ducked into the same building in which she hid.
Portia felt her heart hammer in her chest. Her first instinct told her that she’d been discovered. These men, they had spotted her despite her best efforts.
But reason took over. She drew her dagger and waited.
The men knelt and rubbed soot on their faces and extremities, the way she had done. They spoke in low tones. It wouldn’t be long now, they said. Their captain would be there any minute.
Portia waited and listened. She could hear them rustling about by the doorway, breathing low and whispering among themselves.
They seemed to be making no attempt to find her. What was more, they seemed unaware of her presence at all. Their focus was the ship directly beyond them, the Silver Whale.
What in hell did I stumble into?
That these weren’t Luca’s crew, she felt certain. No, these were some rivals, or someone Luca had crossed. Presumably, they weren’t just watching the ship for the thrill of it.
Not with their talk of it being almost time.
They were here for revenge. Unexpected, certainly, but Portia wasn’t one to turn down a stroke of fortune. And this was a stroke of fortune.
She felt pretty confident about that. If these guys and their captain, whoever they were, succeeded, they’d take Luca out of her way. She wouldn’t have to spend the rest of her time in Black Port glancing over her shoulder, hoping she didn’t run into one of the trafficker’s men when she least expected it.
And if they didn’t, if this venture, whatever it was, failed, well, Luca would have more pressing matters to attend than tracking down a stranger who hadn’t been looking for a fight. He would have a group who brought the fight to him.
That would, necessarily, take precedence on anyone’s schedule.
So Portia remained absolutely silent, watching to see what would unfold as the night wore on.
Valia Iceborn reached the Ice Kraken shortly after three-thirty in the morning. Trygve was waiting for her in her quarters.
“Good meeting, Pirate?” he asked with a grin.
“No,” she said. “The opposite. But I’ll tell you later. What’s the situation with the Whale?”
Trygve’s grin broadened. “Funny story, that. From what I hear, they’re down a first mate, and another hand, although I don’t know who. Word is, the mate and the other crewman picked a fight with an inquisitor.”
Judging by the eager tone and expression, he expected her to be surprised by the news. But she wasn’t. She’d been there and seen it all.
“I know,” she said. “It happened at The Black Dragon.”
Now, Trygve’s smirk disappeared, replaced by a look of concern. “Shit. Then the inquisitor saw you?”
“Yes.”
“Did she make you?”
“No, I don’t think so. And if she did – well, she only saw the Pirate.”
He nodded. “That’s not good, boss. That’s too close for comfort. Inquisitors, in Black Port? At The Black Dragon?”
“And it gets worse,” she said. “My contact, the one the Wyvern sent? He gave us the order to go dark.”
“Go dark? Why?”
Whatever the prudent thing might be, it was clear this conversation wouldn’t keep. Not for her, and not for him either. So Valia repeated as quickly as she could what Hammer had told her, and Trygve listened with growing perplexity.
He had a hundred questions, and she, no answers. She knew nothing more than what Hammer had conveyed. And that was precious little.
It was the way Black Wyvern worked. No one knew more than they needed to at any given time. It would probably save their lives if things ended up as dire as Hammer predicted. But in the meantime?
Well, dammit all, it pissed her off.
But this wasn’t the time to be pissed off. She had a job to do. Especially now, she had a job. If they were going to be laying low for a while, they’d need to focus on their real work.
And Captain Luca had got in the way of that work. He’d cheated them out of a lucrative salvage deal and threatened Eric’s girls in the bargain.
The Pirate might need to be retired, for now anyway. But Valia Iceborn had a reputation to maintain. No one crossed Valia and threatened her associates and walked away the richer for it.
That her beef with Luca provided good cover to take a trafficker off the open waters was a happy bonus. Whatever she did, would be done in the pursuit of gold. It would be revenge for gold lost, gold stolen.
That’s how the rest of Black Port would see it, anyway. Which suited her just fine. Better than fine. That was the reputation she’d worked hard to establish. It was how she’d gotten away with her work for Black Wyvern as long as she had.
It was her armor against suspicion. She was a villain among villains, in plain sight and so completely inconspicuous.
“Let’s focus on the job,” she said. “We can figure this out later.”
He nodded. “Right. Well, I’ve got Antonius and Hollister on standby. You were right about McLaughlin, by the way. Pitched a fit when he heard he couldn’t come. Swore any plans that relied on ‘old world technology’ was doomed to fail.
“Although, in fairness to him, he was already three sheets to the wind at the time.”
She smiled. “Hollister and Antonius are good picks.”
“I’m glad you think so, since they’re already in position. I’ve got them keeping an eye on the Whale, making sure nothing funny’s going on.”
“Then let’s not keep them waiting,” she said.
They made their way down the gangplank and onto the dock. The night was dark, and quieter now than it had been before.
Most of the drinkers had already stumbled back to their racks, or passed out in whatever gutter they’d spend the night. Those in it for the long haul wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon.
If you were still drinking at quarter to four in the morning, no point in stopping there.
Their dock was down the way of the Silver Whale, separated by half a dozen docks and twice as many ships. They made their way onto the wharf and stuck as close to the building fronts and shadows as they could.
The waterfront district contained buildings of every type, all crammed in together. There were lodging houses and ale houses and warehouses, separated by an alley and nothing more. There were homes and houses of ill repute side by side.
The Silver Whale had docked in front of a warehouse that had been struck by lightning two weeks earlier. That was the story, anyway. Rumor had it that someone had taken a torch to the structure, to convince the current owner to sell their valuable tract of land at a discounted price.
Whatever the truth, the building was, for the moment, uninhabited. And it was there that they found Hollister and Antonius, waiting just inside the hollowed-out shell with a report of the comings and goings of the Whale’s crew.
“Antonius got a look at the ship’s manifest,” Hollister told them in low tones.
Antonius flashed a smile, that was only white teeth in the darkness. “I know someone at the office who owes me. Let me take a gander.”
“According to that, there’s still eight of ‘em unaccounted for. Including the first mate. Neither of us saw that son of a bitch get onboard.”
“You don’t have to worry about him,” Valia said. “He’s dead, him and another. Don’t know his name.”
“Dead?” Hollister repeated. “Because of you?”
“No,” she said. “They got on the wrong side of an inquisitor.”
Hollister’s shock seemed to be increasing with each revelation. “An inquisitor? In Black Port?”
“Long story, but yes. So that’s Wallace and one other we don’t have to account for.”
“Still leaves six, if the crew manifest is to be believed,” Antonius said. “Unless they were onboard before we got here, which is possible.”
“We’ve been watching for the last three hours or so, here and down the wharf,” Hollister explained. “But if they got back before then, and went below decks – well, we’ve no way of knowing.”
Valia glanced toward Trygve. He was little more than a shadow with dark, gleaming beads for eyes.
“I say we do it,” she said. “If we miss some of them, we can always clean up later.”
“Seconded,” he said. “Hollister, Antonius, you in?”
“Still time to bail if you’re not,” Valia said.
The young men grinned: two sets of teeth gleaming in the darkness.
“Hell no,” Antonius declared. “I’m in, Captain.”
“Anyway,” Hollister said, “I got five silvers riding on us finishing this successfully – without firearms.”
“McLaughlin?” she asked.
“You know it, Captain. The old buzzard doesn’t think we can do it. Thinks we’ll end up dead. He forgets that it was blades that won every war in history, up until the last hundred years. I intend on showing him otherwise.”
“Considering the alternative is death,” Trygve put in, “I’m with you, Hollister.”




Chapter Nine

Luca had posted two guards on the Silver Whale’s deck. Or, maybe he had posted more, and the two were the only ones who remained awake. Either way, Valia saw two men walking the deck, checking one side and then the other at a slow and leisurely pace.
Neither looked sober, and neither followed any kind of standard patrol route. One of them carried a bottle of rum with him, taking swigs as he went. The other diverted frequently to a card table on the deck, helping himself to libations during these detours.
They would be no trouble to overpower or take down. But silencing them before they raised the alarm – that would be the challenge.
The direct approach was out. Drunk or not, no watchman with eyes in his skull would miss someone walking up to his ship, bold as brass.
Never mind four someone’s.
They could attempt some sort of distraction, of course. Someone could play decoy. They could stumble around drunkenly and make noise, like a sailor returning to the wrong ship, too plastered to know the difference.
But there’d be risk to that. The Whale’s guards might come near enough for a bit of quick, silent knife work; or they might shout and jeer, and raise half the crew. Hell, one or even both of them might have pistols.
Not many people did, on account of the expense. But watchmen might. Who better, after all?
No, they were going to have to do this the hard way. Someone was going into the drink. “We’ll draw lots,” Valia decided. “Two of us wait, two approach by water.”
Trygve picked up four pieces of rubble, and, his back to the group, scratched marks on two of them with the tip of his dagger. Then, he turned the pieces over and offered them to the crew.
Valia picked second and squinted in the moonlight to see what she’d got. “Oh shit,” she said. A thin, pale line ran down the fragment of charred brick.
Hollister laughed as he examined his own. “Good call, boss. Well, I’ll just wait here then. Where it’s dry.”
“I’m with you,” Antonius said to her.
Trygve doublechecked the last lot – his. He flashed white teeth in the darkened interior. “Don’t worry: we’re with you in spirit, Captain.”
Valia snorted. “You two just make sure you’re ready to move once we get up there.”
“Yes ma’am. We will be.”
She ignored the amusement in his tone, and headed to the door. She paused for half a moment. She could have sworn she heard the rustle of something, or someone, behind them. But peering into the darkness, she saw nothing – nothing but the gray soot and endless black of the building’s interior.
“Well?” Trygve asked. “You going to do this?”
She nodded. The noise, whatever it was, didn’t come again.
Rats. That was all.
She scanned the ship. One of the watchmen had staggered toward the portside. He had his back to her. The other had disappeared over toward the card table.
She moved quickly toward the edge of the wharf and lowered herself over. She tried to ignore the smell along with the temperature, and failed at both.
A warm water port didn’t mean warm water. It was one of those language tricks, where reasonable expectation and reality were staunchly at odds. But the stink soon pushed concerns about the chill aside.
The water smelled like some combination of fishmonger’s shop, garbage dump, and city sewer system. Probably because the residents of the city used it as a dump for all of the above. Fish heads, human waste, garbage: it all ended up in the water.
She clamped her lips together as tightly as they’d go and vowed to bathe as long as it took to get the stink out of her hair. Then, she moved.
She could hear Antonius get into the water behind her: just a quick plop, practically indistinguishable from the gentle slap of the waves against the hull of the ships and dock. Probably not enough to catch the attention of a sober watchmen, and nothing to worry about with the pair guarding the Whale.
She moved along the side of the dock, keeping her eyes on the deck as she went. Once, the watchman with the rum bottle passed by, and she pushed herself under the water. He didn’t glance in her direction though. He just continued on his unseeing way, murmuring to himself as he went.
She followed the dock until she was aligned with one of the mooring bollards. Then she checked over her shoulder. Antonius had gotten into position alongside another bollard, and he nodded as she caught his eye.
They moved together, each reaching up to take hold of the mooring ropes over their heads. And then they began the frantic work of cutting the ropes before either of the watchmen returned.
The line was thick and sturdy, and not easy to cut. It took several minutes, and several dives back under the water as the watchmen passed by. But in the end, she got it. The line dropped slack against the side of the vessel.
She followed it toward the ship, and saw Antonius doing the same a moment later. Once she reached the rope, she turned back to the dock. Trygve had disappeared into shadow again, which must have meant that one or both of the watchmen was in sight.
She waited. She could hear the faint tramping of feet on a wooden deck, and a voice slurring a sea shanty about men swinging on a yardarm and drying in the summer sun. The movement of lips that she’d seen earlier hadn’t been conversation, then, but song.
Fragments of verse wafted down. She heard execution dock mentioned, and buzzards too. Not a cheery ballad, this one, but fitting for this lot.
Then the song faded, and Trygve’s gray-tinged face appeared in the doorway. He nodded, signaling that she could begin. So she did.
She’d scrambled up plenty of ropes before, and this was a thick one, easy to grasp, and solidly secured above. Her chilled muscles protested at being suddenly called into action, but remembered their strength readily enough.
The biggest challenge came in ascending quietly. She used her feet to guide her up the side, but slowly, silently, as if she was tiptoeing across a loud floor. Except that this floor ran at a vertical angle.
She got halfway up the side of the ship when Trygve signaled again. A second voice, and a second set of steps, alerted her to the cause of her first mate’s concern.
One of the guards had come toward the portside of the ship, muttering to himself. “What were that, Anderson?” When no answer came from Anderson, he went on, “By the powers, I thought I heard me something.”
She held her breath and ignored the burning in her arms, glancing over at Antonius who was likewise suspended in midair, unmoving.
The voice overhead grumbled again, something low and incoherent. Then it moved on, and Trygve reappeared long enough to signal a clear coast.
She reached the bulwark shortly thereafter, and risked a glance over the side. The man with the rum bottle – Anderson, as his mate had called him – stood slumped against a stack of crates near the bow of the ship.
Cargo of some kind, meant either for loading or unloading. The deck was littered in it. Apparently, the first night in port had been spent more in celebration rather than labors.
The second man, the one who had come looking for them, was making his way toward the poop deck, the raised deck at the stern of the ship. He’d mounted the set of stairs that would take him there.
That would be a problem. He could see the entire weather deck from there – all of the poop deck, the main deck, and the forecastle deck at the bow of the Silver Whale. He’d be more likely to spot anyone climbing onboard from that vantage, too.
She’d need to take care of him, sooner rather than later. She pulled herself over the side of the bulwark and dropped quietly onto the main deck.
She moved quickly on tiptoes, making as little noise as possible. The sloshing of her wet clothes sounded louder than her footsteps. She glanced at Antonius as she went. He’d just reached the deck and started to move for Anderson.
Good.
She drew her dagger as she moved. Had Valia’s quarry been sober, he might have quit the stairs already and been in place by time she reached him.
But he wasn’t sober. He moved with purpose, but alcohol impaired that movement. He was holding on to the edge of the staircase, wobbling and complaining just under his breath as he went.
Anderson seemed to be the source of his irritation, because she heard the name two or three times.
“No more sense than a parrot,” he muttered, making the landing.
Valia was three steps behind him when he made the landing, and she took them in a leap. With one hand, she had her palm over his mouth. At the same time, she drove the dagger into the space at the base of the watchman’s skull.
He had begun to utter a muffled cry when the blade slipped between his vertebrae and intervertebral discs, and severed his spinal cord. He dropped like a sack of potatoes after that and would have gone down hard had she not been there to catch him before he hit the deck.
She laid him down gently, quietly, and retrieved her knife. Then she glanced behind her, at the bow of the ship. Antonius had already dispatched of Anderson. The seaman’s body lay limp in a growing pool of blood.
Now it was her turn to signal Trygve and Hollister. The two men emerged from the shadowy warehouse grinning. They hurried along the wharf and then the dock.
Valia crossed the deck quietly and met them at the gangplank. Hollister grinned at her, and she tapped a finger to her lips to preempt him. Then she gestured toward the cabin at the aft of the ship, under the poop deck: the captain’s quarters.
“Luca’ll be in there,” she said in a whisper. “We need to take him out before we do anything else.”
Trygve gestured to a series of three lattice grates covering the hatchways leading below decks, evenly spaced along the length of the main deck. “And lock them.”
She nodded. There was no way to perfectly coordinate the moves, and risk was inherent in each.
Batten down the hatches first and risk a crewman rising to find himself a prisoner – and sounding the alarm early. Go for the captain first and risk someone below decks overhearing. And sounding the alarm.
On balance, though she expected the greatest individual challenge to come from Luca if it came to combat, the sheer numbers of the crew below decks would prove the greater risk. So she moved with Trygve to the tarpaulins.
The Silver Whale had three hatches to the lower decks which, in good weather like this were covered with grating alone – enough to keep birds and pests from finding their way below, but not to interfere with ventilation and light.
Each important in their own right: ventilation for holds full of goods that saw no sun, and a ship full of bodies that spent long days and nights at sea, with little fresh or warm water for bathing; and light, for a wooden ship where the only fire allowed would be in the galley, and that in a brick stove.
In worse weather, the heavy covers would be lowered. In case of pirate attack, they’d be lowered and secured to protect the cargo below.
Now, they worked in concert, a pair per hatch. The covers were heavy, but not too heavy for a single person to lift. They needed to set them down noiselessly, though.
Which they did. Valia and Trygve worked the central cover, and Hollister and Antonius took the fo’c’sle hatch. They crept quickly and quietly toward the aftmost hatch, all four of them together.
After that, they’d move on Luca. It would be a good job if no one below decks noticed the light from above decks had vanished. It would depend on how much they’d had to drink the night before, and how deep they slept.
They got the third cover down and secured it with a bolt. No screams sounded, no cry of alarm came. No bells rang out, and no warning shots could be heard.
Valia nodded a silent command to proceed. Her three companions rose with her, and they headed as one unit to the aft cabin.
They’d taken four, perhaps five steps when a voice rang out, “Oi, what in name of Davy Jones is going on here?”
She spun to see a man’s figure, maybe halfway up the gangplank. He was staring at them with wide, drink confused eyes.
Drink confused, maybe, but not confused enough. He had already picked up that something was wrong. It would be a second – half a second – before he sounded the alarm in earnest.
And there was no way she or any of her team could cross the deck that quickly. There was no way she could draw her dagger that quickly. Which meant Luca and anyone in the aft cabin would be alerted.
Dammit.
She started to sprint toward him, drawing the dagger as she went. He sucked in a lungful of air and started to open his mouth.
Then, something flashed through the night. The crewman blinked and gurgled. He clutched at his neck, at the hilt of a dagger buried in it. Then he took a staggering step and fell headlong off the gangplank and into the water.
Valia had no idea what had just happened, but she raced to the side of the ship. She didn’t know what she expected. More of the seaman’s missing mates, maybe. A second boarding party, perhaps – some other crew, from some other vessel, with the same idea as her crew.
She saw none of it, though. The dead man had slipped below the waves, out of sight. He had no backup, no companions.
Trygve was at her elbow a second later, and he tapped her arm. “There.” He pointed to a fleeing form: a woman with red hair, disappearing into an alley alongside the warehouse.
“Looks like we’ve got a friend,” he murmured.
“Who the hell is that?” she demanded.
“No idea. Never saw her before.”
“Well,” Hollister whispered, “she’s got damned good timing, that’s for sure.”




Chapter Ten

The woman with the red hair disappeared into the night, and Valia tried to focus on the job at hand.
Whoever the mystery woman was, she seemed to be alone, so there’d be no more surprises from that quarter. But Luca wouldn’t keep forever.
For all Valia knew, he might already be awake, lying in ambush. Waiting for them to enter the cabin. She sucked in a breath of reeking port air and gestured her crew back toward the captain’s quarters.
“Spread out and stay low as you enter,” Valia cautioned. “He may have a gun. If he does, hopefully he’ll fire as soon as the door opens. It’ll go over our heads, and we can rush him. But, just in case he’s smarter than that, don’t crowd up together. No sense making it easy for him.”
The crew nodded, taking up positions on either side of the door. She reached for the handle and turned it slowly. Then, much faster, she flung it open and darted inside.
No one shot at her, though, or charged her with a cutlass drawn. No one noticed her at all, for she’d stepped into a narrow empty hallway, as black as a tomb. The only light to be had came from the door behind them.
Her eyes adjusted quickly to the black. After long years on the high seas, they were used to making sense of near absolute darkness.
She saw two doors: one directly ahead, and another to her right.
Not the captain’s quarters, then. Not just his, anyway. This would be where Pegleg, the first mate, bunked too.
Pegleg’s would be the berth to the right, she supposed, the small room with a door. Or, would have been, before his meeting with the inquisitor anyway.
The space to the left would be a wing of the captain’s chambers, maybe the bathroom or a private storeroom where he kept the rations he didn’t mean to share with the crew.
If she supposed rightly, the room to the right would be empty. Not that Valia meant to stake her life on a guess.
She gestured for Trygve to get the door on the right. She, Antonius and Hollister stood back the way they’d done before entering the hall.
Trygve ducked in, and in a moment stepped out again, leaving the door open behind him. “Clear.”
She moved for the captain’s door, and they repeated the same steps for a third time; and for a third time, they did so without need.
Luca’s room was empty.
Valia turned all the way around, taking in the entire scene. Here, unlike the windowless nook that was Pegleg’s room, great windows lined the back and sides of the chamber.
Moonlight streamed in and reflected off the water, illuminating the chamber. She saw a bed against the wall Luca’s room shared with Pegleg’s, and a long bench under the rearmost windows. In the center sat a table, upon which the captain had various writing instruments and papers. At the far end of the room was a locked chest.
And nowhere, in all of it, could she find Luca himself. He had nowhere to hide. Not under the bed or table, because she could see the spaces clearly. Not in the chest, not unless he’d broken half the bones in his body and folded himself up like a ragdoll.
Not anywhere.
She glanced toward her junior crewmen. “I thought you said he was onboard?”
“He is, Captain,” said Hollister.
“We saw him,” Antonius confirmed. “We both did.”
“Maybe he’s below decks,” Trygve suggested.
But she shook her head. The men might – should – be asleep. That would explain why they missed the hatches being covered. Luca slept upstairs, though. If he’d been downstairs, he wouldn’t have been sleeping. He would have seen the place suddenly go dark.
“Hold on,” Antonius said. “There’s something wrong with this room.”
“What do you mean?”
He gestured to the doorway, and the hall beyond that bisected the remaining chamber. “Where’s the third door?”
Valia understood his question, cryptic though it had been. The hall and the walls of Luca’s chamber split the main cabin into three additional spaces: the large one in which they currently stood, and two smaller, mirror image spaces.
One of those smaller spaces had belonged to Pegleg. But whose was the other chamber? And, more importantly, how would one access it?
In the hall, Valia had assumed the space belonged to Luca, as an extension of his own room. But she saw bare wood paneling now blocking the way to that wing. A wall, not a door. Not a closet. Not a bathroom.
“A secret chamber,” she said, her voice a whisper.
“He’s in there now?” Hollister asked.
Trygve nodded. “He must have heard us coming.”
“What do we do?”
“First, we figure out how to get in there,” she said. “Then, we do it, and finish what we started.”
The men nodded grimly. They had no illusions what would happen when they found Captain Luca. That had been decided long ago, by unanimous accord. He was a pirate, a trafficker, and a villain of the worst sort. He had yet to meet an ethical boundary he would hesitate to cross.
So he would meet the same manner of end as the two they’d encountered already – him, and all the rest of his crew. The only kind of end that would, truly, be an end to their wicked ways.
They set to work searching the chamber for a switch or lever that might reveal a hidden door. Hollister found it in a minute, among the carved details of the wood paneling. A section of the embellishment near the crown molding yielded under pressure.
All at once, a section of wall, two panels deep, shifted. A figure, pale and sinister in the shadow, appeared. At the same time, the report of a pistol rang out, deafeningly loud in the small chamber.
Glass shattered all around Valia and she dove for the aperture, and the pale figure – Captain Luca.
It might well have been the last thing she ever did, for the captain’s eyes gleamed as he caught sight of her movement. He brought his pistol to bear on her, and had the advantage of a second and a half at least.
But for the second time in not very many minutes, something completely unexpected happened. From somewhere behind Luca, a pale arm appeared out of the void, wielding in a delicate hand some fashion of piercing weapon.
The weapon stabbed deep into the pirate’s shoulder, and though he fired a second time, the bullet missed its mark by some feet. Another window broke, and more shards of glass fell to the floor and the bottom of the bay.
Valia had, by now, reached Luca, and she plunged her dagger into his chest. He staggered backwards, fighting with a strength that should not have been possible given the nature of his wounds.
Valia fought equally hard, grappling with Luca’s hands to prevent him from drawing another weapon while her crew moved in to finish the job. So did whoever the pale arm belonged to, for it struck again and again at the pirate’s neck and back.
Then Trygve arrived and delivered a death blow. Captain Luca cursed and blew out a rattling breath that showered his onlookers in blood, before collapsing once and for all to the deck, to rise no more.
Only then did Valia take stock of what the secret door had concealed, and to whom the pale arm belonged.
There were here a set of iron bar cages, with shackles and chains set in them – and a woman inside. Hers was the arm that had come to Valia’s aid.
Valia stared at her. She was a young woman, with large, fearful eyes and ears that came to a point at the top.
“You’re an elf,” Valia said, astonishment in her tone.
The woman moved her hair quickly, as if to conceal the ears. But it was too late. Valia knew what she’d seen.
“Please,” the elf woman said. “Please, let me go.”
“An elf?” Hollister repeated.
“Gods above, Luca was transporting elves too?”
“Selling them,” Trygve said, “as like as not.”
Hollister snorted. “Who in blazes would want to buy an elf?”
“More people than you might think,” Valia said.
“What for?” Antonius asked.
“Same reasons as they’d want to buy anyone else,” she said, a bit curtly. “Why do you think? Come on, get a move on it. We have a job to do.”
The men aye-ayed her, but Hollister ventured, “What are we going to do about her?”
“Leave that to me. You two, get to work. Loose the moorings, weigh anchor. Double speed. Trygve, you’re with them.”
He nodded, taking her meaning. If they’d expected to find an elf, well, they might have done this on their own, just the pair of them. Or they would have some of the local Black Wyvern contacts to help them.
Hollister and Antonius knowing about her complicated things. Until they figured out what to do, one of them needed to keep an eye on the men.
Valia waited until the three men hustled out of the chamber. The elf woman watched her with the same fearful expression.
“What’s your name?” Valia asked when they were alone.
“I’m called Ceridwen,” came the reply.
Valia nodded. It wouldn’t be her real name, her secret, given name. Elves shared that with only those nearest and most trusted, for the knowledge granted a measure of control. This would be her chosen, public name.
“What are you doing here, Ceridwen?” she asked. “Where did you come from?”
“I was taken,” she said, “by Luca. To be sold, as you said, to someone in the Portbridge markets.”
“Do you know who?”
Ceridwen shook her head. “Not his name, only what Luca calls him: the Hawk. Please, you must help me.”
Valia remembered her conversation earlier that night with Hammer. She remembered his caution that the organization was compromised. She remembered his orders to go dark.
We can’t save them all.
“I’ll help you,” she said. “My name’s Valia.”
“Thank you, Valia.”
“Do you know where he keeps the key?”
Ceridwen nodded. “In the chest in his room. There is a hidden compartment in the lid.”
Valia moved toward the chest, but Ceridwen said, “You will first need the key to it. And that, he keeps on his person.”
She followed the elf woman’s directions, finding a metal keyring on a chain around the captain’s neck. From this, she plucked a key that opened the sea chest, and in the sea chest she found the false top to the lid. From the compartment behind that false front, she produced, at last, a key to the woman’s prison.
She spoke with Ceridwen as she worked. “Are there others like you – prisoners, I mean? Human or elf?”
“No, but they mean to take them here. Human women. They said there is a market for them as well in Portbridge.”
Valia nodded grimly. “It’s by all accounts the slave trading capital of the world.”
The elf woman shivered and said nothing.
“Listen,” Valia went on, “you probably guessed something of it, but we are here to scuttle the Silver Whale. Luca – well, we have our own score with him and his crew.”
Ceridwen nodded while Valia opened the cage, and then began to work at unfastening the irons on her legs and arms. “You are not the only one, I think.”
“No. But what you will, or may, see out there, you might not find particularly pleasant. We will not divert our purpose, and I cannot have you interfering with my men. As it is, we are shorthanded, and we must work quickly, before the harbormaster realizes anything is amiss.”
“I will be no trouble,” the elf woman promised. “I am no sea hand, but I have sailed once or twice. If I can aid you, I will.”
Valia glanced the woman over in the moonlight. She wore tattered clothes that hung loosely about her gaunt frame. Her muscles were thin and reedy, like fine cord. She looked as if she hadn’t had a proper meal in a month.
“We’ll be alright,” she said. “Just stay back, okay?”
They worked at a fever pace, all four of them, with Ceridwen pitching in now and then. Trygve took the helm, and the others managed the rigging. They dropped enough sail to hasten their departure, but not so much as to make the ship unmanageable in tight spaces.
All in all, it was a tricky business, but Trygve had chosen well with the two hands he’d picked. Antonius and Hollister worked harder than any four men, and they thought quickly on their feet. They didn’t flinch under pressure.
Valia just hoped it would last, once they formed some inkling of what she meant to do.
In the meantime, they had enough to keep themselves occupied, though. The crews of a few of the ships they passed had shouted at them, for they were moving faster than port law or good sense allowed.
No doubt someone among those crews would find the offense warranted a visit to the harbor master’s office. Maybe, someone had already done so, prompted by the sounds of weapons fire on the docks.
And no doubt the harbor master would send someone to check it out. Maybe even someone in one of those confounded new steam or diesel powered boats: belching, spitting, sparking little monsters that could easily outpace a sailing ship like the Silver Whale.
The Silver Whale needed to be beneath the waves, and they needed to be well away, before the harbor master’s boat showed up.
But they had more than speed and escape on their minds. By now, roused by gunfire, the crew had taken measure of their situation and decided on action.
Valia and her crew had locked the hatches, which for a space seemed to be the focus of the Whale’s men. Soon enough, though, they must have realized the futility of that line of pursuit and abandoned it.
The Whale had barely cleared the last of the ships when one of the pirates crawled out of a gun port and began to pull himself up the side of the ship. He was a thin, reedy man, with a dagger clamped between his teeth.
Valia spotted him emerging, and she took aim with Luca’s own pistol. She’d shot a gun a few times in the past, and she understood the basic principles. But she hadn’t had much practice, and consequently wasn’t much good at it. Nor was her range appropriate to the shot.
It landed with a muted thud in the side of the ship, some feet away from the target. Still, the pirate must have deemed it too close for comfort, for he started, and then lost his footing.
He fell with a scream and a splash, and the last Valia saw of him, he was sputtering and kicking in a vain and increasingly desperate effort to stay afloat.
The elf woman watched with a measure of horror. Valia saw it, but she didn’t understand it.
“Never could wrap my head around people who put out to sea without learning to swim,” she said with a deliberate flippancy.
“He’s going to drown?” Ceridwen asked.
“Yes. But don’t worry: there’s plenty of fish in the bay. I expect they’ll clean him up before long.”
Ceridwen regarded her with a measure of horror. “That’s terrible. Can’t we save him?”
“No,” Valia said. “And even if we could, I wouldn’t. I warned you, remember: you would see things you didn’t like.”
The elf woman said nothing to that, so Valia asked, “Have you ever been to Portbridge?”
Ceridwen shook her head.
“Well I have,” she said, her tone grim. “And let me tell you, you’d be better saving your pity for someone who deserves it. That man, and every last one of the crew: they don’t. Not a bit of it.”




Chapter Eleven

Two more men managed to wriggle out through the portholes and show their faces. Valia dispatched one, and Antonius another.
Then, content that her men had it under control, she returned to Luca’s chambers to perform a more thorough search. The captain had in his chambers a lantern, a luxury – and responsibility – not afforded the men below decks.
She lit it, and rifled through the dead man’s papers, helping herself to some, and ignoring others. She found bills of sale and contracts with names in Portbridge.
Probably, the names were aliases, but they’d be a starting point: useful, if she ever found herself in that godsforsaken part of the world again. She figured she could make a house call as easily as she’d paid this visit. She could kill traffickers on land as readily as on the water.
She found another false compartment in the sea chest: a bottom that lifted out. Under this was a black book full of a tight script of men’s names and ship’s names and figures. She scanned it quickly, and page after page saw the same manner of entries:
Rufus, Queen of the Sea, 10 gold pieces
Skarde, Queen of the Sea, 8 gold pieces
Marcus, Albert’s Folly, 15 gold pieces
Pegleg, Albert’s Folly, 40 gold pieces
And so on. An account ledger of payouts, no doubt of ships taken and subsequent payments made to his crew.
There was another black book, too, this one also containing names. Not the same names as the first ledger. She didn’t see Rufus or Skarde or Marcus here. She didn’t see Pegleg or Luca himself.
These names were listed once apiece. Sometimes the name stood alone with no further explanation, and sometimes an abbreviation or a few letters followed it, in the fashion:
Agatha Blackwell
Ainsworth, C. of P.E.
She skimmed the pages, trying to make sense of the entries. They were people, obviously, and perhaps references to places or titles. But what people and why?
Was it a kill list, of those he meant to do away with? Certainly, a few had a black line struck through them. Were those the ones he’d already sorted, the way a so-called gentleman of fortune sorts his enemies.
Or was it more straightforward than that: a simple accounting of victims, like a ledger of blood spilled? There were men’s names and women’s here, and plenty of both.
Then she saw an entry that gave her pause.
Crassus, M. of B.P.
Crassus, mayor of Black Port.
Not a kill list. A client list.
She ran back over the list with this theory in mind, and now names leaped out at her. She had heard of some of these people.
Tullius Trajan, G. of I.A. Tullius Trajan, Governor of the Island of Ashfen.
Agatha Blackwell, a provincial senator.
There were more names she recognized, and plenty she didn’t. How useful it would be, she didn’t know. Luca hadn’t listed the nature of their business. Maybe he’d done nothing worse for these people than smuggled wine or Northern berries to them.
Somehow, she doubted it. But on the book alone, she could make no judgements.
Further investigation would have to wait. She pocketed it, figuring its leather cover would protect the pages from her still damp clothes, and continued her search.
She located a bag of gold coins, packed full and weighing several pounds. She smiled. That’s what she needed. Antonius and Hollister had come with the expectation of revenge, certainly. But they’d come drawn by the lure of gold, too.
And if she was to secure their silence, well, a bag full of gold would help.
But her motives weren’t entirely altruistic or strategic. On some level, this really was about revenge. She’d paid Eric good money to get the coordinates of an easy salvage run. It had been his old berth, and as the only survivor from the wreck, his coordinates to sell.
She’d bought them because it was the right thing to do: set a down-on-his-luck seaman up for a bit, and profit herself in the bargain.
Then Luca had come along, and beat those same coordinates out of the man – beat, and threatened his daughters with grave harm. Luca had profited on her investment.
Well, Valia couldn’t abide that. So she’d come to collect. And, judging by the weight of her purse, she’d done alright in the bargain.
With a final glance over the captain’s quarters, she took the lantern and headed back onto the deck. By that point, they’d left the harbor and reached open waters.
Here, the depth would be sufficient for her plan.
Trygve nodded when he saw her. “Awaiting your orders, Captain.”
“Right,” she instructed them. “Launch the boats, all but one.”
Which they did, three whitewashed boats in total set adrift on the undulating sea, bobbing up and down as they headed into the harbor.
When they’d done, she told Antonius and Hollister to get into the last boat with the elf woman. While they did that, she signaled Trygve to start the next step.
He received the command with a nod, and produced a flask. Not of rum or whiskey, but of fuel, the kind of fuel combustion engines used.
The kind of fuel that caught light in the blink of an eye.
He spread it all over the deck, in splashes and streaks here and there. Then Valia lifted the hood of the lantern and smashed the glass against the deck.
Fire sprang up in every direction like some kind of conjured magic, or a wildfire in the dry, southern plains. It was beautiful and terrifying to behold; every sailor’s worst nightmare.
The old wood caught easily and went on burning after fire had consumed the fuel. It licked up at the masts, and enveloped whole swaths of the deck, too fast almost.
Valia signaled Trygve to get in the boat, and she handed him the black book. Then she lowered the boat into the water.
Darting back to the nearest hatch, she slid the pin. They wouldn’t figure it out right away, but as they understood what was happening, desperation would make them try the hatches again. Then, they’d find one free.
Not that it would save their lives. The shore was within swimming distance, but none of Luca’s crew had been able to swim so far. Which wasn’t surprising. Not many people could, even among those who made the sea their profession.
So they would die, as they very much deserved to die. But not by burning to death. Valia accepted that she was unwavering in her decisions, and willing to spill blood when necessary. But she wasn’t a monster. She wasn’t an inquisitor.
She wouldn’t burn someone to death.
She dove into the dark water several feet from the boat and swam toward it. Antonius pulled her inside, and as soon as she was inside, they all went back to rowing.
They moved behind the ship as it headed out into open waters – out of view of any heads that might poke out of the portholes. Heads, and more importantly, muskets, should there be any below decks.
Then they rowed hard and fast for land. The Silver Whale kept on for a space, a red, flaming torch sailing into the night. They’d neared land when it finally went down.
The masts fell first, and the great timbers crashed through the deck in a flurry of flame and spark. Hollister laughed and said, “Look at that: they’re getting their first preview of where they’re headed.”
The elf woman shuddered and looked away.
“Don’t worry,” Valia said cheerily. “They would have jumped overboard and drowned long before they burned.”
Raif was at The Black Dragon when the first shots were fired, and his night was not going well.
He got there twenty minutes before the shot, and fully expected the Deputy Inquisitor to be the worst of his problems. And Augusta – that, he learned, was her name – had not disappointed, in that she was a colossal and unflinching pain in his ass.
But worse than her high and mightiness was the boy Spyros. Or, Sir Spyros, as he insisted Raif call him.
Sir Spyros was apparently some kind of undercover Knight Protector. Not a very good one, in the guardsman’s humble opinion, since he’d blown his cover in a tavern full of the very people he had meant to surveil.
But that, for obvious reasons, Raif kept to himself. It was enough to put up with Sir Spyros without provoking him. Anyway, the inquisitor seemed more than adept at that.
She made no secret of her contempt for the boyish knight, and his failed undercover mission. Indeed, she seemed almost to enjoy taunting him.
Which might have amused Raif, had not the miserable, baby-faced young man taken out his frustration in Raif’s own direction.
The pair kept him plenty busy, and though nothing he did satisfied Spyros, the inquisitor had few complaints with his work.
First, he needed to search the bodies for identifying articles. Not an easy job, since the sight and smell of the one-legged man was enough to make him barf. Not figuratively, either.
He lost that pleasant dinner he’d shared with Darya shortly after entering the building. Augusta had laughed at that. Spyros had called him a filthy beast in need of a sound flogging.
But more than discomfort impeded Raif’s work. The one-legged man, the one Augusta had described as the seeming leader of the pair, was charred beyond recognition. His clothes, and anything flammable he had on him, had cooked to ash.
Raif found a single item on his body: a metal pendant on a chain around the dead man’s neck, charred black but otherwise undamaged. He peered at it, wiping away soot to make out the design.
It seemed to be a crude casting of a ship. A good luck charm, he thought. Sailors were a superstitious bunch, in his experience. He’d seen plenty of trinkets like that.
Spyros snatched it from his hands and had it in turn snatched away by the inquisitor. Raif shook his head and got to work on the second body.
He rolled the dead man over and sat back on his haunches at once. “I know him.”
Augusta looked up from the medallion, and the child knight snapped, “Well? Who is he?”
“Don’t know his name.”
Spyros snorted in exasperation.
“But I’ve seen him before. He’s off one of the ships at port, the Silver Whale. Captain Luca’s vessel.”
Augusta nodded. “You’ve a good eye, and a good mind for details, guardsman,” she said. “Knight Protector Spyros here would do well to take a lesson from you.”
Both men flushed – the knight, in thinly concealed rage. And Raif because he was a man not much used to compliments, but especially when they were undeserved as he felt this one to be.
He remembered the dead man sure enough, but not because of any keen attention to detail. He remembered him because this was the second group of Luca’s crew he’d encountered attempting to interfere with a woman in the same evening.
The second group who had crossed an undercover agent of the king’s.
Now what are the odds of two undercover knight protectors showing up in Black Port at the same time, and an inquisitor too? Something big’s brewing, and no mistake.
Again, he withheld his musings. He’d promised the girl Portia that he would not reveal her secret, and he saw no reason that it might be relevant to Augusta.
Still, the general information regarding Luca’s crew might, so he said, “In truth, Madam Inquisitor, I’ve only just come from an encounter with some of his shipmates. Violently harassing another young woman.”
This did indeed pique her interest, and she demanded the whole story at once. He gave her the abridged version, the same one he’d told his boss.
And he received the same manner of reaction. Augusta stared at him in frank disbelief, and Spyros laughed out loud. “You, killed five men? Next you’ll tell me dragons don’t lie.”
Raif stood tall and said nothing to this, and in a minute, Augusta shrugged. “Well, this has been an evening full of surprises.”
Again, Raif decided that comment deserved no reply. He went on standing there, and they went on staring at him like he’d sprouted a second or even third head.
And then the shot rang out. All at once, everyone scrambled to attention. The few remaining patrons, those whose curiosity had overcome their fear, made for the door. Spyros drew his blade and started for the door.
“Stand down,” August snorted contemptuously. “And put that down before you hurt yourself.  Now, Raif, you live here: what kind of place is Black Port? Are shootings a regular feature of the town, like attempted abductions and random attacks?”
“No ma’am,” he said, and tried to stammer out an explanation that such attacks too were quite out of the common way.
The second shot cut him off though.
Augusta raised an eyebrow, and said, “Right. Then, you being a guardsman, I suppose it is your duty to investigate that?”
He confirmed that it was, and thought for a happy moment he might be free of the pair. But she nodded briskly and declared that she and Spyros would be coming with him.
“This can’t all be a coincidence: two attacks, and now a gunshot?”
He tried to hide the disappointment, bordering on dread, that he felt. They left at once, with The Black Dragon demanding angrily at their heels what they expected him to do with not one but two dead bodies.
“That’s a mess we’ll leave in your capable hands,” Augusta told him. “Once we get to the bottom of this gunshot business.”
The shots had come from the waterfront. That was obvious. But where on the waterfront, Raif didn’t know. It might have come from any of the buildings along the wharf, or any of the docked ships. It might have happened in open air, in a building, or onboard a ship.
Really, there was no way to know.
So he took a chance. He’d hear no end of it, he knew, if he got it wrong. But he had an idea, and he went with it.
Everything tonight had centered around the Silver Whale and Captain Luca: two mysterious, undercover knight protectors and an inquisitor; two public attacks on young women.
It all came back to Luca. Maybe the shot did too. Maybe Luca tied this whole business together.
And if not, if his instincts had been off? Well, they were going to have to confront Luca sooner or later anyway. And maybe, just maybe, that would keep the inquisitor too occupied to focus on him getting it wrong.
A man could hope, anyway.
He led them at a brisk run to the waterfront, and along the wharf until the Silver Whale came into sight. But no sooner than had he spied the vessel did he pull up abruptly.
“For Marya’s sake,” Spyros hissed. “Watch where you’re going.”
“Blasphemy, from a knight protector?” Augusta tutted. “Not a good look.”
“It’s putting out to sea,” Raif said.
“What is?”
“The Silver Whale. Luca’s ship.” And it was: he could see the sails half unfurled, and the ship making good time out of the harbor. Maybe, too good. Raif wasn’t a man of the sea, but he’d grown up beside it.
And something about the Whale’s present departure seemed off. Ships didn’t move that fast among other ships. There were regulations about that sort of thing.
They were running.
Augusta frowned and peered into the night. “I see it, I think.”
“We need to get to the harbor master,” Raif said. “They’re making a run for it.”
“Captain Luca?”
He nodded. “They must have known we’d come calling, sooner or later. And they mean to be out of here before we do.”
Augusta glanced significantly at Spyros. “The gods,” she said, “provide.”
“You think this is them?” Spyros asked.
The question made no sense to Raif, but the inquisitor seemed to understand. “Who else?” she replied. Then, turning to Raif, she commanded, “Lead on. Double quick. The fate of the empire may well rest on our actions tonight.”




Chapter Twelve

Portia could see the flaming ship from the window of her dingy rented room. She had no idea who the crew had been who boarded the Silver Whale.
She had heard them and then watched them earlier in the evening, from her vantage in the burned-out warehouse, with fascination. She supposed they must be some kind of pirates too.
The nature of their quarrel, she couldn’t guess. But as they dispatched one and then another of Luca’s crewmen, she felt that they’d eliminated two reasons to watch over her shoulder henceforth.
Whatever the reason, and however inadvertent the assistance, they’d done her a service.
So when she’d seen the missing pirate, the last of the men missing from their roster, stumbling back to his ship, she’d gambled.
Better to dispatch him herself than let him raise the alarm. Which is exactly what she did: she eliminated him with a swift, sure knife throw. Then, she’d run like the wind, leaving the pirates to sort their own differences.
Now, safely in her room with the door locked behind her, she realized that the crew of four, the crew she’d helped, must indeed have succeeded in their mission. She watched the blazing ship with a sense of wonder.
This hadn’t been a mission to steal the Silver Whale and make it their own. No, this had been a mission of destruction. They had been there to eliminate a rival, perhaps, or to send a message.
And they’d succeeded.
She wondered if the group had survived. She wondered what had come of Luca’s crew. Had they disembarked in boats? Were they drifting at sea, or swimming back to land? Would they be coming for her after all?
Probably not. Whoever this rival pirate was, surely she and her crew would rank higher among their priorities now.
She decided to rest. If nothing else, the burning ship meant she could pass the rest of the evening in peace.
Half a dozen blocks away, in the brisk spring night, Raif Ogre-son was wishing he could lay himself down to sleep. The more he did, the longer his night seemed to stretch out in front of him.
Like a penal colony sentence, where the commandant found reasons to tack days on for an infraction, real or imagined.
They’d visited the harbor master’s office and found the officer exactly where anyone with an ounce of would be at this hour: fast asleep. An underling manned the desk: a fresh-faced youth, who looked like he hadn’t long been out of diapers.
He began by declaring that no, they could not see the harbor master, but he would be happy to take down their names and make an appointment. Augusta wiped the confidence out of his tone with a show of her badge.
Then he flushed and stammered and hemmed and hawed. He was under strict orders, he said, not to disturb the harbor master unless it was a matter of the direst importance.
Well, yes, of course a deputy inquisitor’s orders superseded a harbor master’s. Only, it would be his hide that ended up tanned if he made the wrong call.
“How do you feel about having your neck wrung instead, you impudent blackguard?” Spyros demanded after a few moments of this. “I’ve had about as much as I can take of you. Now, either you fetch your commander, or suffer the consequences.”
The boy calculated the risks for a moment. Raif could see his mind working in his expression. In the end, he decided Spyros posed the greater threat, for he bowed and said, “Of course, sir. Right away, sir.”
The boy disappeared into a hall beyond the office. A moment later, his footsteps could be heard tromping up a back stair, and then directly overhead. Voices sounded: the boy’s, soft and apologetic, and an older man’s, gruff and angry.
More footsteps followed: an angry, stomping pair in the lead, and a timid, hesitating pair behind them.
The harbor master stepped into view half a minute later, a coarse robe throne over faded pajamas, and a ferocious scowl painted across his features.
The scowl lasted for the entirety of their encounter, but he at least managed civility in his tone and address when Augusta again displayed her badge. He even dropped the occasional ma’am and right away into his speech, though those proved few and far between.
But the long and short of it was that within fifteen minutes, Raif, the harbor master, Augusta and the child knight were onboard a diesel-powered boat, roaring through the night.
Raif was no fan of these contraptions. Death machines, he called them: a bunch of thin, tinny metal wrapped into the shape of a boat, and powered by an angry, sputtering engine that might explode at any moment.
Or so Raif thought, anyway. He’d heard of such things, he was sure. Not here in Black Port, but he’d heard stories all the same. The where’s and who’s were never quite verifiable, but the tales abounded.
Tales of men burning to death covered in diesel fuel. Tales of propellers coming loose and chopping the occupants to pieces like a giant saw.
Give me thick solid timbers and a good sail any day.
Still, for all his horror of this new technology, Raif had to admit that the craft moved quickly.
Not quietly. An army of ten thousand couldn’t have made more noise than the engine on this contraption. But it cut through the water fast as lightning, and, due to its small size, the harbor master could maneuver it with incredible precision.
So it was that they whipped past the docks and were making good headway for the Whale.
“We won’t be able to take her onto the open seas,” the harbor master warned, shouting to be heard above the surf. “She’s no match for the swells out there. But we should catch the Whale before then.”
Then it was that two things happened, in rapid succession. First, Spyros spotted a formation of pale craft against the horizon.
“What’s that?” he called, pointing to direct their gaze.
Second, the inquisitor gasped and redirected their attention to the Whale herself, saying, “Fire.”
A very unnecessary observation, in Raif’s opinion, as red flame on a black ocean is about as obvious as anything could be. Obvious, and hard to miss.
Especially at the rate at which this one was spreading. It seemed to engulf the deck and creep toward the masts in a matter of minutes. Now and then, dark figures would dart in front of the flames.
A trick of the light, maybe; else they were sailors, plunging into the sea rather than facing the flames.
“Faster,” Augusta urged. “Faster. We must get to that ship. I need to see what’s on her.”
“We’ll never make it in time,” the harbor master said. “Not before she’s too far gone. It’ll be the death of you, ma’am.”
“The boats,” Spyros suggested. “We can get our answers from the sailors, if not the ship.”
At first, Augusta insisted that the ship was and must remain the target. But the nearer they drew, the more obvious the extent of the damage became. No one would be setting foot on that vessel, not unless it was the devil himself.
So she gave the order to change course, and the harbor master grimaced. But he brought himself to mutter an almost congenial, “As you please, ma’am.”
They’d covered two-thirds of the distance to the nearest boat when a strange shape became visible off the port side, black and gray in the water.
“What in blazes is that?” Augusta wanted to know.
But Raif knew already. He’d worked the waterfront for long enough to recognize a body floating in the harbor: the dark clothes that looked black, and the pale skin that looked gray in the moonlight.
He told her this, and the harbor master nodded grimly. But Augusta would not be satisfied until she’d seen it for herself. So again they detoured.
It was indeed a body, floating face down in the saltwater. A recent death, Raif figured, within the last hour or so. Certainly not longer than that, for the body still retained some of its warmth.
They searched the victim, and found a medallion around his neck, like enough to the one the burned man had worn as to have been identical. Except that this one was here around a drowned man’s neck, not charred and covered in soot.
“He’s from the same crew, alright,” Raif said.
Spyros snorted. “Was that ever in doubt?”
“How did he die?” Augusta asked.
“Well, ma’am,” the harbor master offered, “I am not myself a physician. But if I were to hazard a guess, I’d say it had something to do with floating face first in the drink.”
Augusta subjected him to a severe look and an icy, “You forget yourself, harbor master. I am asking how he ended up in ‘the drink.’ Did he fall? Did someone push him? Did he jump?”
Short of being a psychic who could communicate with the dead, Raif didn’t know how the inquisitor expected him to answer. This, he kept to himself.
“Your pardon, ma’am. I only meant a little jest, and no harm in that, on my honor.”
“How did he die?” she repeated.
He scratched is head. “I reckon he must have jumped when the ship caught fire.”
Raif, though, shook his head. He’d noticed a pinpoint of color on the dead man’s chest, growing larger as they studied him. He knelt and squinted in the torchlight.
“He’s been shot.”
“Shot?”
“Aye, through the heart, or as near as. Look: this here is a bullet hole, or I’m a Northman.”
“Blimey,” the harbor master agreed, “but I think you’re right.”
Augusta’s eyes twitched with impatience, and she cast her gaze again on the ship. She could see flaming pieces of sail dropping to the deck and waters below. The Whale had begun to groan and creak.
“Dammit,” she said. “Come on. We need to get to those boats. I need answers, and he’s not going to give us any.”
At the same moment, at the furthest tip of the inland coast, a white boat had made land. Five passengers, weary with vigorous rowing but buzzing with excitement, disembarked: Valia, her crew, and the elf woman they’d rescued.
Valia took the lead, giving commands and helping to fulfill them. The boat must be pulled onto the shore and concealed among the rocks so that it wouldn’t be visible to anyone on the water.
This took several minutes, for the boat was heavy and difficult to maneuver, and the coast rocky and uneven. But after a few near stumbles, they found a spot, and in a few minutes had piled enough stones up to hide it from view.
Then, Valia turned to the elf. She’d drawn her long hair over her ears, but she declared this wouldn’t suffice.
She turned to Antonius, and said, “Your cowl: let me have it.”
The young man did so with reserve, and Valia handed it to Ceridwen. “Wear this. It will hide you from unfriendly eyes.”
“What are we going to do with her?” Hollister asked. “We’re not bringing her to the Ice Kraken, are we?”
“We can’t have an elf onboard,” Antonius declared.
“It’ll be a risk, with an inquisitor in town,” Trygve cautioned.
Ceridwen listened to all of this without speaking. Now, she said, “I don’t want trouble. You saved my life, and I am grateful. I do not wish to further imperil you. I will go my own way.”
“Where?” Valia asked.
She glanced around the darkened city, and the inky road stretching out in either direction, right and left. “I do not know. But I will find my way.”
“Come with us,” Valia said. “We will get you to safety.”
“We will?” Antonius asked.
“It’s a crime to aid an elf, Captain,” Hollister put in.
“Aye,” Trygve said. “And it’s a crime to steal another man’s ship and kill his crew. It’s a crime to set it on fire and leave the scum he calls hands to choose their manner of death. But I didn’t hear you complain about that, Hollister.”
“Of course not. But this is different. This is an elf.”
“So we should – what? Leave her for the inquisitors?”
“Come on, Hollister,” Valia said. “No one deserves that.”
“I didn’t say that. But we don’t have to get involved.”
“We already are involved. We were involved the minute we stepped foot on the Whale.”
No one spoke. Valia waited for a long five seconds.
“So what’s it going to be? We can drop her off at a safe harbor and be done with the whole business in a week. Or we can leave her to the inquisitors, and we’ll be no better than Luca himself.
“Tell me, Hollister. Antonius. What’s it going to be?”
“Can we…do you know a place we can bring her?” Antonius asked. “To get rid of her, quick, like you say?”
“I know someone. He’s a week’s journey from here. He may even pay us, for rescuing her. He’s what you might call a philanthropist.”
The two men exchanged glances. Ceridwen watched them with anxious eyes.
“Well?” Valia prompted. “I say we help her. What do you vote?”
“Help her,” Trygve said. “We didn’t get where we are by playing cowards, and I don’t reckon we should start any time soon.”
Antonius nodded. “You haven’t led us wrong yet, Captain. If you say we help her, I’m with you.”
All eyes turned to Hollister, and he cast a nervous glance at the group in the moonlight. “I suppose there’s nothing for it, then. But by the gods, I hope you know what you’re doing, Captain, getting mixed up with elves and the like.”




Chapter Thirteen

Portia woke to news of the Silver Whale’s ignominious end at the bottom of the bay. It was all over Black Port, and all anyone wanted to talk about – from the girl of twelve or thirteen, the landlord’s daughter, who brought her a tray of breakfast, to the rough and rugged sailors at the table across from her.
They spoke in animated tones, with an excitement that bordered on the ghoulish. Except that Portia understood something of Captain Luca and his men, and so she wholeheartedly sympathized with the keenness to see them all at the bottom of the sea.
Which, by all accounts, is exactly what had happened. The entire crew, every man jack of them, had died last night: two at the hands of an inquisitor, five at the blade of a guardsman, and the rest by person or persons unknown.
Or so went the story that circulated that morning. Of course, Portia knew better. She knew the real story about the five who had been felled first, and she knew something at least of the Whale’s sinking.
She thought it over as she ate her breakfast, and came to the conclusion that her interest in the situation had been resolved. With Luca and his crew gone, she had nothing more to fear on that score.
And the pirate woman, the one who had seized and then destroyed the Whale, was no doubt breaking half a dozen imperial laws. But she wasn’t here as an all-purpose officer of the law.
She had come with a specific mission. Catching pirates, even had she been inclined to repay in such fashion what she still regarded as a good turn, it was outside the scope of that mission.
So she decided she could with a clear conscience ignore the woman she’d seen the night before, and her crew. She had a secret order to find, and no duty to report random crimes she may have observed in the process.
Observed, or taken part in, as the case might be.
She finished her plate and was mostly through her mug of tea. It tasted like dirt swept in off the boardwalk, but it seemed to be working at the same time, dragging her sleepy neurons back to full functionality.
So it was that Portia was still in her seat in the main dining room when the woman from the ship walked through the door. She didn’t know her name, of course, and the woman’s face wasn’t smeared in soot now.
But Portia recognized her all the same. This woman had the same thick, dark braid of hair, the same tall, sinewy figure, and the same keen light in her dark eyes.
She was very pretty, sans soot, and very sharp. Her eyes lit on Portia and didn’t budge.
Which was a complication the knight protector hadn’t anticipated. She’d assumed their business, such as it was, had concluded at the docks: an anonymous and mutually beneficial good turn.
Except here was the mystery woman, staring straight at her. No doubt about that.
Not good.
She, the mystery woman, crossed the floor to Portia’s table, and pulled out a seat across from her. She sat without a word. No, “Can I join you?” or, “Do you mind?”
She just sat, her eyes fixed on Portia. Gauging her, sizing her up, watching her reaction. Portia decided to give her none, beyond the surprise that no doubt made it into her initial expression.
They sat like that for a long moment, facing each other in silence. Portia’s heart beat fast, but she worked to slow her breath. To seem unruffled. At ease.
The stranger must have bought the act, because she moved first. She reached below the table and withdrew something from her belt.
Portia almost scrambled out of her seat when she saw what it was: a dagger with no sheath, its silver blade glowing red in the firelight. Then, though, the stranger flipped the blade, so the handle faced the knight.
And Portia realized that she knew the dagger. It was her own. More specifically, it was the one she’d thrown at the pirate last night.
“I believe this belongs to you,” the stranger said.
She had a good voice, Portia thought, pleasant but not demure. The kind of voice that demanded to be heard. A voice she wanted to hear more of.
“Who are you?” she asked, making no move to take the proffered knife.
The stranger laid the blade on the table, with the handle facing Portia. “I’m Captain Iceborn. Valia, to my friends. Which, until I know otherwise, I assume includes you.”
Portia said nothing.
“But I would have thought you knew that already, Portia.”
That surprised her almost as much as the other woman’s appearance, and she felt her eyebrows raise a moment before she could stop them. Well, she’d already given herself away. Might as well ask the question on her mind.
“How do you know my name?”
Valia smiled. “That was easy enough. I asked around.”
“How did you know where to find me?”
“That was even easier.”
“What do you want with me?”
“To ask you the same question,” Valia answered. “Why did you help us last night?”
Portia studied the woman in front of her. She was some five, perhaps ten, years her senior. Still young, but not new to this.
Whatever this was.
So she decided to be honest with her. Helping to eliminate one blackguard wouldn’t do her any good if she put another on her tail.
“I didn’t,” she said.
“That’s not what I saw.”
“I’m not denying what you saw. Only, it wasn’t for you. I was there because I had my own quarrel with those men.”
“Really? Why?”
“It doesn’t matter. It’s personal. But when I saw – well, let’s say that I perceived that our interests coincided. And took steps accordingly.”
Valia smiled. “‘Took steps accordingly.’ Very prettily put.”
Portia glanced at the knife, without laying a hand on it. She’d assumed it would be at the bottom of the harbor by now. “Where did you get that?”
“From the neck of a very rotten scoundrel,” Valia said.
Portia threw a worried glance around, afraid that someone might have overheard this comment.
Valia laughed at her caution. “You are new to Black Port and to the sea.”
“What makes you think that?”
“A few reasons. I came looking for a stranger with red hair, and that led me to your door.”
“Oh.”
“But, more tellingly, anyone familiar with the waterfront would know well enough…dead bodies float.” She tapped the tabletop by the dagger’s tip. “If you kill someone here, you clean up after yourself. Otherwise, you might have the guard showing up, instead of me.”
“Oh,” she said again, flushing. “Uh…thank you.”
It seemed a ludicrous thing to say: here she was, thanking a rogue of the first order for helping her to conceal a murder. Her fifth, in one night.
Her head spun a little considering it.
Valia smiled. “You’re welcome. And don’t worry: no one got to it before me. The harbor master was too busy chasing empty boats and sifting through flotsam and jetsam to be bothered by anything on the shore.”
She spread her hands and a mischievous twinkle lit her eyes. “Apparently, there was some kind of hullabaloo last night. Someone stole a ship and sank it.”
“I’d heard that,” Portia said dryly, ignoring the appeal of the other woman’s impish expression. She was very pretty. No denying that. But a rogue, certainly.
“Strange business. Unfortunately, I slept through it all. Missed the excitement.”
Portia said nothing to that. She took her dagger and slipped it into the empty sheath. She’d meant to buy a new blade after breakfast. Now, she could save her coin.
“Well,” said Valia, getting to her feet, “I should be going. I’ve got a ship to provision before we set out. Pleasure to meet you, Portia. And I hope – whatever the nature of that personal problem – everything’s sorted now.”
Portia nodded. “It is. Thank you – and nice to meet you too, Valia Iceborn.”
Which might have been the end of their acquaintance, except at that moment the door opened and three figures stepped in.
One, Portia recognized: the guard, the man who had come to her aid the night before, Raif Ogre-son.
Two, Valia seemed to know, for a twitch of – was it fear? – passed over her face as she stared at them. They, however, did not seem to know her. They glanced over her without a second look.
Portia did something then that later she could not explain. It had been an impulse, a split-second decision based on the presence of guards and the glimpse of fear she’d had in the captain’s eyes.
She gestured to the seat from which Valia had just risen, and laughed and said, “By all means, join me. I’ve already had my breakfast, but I’m going to need another mug of this.”
Valia glanced back at her, and then sank into the seat, her back to the newcomers. The trio at the door moved to a table nearest the window.
All the while, Portia talked, her tone easy and unconcerned. It was the strangest thing she’d ever heard, she said, and no mistake about it: a captain heading out in such a mad hurry like that, just to light his own ship on fire in the process.
It took Valia a few moments to collect herself, but then she played along. Was it an accident, she wanted to know, what Portia had heard? She’d heard sabotage herself. She’d be posting extra men on the deck to keep watch, she would.
They carried on in this way, gossiping about the Whale’s demise like everyone else that morning. Portia flagged down the same girl who had brought her food and tea, and Valia ordered a breakfast of her own.
Meanwhile, the three at the window called the publican to them. It was the youngest of the trio, Portia saw: a man no older, and possibly younger, than herself. He spoke with a haughtiness that spoke of status if not good breeding.
He found the landlord’s step too slow, and his manner insufficiently respectful. Portia knew this, because the boy loudly proclaimed it.
The man apologized and bowed, and almost tripped over himself to oblige the group. Which proved her theory, anyway: status.
Raif, to judge by the perpetual grimace he wore while all of this unfolded, occupied the lowest tier in their hierarchy. He didn’t like what he saw, but he had no authority to change it.
Portia pretended to take a sip of her tea, and asked in a low tone, “Friends of yours?”
Valia glanced her over once and shook her head. “That’s the inquisitor everyone’s talking about.”
Portia blinked at that. The sinking of the Silver Whale had dominated most of the morning’s conversation and gossip, but she’d gleaned something of the inquisitor’s work so far, since it coincided with the topic of the day. Two men had died – two of Luca’s crew.
Valia threw a glance over her shoulder, and then asked, “What about that guardsman? He seems to know you.”
It was true. Now that the publican had gone, Raif’s attention had turned her way. He recognized her, that was clear. He seemed to be debating what to do or say.
She shook her head, almost imperceptibly. But the guardsman nodded anyway, like he’d understood her meaning.
Valia watched her with growing interest. “What’s that about?”
“We met,” Portia said.
“Really?”
“You remember the personal business I mentioned?”
“How could I forget?”
“That man was involved. Things may have got very ugly for me, except for him.”
Valia nodded slowly, like she was thinking it over and reading between the lines. Coming, Portia hoped, to the conclusion she wanted: Luca’s men had tried to interfere with her, and a city guardsman had stepped in to save the day.
Nothing suspicious about that. It, or things like it, probably happened every day, all over the city.
“Well,” Valia said in a moment, “it’s a small world, Black Port is. You never know who you’re going to run into here.”




Chapter Fourteen

Valia had exaggerated the ease with which she found the girl with the red hair. It had taken quite a bit of searching, and some hours. But when someone shows up out of nowhere to kill the man who would’ve wrecked her entire enterprise, well, Valia needed to know why.
So she’d searched until she found someone who had seen a stranger with red hair leaving lodgings on the wharf. He was one of the waterfront beggars, drunk more than he was sober, and he couldn’t recall which lodging house – not even for a payment, so Valia figured he was telling the truth.
She’d paid him for the information and prosecuted a search of every place along the way until she got here.
Portia had seemed surprised by her appearance, but not unduly. Anyone might be a little surprised, alarmed even, to find they’d been tracked from the scene of a crime to their lodgings by a fellow criminal.
Which was the part Valia still didn’t quite understand. Underworld types tended to have a certain feel to them, almost an aura. Imperceptible to the average person, but recognizable among their own.
Of course, it might have been her imagination, or some kind of half-baked superstition. But Valia hadn’t come by her instincts lightly. She, the daughter of an outlaw and a deserter, a child of No Man’s Land, had spent an entire lifetime honing them.
She had felt it in her own parents long before she could understand it – seen it, in the way they glanced over their shoulders, heard it in the way they spoke in furtive tones when anyone mentioned having spotted knights in the area. The way they kept religiously to that eternal borderland, that unclaimed area between the nations of North and South.
The way their eyes darted this way and that, the manner in which they kept their heads down and their voices low when ever need arose to cross into one or the other territory.
They had had that aura about them, her parents.
Her father had abandoned the Southern army during the purge of Alfheim, the massacre of that great city of elves. He knew better than most what that brutal force would do, if ever they got their hands on him.
Her mother had grown up stealing what she needed to survive and had known the fear of capture since birth. She had seen her own mother, Valia’s grandmother, lose her hands over a loaf of bread, and watched her starve to death afterwards.
They knew the dangers the world presented to people like them better than most, had her parents. They had the fear of it about them all their lives, and so had everyone they’d ever known. They never passed a moment in which it wasn’t somewhere in the periphery of their awareness.
Valia knew it well. She had spent her entire life with it herself, and she could recognize it at a glance. It was a knowledge respectable people, law-abiding people, didn’t have. A secret knowledge, known only to the few.
A badge of dishonor, worn in secret but with pride.
Her instinct for it had saved her life more than once. They’d diverted her down a safe path, away from a dangerous end. They’d alerted her to undercover guardsmen, and out of bad deals.
Right now, those instincts told her this girl – this fresh-faced, quick-thinking, pretty stranger – didn’t have an underworld feel to her.
Oh, certainly, she’d put a knife in a man’s neck. But that man was a criminal. More than that, he was a personal threat to Portia.
So in her head, anyway, Portia wouldn’t consider herself a criminal. What she’d done, she’d done in self-defense, and to a wicked man. She would think herself justified, as Valia thought her justified.
But there was something missing: the badge of dishonor.
No matter how you rationalized a thing, no matter what the ethics or morality of the moment, the law was the law. And killing a man, even a wicked man who would kill you at the first chance, on his own ship without provocation?
The law called that murder.
Portia didn’t act like a murderess should. There was no tell, no apprehension. Not even with a guardsman, a knight and an inquisitor in the room.
On the contrary, she’d invited Valia to sit with her. She carried on with conversation like nothing had happened.
Which meant…what?
Valia had met people like this before, the ones who were a cut above the rest. The ones who could master their unease and control their fear. She flattered herself that she was one of them.
And so far, at least, her career had borne her out. She’d operated under the nose of the port authorities for years.
She’d smuggled goods, whisked refugees to safety, and helped herself to the odd imperial shipment. She’d rescued elves and dragons from the clutches of the king and his men – the Southern king, and the Northern one too.
And no one had caught her yet.
She’d learned to stop looking over her shoulder, or at least to be discreet about it when she did. She’d learned to ape the ease of respectable people, to walk like a woman with a clear conscience.
She wasn’t the only criminal on her own ship to do it, much less in Black Port. So maybe that explained Portia.
Maybe Portia had learned to hide the badge too.
Or maybe it was a different badge this fresh-faced stranger hid, a far more respectable one. Maybe she, like Spyros, had come to Black Port on some undercover assignment.
This operation, whatever it was, had brought an inquisitor and at least one knight protector to the city. So maybe it had brought two. Maybe it had brought Portia as well as Spyros.
But no. No knight protector would offer a seat to someone who had killed in front of them, the way she had killed in front of Portia.
She thought of Spyros, and the contempt with which he treated those he considered beneath him. She tried to imagine him, in the scenario she’d painted Portia.
Killing his enemies? Certainly, she could see that. No question of it.
But associating with criminals like her? Offering a seat to the riffraff, to shield them from unfriendly eyes? That she couldn’t see. Not Spyros. Not any knight of the realm.
Not without damned good cause. A lot more cause than we briefly shared a mutual enemy.
So who was this Portia, and what was her angle?
That was the question Valia tried to answer as she listened to the other woman’s easy chatter, and responded in turn.
They made a good show of it, the pair of them playing at casual gossip. No one would have guessed they knew more than they let on, much less had any hand in the events of the night.
Valia’s breakfast came, and she let Portia carry the conversation. Now, the young woman was asking about employment opportunities. She’d heard there were jobs to be had on the waterfront, she said, and there certainly weren’t any where she was from.
She named a town, a small inland farming community several days’ ride from Black Port. Valia had never been there, but she’d passed it a few times: a ramshackle little place, full of poverty and want.
The kind of town that bred farmers and herders, foragers and hunters. Some of them would know how to use weapons, maybe even well. Maybe well enough to throw a knife into someone’s neck from the other side of the wharf.
Maybe.
While she attended Portia’s words, and even offered a word here, or a question there, she also tried to eavesdrop on the table behind her.
This proved a mostly useless endeavor, in the first because the conversation at her own table demanded too much of her attention, and in the second, because the inquisitor – in whom she was primarily interested – said hardly two words together.
Neither, for that matter, did the guardsman. Spyros did the majority of the talking, and the lion’s share of that seemed to be devoted to complaints.
The kitchen wench was insolent, the landlord incompetent, the food unfit for human consumption. They, none of them, showed the inquisitor the respect she was due. If it were up to him, they’d all be flogged.
Not a word did any of them mention about their purpose or plans for the morning.
While Portia and Valia were engaging in their charade, and Raif sat eating his breakfast and dreaming happily of strangling young Spyros, Darya’s morning had begun in an altogether different fashion.
She’d been roused by Olga shortly before dawn. The other woman had been slipping back into their shared rooms, and the sound of a door opening at that early hour brought Darya’s heart in her mouth.
She was awake and out of bed in an instant, only to find her flat mate by the door, wearing a dark cowl and cloak.
She lowered the hood and smiled sheepishly. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”
Darya stared at her in the dim moon light that filtered into their apartment. The longer she stared, the more she picked up. Olga had donned trousers and had a blade at her belt. In her hand, she held a kit of some kind of tools, wrapped in black fabric.
“Then why are you dressed like that? What’s going on?”
Olga smiled again, a shadowy expression in the sparse light. “Don’t worry about it, Darya.”
“Don’t worry about it? In Marya’s name, what’s going on? Are you a thief?”
She had never before asked Olga explicitly what it was that she did. She’d assumed she was another working girl like herself, taking jobs as they suited her. Some legal, some not. But she’d never pressed because it didn’t impact her.
Now, the sight of that kit and the dagger made her reconsider. The city guard may or may not write someone up for solicitation, but they wouldn’t bust her door down over it. But thievery?
In a heartbeat. And what’s more, they’d try their damndest to pin the crime on anyone else in the vicinity. Not out of particular malice, but because the city watch lacked the imagination to suppose two people might genuinely share a space and be ignorant of each other’s criminal endeavors.
“Darya, don’t worry about it,” Olga said in a moment, slipping the kit into a pocket in her dark clothes.
“Those are picks, aren’t they?” Darya asked. She’d seen the odd burglar now and again, some strung up for the crows to feed on, and others prowling the roofs at night. Once, she’d served a pair of them at The Black Dragon.
Rough men, wiry and cautious. They’d been exchanging moneys, probably after a visit to their fence. But she’d caught sight of a kit on their table of similar size and shape to the one Olga had. It had been full of picks, a variety of shapes and sizes meant to mimic the protrusions and slots of a key.
“I told you: you don’t need to concern yourself with it.”
Darya had groaned at this, for it might as well have been an admission of guilt. “If the guard catch wind of this,” she said, “we’re both done for. You know that, right?”
“They won’t,” came Olga’s reply. “Leastwise, not on account of me and my mouth.”
There had been something so pointed in the tone, to say nothing of the words, that Darya had scowled at the other woman. “You think I’m going to blab about this? You think I want that kind of trouble?”
“I hope not,” Olga said.
“Of course not.”
“Good. Well, as long as you keep your mouth shut to that watch boyfriend of yours, we should be fine.”
“Raif?” Darya snorted. “He’s not my boyfriend. And I’m not the one putting us in danger. A thief, Olga? Come on. You’ve seen the executioner’s chimes like anyone else. You know what they do to thieves here.”
Executioner’s chimes was what the locals called the scene at execution dock following a full day’s work, with bodies dangling from rope and swinging side to side in the wind. A grim sight.
And the local guild of thieves had occupied plenty of space on those gallows of late, thievery being one of the vices Mayor Crassus would not abide. He hadn’t rooted it all out of course. Not yet.
But he put a good deal of effort into it. Darya knew about it for Raif had mentioned it more than once. And not just Raif, but some of her other clients as well.
“Go back to bed, Darya,” Olga said. “Don’t mind my concerns, and you’ll be that much the happier for it.”
Which sounded almost like a threat to the young woman. She stared at her flat mate. “Are you – are you threatening me, Olga?”
Olga laughed, lightly and easily. “Of course not, you goose. Threatening you? Marya above, your fears are getting to your head. I only mean that if you don’t think of it, you won’t worry about it.”
Darya didn’t know that she believed that. There’d been an edge to the woman’s voice, now gone, that seemed at odds with her airy tones of the moment.
Olga took a step toward her and reached out a hand. Taking Darya’s in her own, she pressed her palm. “Look, you know I’ve never told you what I did. Well, with good reason. I didn’t want you to worry.
“But if it’s any comfort, I’m not a common thief. I’m – you might call me a specialist. I take assignments and retrieve things. Usually, things people have no business with in the first place.
“And I’m very good at my job. So you really need not fear, for my safety or yours.”
And there they’d left the matter. Olga had returned to her room and urged Darya to do the same. The young woman, however, had been unable to do so.
She’d stayed up, watching the sunrise and worrying about this new intelligence. She decided that she must have misjudged her roommate’s tone. Olga had been annoyed with her, but that had been the extent of it.
There had been no threat implied.
Still, the entire business made her uneasy. Whatever Olga might say about her own talents, and however true her estimation of them, everyone’s luck ran out eventually.
Which, of course, she recognized as rich coming from someone involved with Black Wyvern. Who was she to criticize Olga’s methods of earning a living when she put her life on the line for no advantage whatever?
Would the guard, if they busted down her door in search of links to Black Wyvern, believe that Olga knew nothing of the organization?
Probably not. And so, she chided herself, she had no business being angry with her roommate. Not when she was at least as guilty of imperiling them both.
Still, she couldn’t feel easy about any of this. So she spent her morning thinking and watching the sea, watching the docks wake, watching men and women run to and fro.
She thought, sometimes, of getting on one of those ships and never coming back. But where would she go, if not Black Port? What would she do in some other town that she could not do here?
She was a good worker, and a hard worker, but that counted for very little in the South these days.
She had money put by, but not a lot of it. She had skills, but nothing out of the common way. She had looks, above average maybe, but beauty only went so far. And age always caught up to you, sooner or later.
No, she thought, there was nothing for her out upon the sea that there wasn’t here. It would be drudgery and diminishing prospects. Better here, where she knew the place, than on some unknown shore, where she would be a stranger.
She was still staring out to sea when Olga rose. The young woman looked tired, and mildly surprised to see her peering out the window.
She stifled a yawn, and asked, “Everything okay?”
“Yes.”
Olga regarded her curiously but moved on. She rubbed her eyes, though that did nothing for the redness or dark circles under them. “Is there any coffee?”
“No,” Darya said. “Not on.”
“Do you want any?”
“Sure. Thank you.”
Olga set to work heating water for brewing. “Did you hear the news?” she called as she worked.
“What news?”
“About the Silver Whale. Luca’s ship.”
“No. What about it?”
Olga told her the story, and Darya listened with interest.
“But who would have done it?” she asked when the other woman finished.
“I haven’t the faintest idea, although I suppose that’s what the city watch crawling all over the place means to find out. More power to them, if they can. Whoever it was seems to have covered their tracks pretty well.”
“How do you know all this?”
Olga shrugged. “I happened to be in the area this morning. On business.”
Darya shuddered at that but said nothing.
“The place was in an uproar. I ended up having to return home. Empty-handed, I suppose you’ll be relieved to hear.”
Darya laughed at that. “I’m sorry, Olga. I didn’t mean to snap at you earlier. Just – well, I was scared is all.”
The other woman smiled at her. “Don’t worry about it, you goose. If it weren’t the devil’s own work to make a living in this city, believe me, I should do just about anything else myself. But ours is to do the best we can, and no more.”
This seemed to be some saying, for she intoned it in a half-serious, half-mocking fashion. Darya had not heard it before, herself, but she had no knowledge of the world beyond Black Port – its many sayings, and ways, and customs.
So she said, “You sound like a priest. Next you’ll be giving a sermon on gratitude.”
Olga laughed. “Yes. But only if you provoke me.”
“Well then, Marya as my witness, I shall not.”




Chapter Fifteen

Portia watched the trio from time to time as she and Valia spoke.
Raif had seemed to understand her signal. As near as she could tell, he’d given no sign whatever to his companions that he recognized her, much less that she too was another servant of the king’s.
He ate his food quickly, like a wolf half-starved, and regarded his companions as little as possible.
The others took more time about eating. The inquisitor picked through her plate thoughtfully and said little.
The knight, a young man whose acquaintance she felt privileged never to have made, curled up his lip and contemplated his plate with disgust. Every mouthful elicited some new complaint.
The food – if it could be called that – was too soggy, or too burned, or too greasy. It would be better fed to pigs and dogs than to men. The kitchen staff should be put up on charges for trying to pass this off as a meal, and so on.
At first Portia wondered how he’d ever survived his time at academy, or as a squire. How had he managed to get by on fare from the dining halls and camp kitchens, if fried eggs and root vegetables could infuriate him?
Then she realized he was probably the scion of some great house, a wealthy boy whose money had earned him a place here. It explained why he looked so young – because he was.
He’d jumped the line. No years of rigorous academy training, no exacting service as a squire. His father would be a lord, or maybe a general, or some other so-called great man, with the influence and purse to buy him a commission.
No bland academy meals, no dried bean and foraged root stews for him. He’d have eaten camp food, but it would be hunted meat, prepared by one of his party. His own squire, maybe, or a common soldier.
A man in years, she thought, but a pampered boy at heart. Well, this would be an eye-opening experience, to see how the rest of the South lived.
Not one he seemed to be enjoying, either.
She could see the irritation in Raif’s expression as the knight spoke, but his complaints eventually got through to the inquisitor too. She looked up sharply from her plate, and declared, “The gods try us all, Spyros. Do try to forbear with a little more grace. Or silence at least.”
That elicited a smile from Raif, though he fought to hide it. His lips twitched upward, and then tugged downward in a scowl – overcompensation that did nothing to conceal the twinkle in his eye.
Portia almost laughed at that. She wondered if she would be stuck working with this knight as her mission progressed. The inquisitor seemed to have a good head on her shoulders, as much as she could tell at a glance anyway. But Spyros would try a saint’s patience.
“What kind of work are you hoping to find here?” Valia asked, drawing her back to the conversation.
She had, she realized let it lapse for a few moments. “Oh, anything really, as long as the pay is decent. Preferably something that doesn’t involve fish guts, but I’ll take what I can get.”
Valia laughed and said that if she didn’t want to deal with fish guts, she had better look at finding a berth, or a job loading and unloading freight.
“Otherwise, it’ll be one of the fisheries for you, like as not.”
They went on talking, with Valia telling her of life at sea, and that she preferred it to anything on land.
The inquisitor, meanwhile, shortly finished her meal and declared she wanted to be off. This, she said in a pointed way toward Spyros, with a nod at his mostly full plate.
The boy knight declared himself quite full, and she shook her head, but said nothing. Then she laid out coins to cover the meals, and they departed.
Whereupon Valia finished her own plate with a good deal of haste and set down enough coin to cover her own meal and Portia’s. “I should be going. But thank you for the invitation. Always a pleasure to make a new acquaintance.”
Portia smiled at that. The captain, she thought, could be a politician with how artfully she bent words to convey meanings beyond the surface level.
“Likewise,” she said. “I hope yours is a good day.”
Valia started to rise, saying that she was sure it would be. Portia missed the rest of the words, though. A flash of silver caught her eye, as a pendant slipped out of the captain’s shirt.
A flood of sensation washed over her at the sight of that little silver and gem encrusted bauble. Her ears hummed. Her eyes seemed to lose focus for anything else in the world.
All she could see – and hear – was that pendant.
A hiss of air passed through her teeth, sounding a thousand miles away to her – a whisper, from another world. No wonder Valia hadn’t wanted to run into an inquisitor. This was no mere trinket hanging around her neck.
This was a magical pendant, carrying a powerful enchantment. Illegal to own. Highly illegal.
Beyond illegal. An automatic death sentence, and probably worse.
Probably a visit to the interrogator’s chambers first, with an inquisitor overseeing the questioning. Then, when that was done, a final trip to the town square for execution.
Not by axe, or rope, or firing squad, either. This would be a pyre.
Death by burning.
The captain snatched the pendant away. The noise in Portia’s ears seemed to die as soon as Valia’s hand closed over the stone. The world came into focus again.
Portia glanced upward, a quick, wary glance at the woman who owned this terrible, forbidden thing. The captain was regarding her with a curious gaze, not quite suspicion, but – well, Portia didn’t quite know. Surprise, maybe.
For a moment the women’s eyes locked. A strange moment, like a conversation without words. An exchange of thoughts in the blink of an eye.
I know.
I know you know.
Well?
Well what? This has turned into an interesting morning is all.
It was imagination, of course. No one could speak by thought alone. It was some perverse deception, a trick of that wretched little bauble.
She had been warned, like every other child of the empire, about the evils of magic, about how it could drive sane men to madness, good ones to perfidy, courageous knights to cowardice.
It was why, grim though their methods were, inquisitors did the work they did. The degree of brutality they employed was proportional to the degree of harm posed to the empire. It had been among the first lessons she’d learned as a child.
Valia smiled and slipped the pendant back under her shirt. “Well,” she said, “hasn’t this been an interesting morning. You have yourself a good day, Portia.”
Then she turned and walked out of the door.
Valia almost laughed to herself as she left the lodging house’s public eatery. That explained everything, didn’t it?
Of course the girl had seemed off. Of course she knew how to use a weapon, and use it well.
She was part elf.
Not a full blood. She had a human parent or grandparent in there somewhere. Her ears with their rounded tops were testament to that – or else, a testament to the work of a damned good surgeon, who had managed to lop the tips off without leaving scars.
Either way, she passed for fully human. But no human alive would have responded to that pendant the way she had. Her entire demeanor had changed at the sight of it.
And that had been before the telepathic exchange, which more or less sealed the matter.
Valia was not herself an elf, nor did she have any elven ancestry. More was the pity, she thought, for she might have been able to use artifacts like her amulet to far greater purpose if she had that natural and innate magical ability that blessed the elves.
But she’d ferried enough men and women of those ancient bloodlines to safety to recognize their affinity to magic. It was an affinity that not even inquisitors, with their years of training, could match.
She made her way back to the Ice Kraken and was no less amused by how things had played by time she reached her destination. She couldn’t share it with the rest of the crew.
But Trygve would find the humor in it, she knew. She had spent her morning in pursuit of a woman she feared might pose a threat to her elf-rescuing schemes, only to find the woman was herself an elf.
The gods had a sense of humor sometimes.
And sometimes, a sense of irony. Her welcome to the Ice Kraken came in the form of an overwrought port worker and Antonius engaging in a heated discussion about the finer parts of harbor law.
Which was to say, a screaming match in which the harbor man threatened to show Antonius the business end of the lash, and Antonius dared him to try. “It’ll be the last thing you do, my lad.”
“I’ve got orders to search every vessel in these here waters, and by thunder, I’m going to do it,” said the harbor man. “And the gods help the man who tries to stop me.”
“That man’s not me,” returned Antonius, “except in reminding you that it’s against the law to search a ship without its captain present. And ours ain’t. So you’ll either wait in peace, or I’ll throw you overboard to feed the fish, as a common trespasser.”
“Now you look here, I haven’t time to wait for your captain to get back from wherever she’s gone off to. I’ve got five more ships waiting on inspection.”
How long this might have gone on before they finally made good on their threats, Valia neither knew nor wanted to know. She strode onto the deck and cleared her throat. The harbor man snorted with satisfaction, as if he’d made his point.
Antonius told her, “This fellow wanted to go poking about the ship while you were away, boss.”
The fellow in question introduced himself as Vlasis, a lieutenant with the imperial navy. And with a few curt words, he made his demands known.
He’d been assigned the task of searching the ships on this and the neighboring docks. He meant to search the Ice Kraken then and there.
“I would,” he added curtly, “have already finished, if your watchdog there hadn’t decided to waste both of our time.”
Winking at Antonius, she made a vague sympathetic noise, and told Vlasis that, as she was there now, they could at least settle the matter.
He regarded her with cool disapprobation, but in a moment sniffed and said, “Right. And you can be sure, Captain, after a showing like that, I’ll be paying particular attention to this here vessel. No one what’s got nothing to hide goes through as much effort to hide it as that young fellow there.”
Valia bit the inside of her cheek to hide her smile, and declared, “You must do your duty, certainly, sir. But I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed if you expect to find anything on the Ice Kraken.”
Antonius studied his boots at that, and Valia decided it would be best to get the inspection underway before the young man’s guilt gave them away.
“But, lead on: we are at your disposal.”
Vlasis made a production of it from there, ordering everyone onto the main deck, where they could not interfere in his work. Then, when the crew had assembled, he told them to stay put.
Finally, he and Valia proceeded on the tour. They started below decks, checking the storerooms and crew’s quarters.
Vlasis spent a good deal of time rifling through the chests and sacks he found, taking care not to wreck anything lest his boss hear of that. But he meant to leave nothing to chance or trust. That was clear.
Still, he found nothing, for Valia was not a fool. She didn’t hide contraband in the open. Indeed, she suspected Vlasis didn’t expect to find anything, but rather to inconvenience her and her crew as he felt himself inconvenienced by the crew.
Finally, though, the inspection below decks wrapped up. “Now that leaves the cabin,” he said.
If he expected any kind of reaction here, he must have been disappointed. For she shrugged. “As I say…lead on.”
He snorted and marched into the cabin, stomping this way and that, pulling open drawers and checking a dresser she had bolted to the floor. All the while blind to the hidden compartment at his feet. 
Finally, disappointed but not apparently surprised, he declared, “Well, it would seem your ship passed the inspection.”
She smiled. “As I told you it would.”
“This time,” he added. “But we’ll be keeping an eye on you.”
“I would expect nothing less from such a stalwart man of duty,” she said.
And, scowling, the harbor man took his leave, no wiser to Ceridwen’s presence than before.




Chapter Sixteen

Raif passed the rest of the morning and the early part of the afternoon on his feet. Now, with the sun setting, he seemed buried up to his eyeballs in paperwork. The inquisitor might do as she pleased, but someone had to make an official account of it.
That someone being him.
Commander Romilius had made that plain. He'd called Raif into his office, and first demanded an account for his own ears.
Raif had given it – brief, with no undue focus on the long hours they’d wasted aimlessly scouring the waterfront looking for signs of whoever had done in the Luca ship, and no mention of his own frustration and exhaustion.
He wasn’t forbearing for the sake of being a good soldier. He didn’t feel like a good soldier. He felt footsore, overworked, underpaid and somewhat grumpy. But Romilius wouldn’t want to hear it and wouldn’t care either way.
So Raif kept his complaints to himself.
“The inquisitor has it in her head that Luca’s ship is connected somehow with this business she’s here about,” he told his boss, exerting a good deal of effort to keep his own feelings – his skepticism – on the matter out of his tone.
“Which is what, exactly?” Romilius asked.
“I’m hanged if I know, sir. She says she’s here on a matter that could ‘well sink the empire,’ and that’s as much as I know, for she’s let no more than that slip. Not to me, anyway. I've a feeling that knight knows more, but he’s buttoned up tighter than the royal treasury.”
Romilius tapped his fingers on the desk. “Well, I suppose that’s for the best. If this is above our paygrade, we can’t be held to account for it if something goes wrong, can we?”
“Do you expect something to go wrong, sir?”
“Of course not. But – well, if there’s piracy involved, they're a slippery lot.”
“Piracy?” Raif repeated. To his mind, calling piracy, the plague of every water faring people, a threat to the empire seemed a stretch of prodigious proportions. “But the inquisitor said–”
Romilius dismissed this with a curt gesture – a brief, impatient wave of his hand. “Yes, but they all say that, don’t they? I’ve yet to meet the inquisitor whose every whim was anything less than a matter of national security.”
Then, he seemed to remember himself, because he smiled. “Of course, I don’t doubt that it is. The whims of inquisitors are not like yours and mine, Raif, and don’t you forget it. They eat, sleep and breathe great matters.
“Even if common men like ourselves don’t see it right off. So, if this inquisitor of yours tells you that pirates are a threat to the security of the empire, well, I'm sure they are.”
Raif did not argue with his superior, either to point out that Augusta had not mentioned piracy, or to debate the threat pirates posed to the empire.
Romilius went on. “You’ve done a good job, Raif. Made yourself useful to the king’s emissary, and not gone and put your nose where it doesn’t belong. You’ve worked hard without complaint, and from what I hear, Inquisitor Augusta is pleased with you.
“Keep it up, and I think we may safely say that any past indiscretions will soon be entirely forgotten.”
This promise, and the thought of his lost rank and pay restored, kept Raif working long into the night. Finally, his reports filed, he stumbled wearily home for the first sleep in almost forty-eight hours.
He slept dreamlessly until the seventh bell of morning, at which time his landlady knocked at the door. “Mr. Raif? Time for you to be getting up now.”
She was a good woman, old Callista, who would rouse her tenants at whatever hour they so desired at no extra fee, and have a piping hot breakfast ready too for a few extra coppers. He forwent the breakfast that particular morning.
Augusta had urged him to make an early start, and, weary though he was, he had no desire to annoy an inquisitor. Especially not since his conversation with Romilius the night before, and their hints about his promotion.
He shaved and dressed, and headed out into a blustery morning. Dark clouds had rolled in from the bay and blanketed the entire city in severe gray. The wind whipped this way and that, and even in the safety of the port the waters churned.
He drew his cloak tight around himself and walked with a quick step. He found the inquisitor in the dining room of her lodging house, speaking in low tones with Spyros.
The young knight grimaced at the sight of him, but Augusta said, “Ah, the very man I was looking for. I have a new plan of inquiry for the day.”
“Ma’am?”
She gestured for him to take a seat, which he did – and earned another foul glance from Spyros in the process.
“Are you much of a fisher, Raif?” she asked.
“No ma’am, can’t say that I have the time for it.”
She nodded. “Well, I suppose you’ve seen people fishing at least, from docks and pleasure craft by the shores?”
He confirmed that he had.
“Now, these people, they dangle a line into the water with a little bait, and hope the fish bite. Sometimes they do, and sometimes they don’t.”
Raif nodded, following the analogy so far. They were the fishers, trying to lure in whoever it was that had targeted Captain Luca. He couldn’t quite make out what their bait had been, but he supposed the analogy only extended so far.
“When the fish don’t bite, you have three choices: change your spot, change your tactics, or go home.
“We’re not going home.”
“No ma’am,” he agreed.
“And we’re not changing spots. We know the fish are here. They’re just not biting. So we change tactics. Instead of casting a line, we spread a net.”
Here, she lost him. How could you spread a net when you didn’t know what it was you were trying to catch? Even if you somehow caught them, how would you know?
He said nothing, though, trusting that she would explain. And in a moment, getting no response, she did.
“We’re going to spread a net to catch up all the criminal elements in Black Port.”
“We’re going to need a very large net,” Spyros remarked dryly.
“Indeed,” she said, with no hint of amusement in her tone. “A very large net. But, if we spread it wide enough, we should get our man.”
“But even if we do catch him, how will we know we’ve got him?”
Spyros sighed just under his breath, a quick, impatient noise.
Augusta smiled in a patient way, like one might when explaining something to a child. “I’ll give you a hint: it’s right there in my title. Inquisitor. We’re going to inquire.”
“Yes, but…well, not meaning to be impertinent, ma’am, but I don’t think our criminal, whoever he is, is going to level with you just because you ask.”
“Oh, I shouldn’t worry about that, Raif. I’m very persuasive.”
Raif stared skeptically, and Spyros said, “She’s not just going to ask, you halfwit.”
Augusta tutted. “Spyros, dear boy, we must get some more coffee into you. Why don’t you go and see about getting us another pot, and some more toast as well? Raif and I will discuss his part in today’s venture.”
Spyros’s jaw clenched and unclenched, and his cheeks turned bright red. But he forced a smile and got to his feet. “Of course, Inquisitor.”
Augusta watched him leave, then shook her head. “You know, I don’t think he’s overfond of you, Raif. But no matter.
“What I need from you is knowledge. You’ve arrested many of the low lives around here, haven’t you?”
He said that he had, but that anyone who was back on the streets had either been cleared of wrongdoing or served their sentence, paid their fine, or otherwise compensated the public for their crimes.
She ignored this last bit. “Good. And you know where they might be found?”
“Ma’am?”
“The criminal element.”
Here, he paused and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Of course there were rumors, and open secrets, and general suspicions. But he was a member of the city watch. He needed more than that to interfere with someone’s ostensibly legal activities.
She prompted, “Well?”
“I don’t fully understand, ma’am. Anyone caught in the commission of a crime, or reasonably suspected of it, is arrested.”
She snorted. “But there are those who are suspected, but not arrested.”
“Yes, of course. But there is no evidence –”
“Your rules apply to you, guardsman. I am an inquisitor. You have a standard of evidence you must meet. I need only suspicion. In this case, your suspicion, for you know the area better than I.
“You will tell me who here is known to be involved in criminal endeavors, or rumored to be, or suspected of it. You will tell me whom you and your colleagues have arrested in the past, and who you think should have been arrested.”
“For what crimes?”
“Any crimes. Pickpocketing, solicitation, smuggling, theft, debauchery, murder. Anything and everything.”
He licked his lips nervously. It was one thing, in his mind, to bend the rules to look at those who had committed serious infractions. But pickpockets? Thieves? What had they to do with any of this?
“And you – you will question them?”
She nodded. “Each and every one.”
“But surely…well, I don’t mean to second guess you Inquisitor, of course. But surely a pickpocket has no bearing on your investigation.”
“A wide net,” she said again. “As wide a net as we need cast, and then we shall examine everything snared in our net. Great or small, we’ll look it over.
“Someone will know something. A little fish may know nothing of the doings of the big fish, but still he might have seen its comings and goings. And with the right questions, he’ll lead us to our quarry.”
Aside from Raif, Augusta drafted four men of the city watch into her service. Commander Romilius offered no word of protest, though Raif could see the protest clear enough in his eyes.
Whatever his personal thoughts, the commander handed over the men, and bade them do whatever the inquisitor told them.
As to that, they got the same speech Raif had heard, except that they reported to him. Which went some way to lessening his unease.
He didn’t like the situation, and he didn’t like the idea of harassing the honest and semi-honest folk of the waterfront, but at least he could monitor and control the situation.
He could ensure the men weren’t rough and didn’t forget that they followed a book of rules even if the inquisitor didn’t.
And what would a few questions hurt anyone, anyway? Sure, it’d scare people to be hauled in to speak to an inquisitor.
It’d scare him right enough, and he had no dark secrets he needed to conceal, no evil conspiracies he needed to keep hidden.
But that was the power of the inquisitor, wasn’t it? Few indeed would sit before her and conceal anything, especially if it didn’t directly pertain to their own interests. Her wide net and the little fish she might snare might truly lead them to the big fish, even if it evaded capture in this first go-round.
It was Spyros, of all of this, who worried Raif. The young knight was keen to move beyond words, and into more aggressive techniques.
“We’ve spent enough time, haven’t we, Inquisitor? You are authorized to question by whatever means you see fit.”
Raif had begun by disliking the boy. Now, he positively despised him. This mission of the inquisitor’s, whatever it was, seemed also to be his mission, though they’d been dispatched separately.
Spyros had come undercover to pursue some line of inquiry related to Augusta’s, and promptly given himself away. Raif didn’t know the details, but he’d established that much from comments exchanged by the pair.
Now, perhaps eager to save face for his own failures or jealous of Raif’s growing role in the case, Spyros had taken an increasingly aggressive stance on unearthing the truth.
There was no point, he said, in dillydallying around. If they were targeting the dregs of society, they could afford to get a little rough.
“And no one ever made an omelet without first cracking a few eggs.”
“Yes, dear boy,” Augusta said, “but getting the truth out of men is somewhat more complex than making breakfast.”
The response had Spyros glaring daggers at anyone foolhardy enough to cross his path, but it set Raif’s mind at ease. Augusta had the power to do whatever she wanted, to whomever she liked.
But her dismissal of Spyros seemed to indicate she had no intention of employing the darker means at her disposal. So Raif went about his business grateful that Augusta, and not Spyros, directed the mission.
It lasted all through that first day. He and his new reports rounded up everyone they saw who they had ever arrested, or seen arrested, or witnessed in the commission of some crime for which they hadn’t been taken in.
Where he could, Raif ignored the women of the night, and he glanced past the men who had been apprehended for brawls and public drunkenness, the boys who had been picked up for lifting a loaf of bread or picking a pocket.
Whatever Augusta’s demeanor, whatever she said about her wide net, some sense told him it was easier to leave a person out of something in the beginning than free them later on.
Still, he couldn’t turn a blind eye to everyone, nor could he order his men to do so. Not without putting his own hide on the line, and for no purpose: replace Raif, and Spyros or someone like him would take his place.
And that would bode no good for anyone. Not Raif himself, and not the people of Black Port.
The detainments provoked a good deal of angst among the detainees and any who cared thruppence about them. There was much weeping and shaking, and many pleas for mercy.
“Now, you needn’t carry on like that,” he and his men would say. “It’s just a few questions. Answer true, and you’ve nothing to fear.”
Or, “Look, my lad, there’s no point in that. Tell the inquisitor what she needs to know, and you’ll be free as a bird.”
Or, “Now, now, mother, no point in tears, are there? Just a few questions. You’ll be home in time for tea, you mark my words.”
The prisoners – or, detainees, as Raif preferred to call them – were taken to a warehouse. How Augusta had gotten her hands on a warehouse, well, he didn’t rightly know, except that she was an inquisitor, and as such her word may as well have been law.
The place was empty, and so there was ample room to separate the detainees. Raif had a man drawing up a sheet for each person, with their rap sheet or reputation, whatever it was.
If a man had been arrested for forgery, it went on the sheet. If he was known also to beat his wife, or threaten the neighborhood youth, it went on the sheet too, even if he had never been put up on charges for it.
There were many men and women, boys and girls, and many sheets.
Augusta took them one at a time to an office where once some kind of manager had overseen the place. They would follow Spyros, trembling and casting longing glances at the doors.
They would disappear into that back office. And then, sometime later, they would reemerge – pale, shaken, and moving so speedily for freedom that they might have outpaced a fox.
It went on this fashion for hours. Raif came and went with detainees, finding some of his gone, and new ones brought in his absence. But aside from the terror of those rounded up in this fashion, no harm came of it.
Not until the fourth bell of the afternoon. Raif had handed for processing off a trio of cutpurses, all of them pale of countenance and trembling in form.
He paused to take a sip of water and a bit of dried meat, for his exertions had been tireless. He took his time with the victuals, for the afternoon had grown colder yet, and a space by a fire was welcome.
He ate and drank, and had made up his mind to go out again when a scream made him jump to his feet. It had come from the inquisitor’s office: the high, anguished sound of someone in a good deal of pain.
Raif took off at a run, his mind processing the scream as he went. His first instinct had been that the inquisitor had come to some harm.
But he reevaluated his position as he went. The scream had been a man’s or a boy’s. He was almost sure of it.
Spyros, then. One of the prisoners had attacked their captors. Someone must have smuggled a dagger in, under Raif or his fellow guard’s noses.
Gods above. There’d be hell to pay for that if Spyros survived his wound. He felt himself hoping, wickedly, that the young knight would not survive.
Then he chided himself for such an evil thought. Insufferable, miserable, inflexible though the young man might be, he didn’t deserve death. Whatever came of the incident, however it impacted Raif himself.
The scream sounded again, louder and more plaintive than ever. Definitely a boy’s voice. No question of that: a boy, not a man, for the tones were too young and high.
A boy in a paroxysm of agony.
Raif ran the faster at that, and burst into the room, his own blade drawn. He entered with killing on his mind, intent on putting down whatever prisoner he found on the other side of the door.
So it took his mind a few moments to catch up, to process what his eyes beheld. There was a prisoner here, alright. But he was bound to a chair, blood running from the stumps of two fingers.
Spyros was here too, but not in danger, and not in pain. Spyros held a dagger that dripped with blood. Augusta sat behind the desk, watching the entire business unfold.
As for the boy’s fingers, they lay on the floor in little pools of blood beneath his chair. Recently cut. Still bleeding.
“Raif,” Augusta said, her tone sharp, “what are you doing here?”
“I heard screaming,” he said, his thoughts still struggling to come up to speed. “I thought you or Spyros had been attacked…”
He trailed off staring at the boy, who writhed against his bonds. He recognized him: a local boy, Something McPhearson, whom he’d picked up a season ago for pinching a seaman’s purse. There’d been alcohol involved, if he remembered right, and a dare.
“Please,” McPhearson sobbed, “please, no more. I don’t know anything else. Please.”
“You’re not needed,” Augusta said. “Everything’s under control.”
“Back to work,” Spyros ordered. “You’re interrupting an interrogation.”
“You…why?” was all Raif could manage.
“Out,” Spyros said, his tone sharper.
“He’s just a boy,” Raif protested.
Augusta got to her feet at this and took two quick strides toward him. Anger flashed across her face. Her eyes burned.
“I said, go,” she said, and her voice sounded cold as ice.
“He’s just a boy,” Raif said again, his own voice trembling from fear. “He doesn’t know anything.”
Augusta’s eyes flashed, and she opened her mouth to speak. Then she seemed to think better of it. She turned to the boy McPhearson.
“You’re right. Let him go, Spyros. He doesn’t know anything.”
“Let him go?” Spyros repeated incredulously. “But –”
“Now,” she snapped.
The knight hastened to obey, but threw a black look Raif’s way. McPhearson, meanwhile, fell to thanking his torturers for their mercy in sobbing, plaintive tones.
Augusta watched him struggle out of his seat. She let him take a step, and another. Then, fast as a bolt of lightning, fire leaped from her fingers.
The boy burst into flame, and he stumbled blindly this way and that before collapsing. His thanks turned to screams, and then, as the fire consumed him, nothing at all. He writhed for a moment on the ground, and then even that stopped.
Smoke and the putrid stink of burnt flesh filled the room. Now Augusta turned her gaze back to Raif.
“There,” she said, “I’ve ended his suffering. Are you happy?”
He found no words in the long few seconds that passed. When he did speak, his voice sounded like another man’s whisper. “You…you killed him.”
“Yes,” she said, without the slightest hint of compunction. “You were right: he didn’t know anything further.”
“You killed him,” he said again.
“Yes. Now go, Raif. I like you, and I know this is all very new to you. So I’ll make an allowance for your impertinence and defiance, this once.
“But go now and get back to your duties. I’ll not warn you a second time.”




Chapter Seventeen

The inquisitor’s reign of terror began that night. Four people she brought to the city square, in view of the mayor’s great manor, and four people she burned to death on pyres.
Raif had gone out of the warehouse as she’d bidden him, but not back to his work. He’d stumbled out into the street and promptly lost everything he’d just eaten all over the boardwalk. Then he wandered blind with guilt and terror for some hours.
He didn’t see the burning and the pyres in the city square, but he heard about it. It was all anyone talked about – those who still dared to be on the streets and in the pubs.
That changed as the days wore on, and the burnings continued. Fewer people came out. Fewer people talked when they were out, except in whispers. And even those became fleeting.
Neighbors eyed each other with suspicion and fear, wondering whose names would come up if they went before the inquisition. Conversations grew terse, defensive, and infrequent.
And the burnings went on.
Witchcraft and elf blood were the main charges. That’s what the first four were brought up on: two accused of elven ancestry, and two accused of dealing in magic.
Herbalists walked a fine line, and apothecaries, those who weren’t licensed by the guild, disappeared if they had the sense of an earwig. Those who had bought bone charms or runes dropped them into the sea, and those who sold them followed the unlicensed apothecaries into hiding.
Raif didn’t return to work. He went home that first night and took the few belongings he had to his name. Augusta would send someone after him, he knew; and if not her, well, his commander certainly would.
He took shelter where he could find it, in seedy inns here and abandoned buildings there. He had half a mind to leave Black Port altogether, but Raif was an untraveled man.
The prospect of the wide world with its strange ways and endless waters put him more in fear than the inquisitor’s brutality. He could keep distance between himself and Augusta, but the sea – well that was a different beast altogether.
Things were quite different on the Ice Kraken. There, the business of the day – of the hour – was escape from Black Port.
The crew had secrets enough of their own, Valia knew, but none so bad as a fugitive elf concealed in their chambers.
But to put out to sea directly without a proper load of cargo would be to call attention to herself. She would do it, if it came to that. Better if it didn’t, though, by a long sea mile.
To go now would mean to find an inquisitor at every port along her way henceforth, for the rest of her life.
It would mean a lifetime of hiding. A reinvention of herself, probably: a new ship, a new crew, a new life.
She wanted to avoid that if she could. Her situation was good, and the Ice Kraken a grand vessel. Not only that, but her crew was a good crew, and she didn’t want to invite trouble for them. She didn’t want a shadow to hang forever over their heads.
Inquisitors never needed much to persecute a person, and she’d be damned if she’d give them anything at all against the good men and women who served on her ship.
But here, she walked a fine line, for three of her crew knew of Ceridwen’s existence. Trygve she could and did trust without hesitation. He was a member of Black Wyvern, the same as she.
Antonius and Hollister were a different matter altogether. Neither of them had taken the oaths of Black Wyvern. Neither had pledged themselves to this cause.
They’d stumbled into its business, and nothing more. They had both agreed, both given their words that they’d help ferry the stranger to safety. But that had been when the risk was no more than the usual.
Now they had an inquisitor terrorizing the city, hellbent on discovering elves and collaborators. Every day someone else burned for some crime, real or imagined. Every day someone else disappeared for questioning, never to return.
An inquisitor’s torment could turn the most loyal man to treachery to save his own skin. And Antonius and Hollister weren’t loyal, not to this cause at least.
To Valia, maybe. But personal loyalty rarely survived an inquisitor’s interrogations. She made no effort to delude herself on that score.
If it came to it, if the inquisitor got her hands on Hollister or Antonius, they would tell her anything she asked. Not right away, probably, but before the end, certainly.
She needed to make sure that didn’t happen, which meant leaving Black Port as soon as possible. But not so suddenly as to attract undue attention.
Nor was it as simple as contacting her usual suppliers, filling her ship, and being off. Her usual suppliers – like everyone else in the city – had suddenly to watch their every step, to avoid doing anything that might bring suspicion down upon them.
Employers found themselves suddenly short of hands, as workers and craftsmen were hauled off for questioning – or worse. Not that they would complain. Complaining would invite attention their way, and no loss of revenue was worth a call from the inquisitor.
So they, like everyone else, would swear six ways to Sunday that they couldn’t be more thankful for the inquisitor’s war on crime and perfidy. All the while, watching over their own shoulder, and praying to whatever gods they followed that the mad woman’s eye would not fall on them.
The cause, therefore, for Valia’s own urgency was now the very reason she could not yet depart, leastwise without drawing suspicion to herself and her crew.
A mess, if ever she’d seen a mess.
Which was more or less the same opinion Portia had arrived at, though for more general reasons. Portia had never seen an inquisitor’s handiwork before.
Oh, she’d read about it, and heard tell of it. But the stories had always spoken of noble work. Of the gods’ work. Of unearthing the darkest and vilest magic and traitors, the wickedest conspiracies. Of saving the empire from ruin.
Not of men, women and children burning in the town square for unknowingly providing lodging to someone of elven heritage. Not of innocents being pulled off the street and subjected to questioning so brutal they expired during it.
Not of terror and murder.
Portia had been near the square when the first burnings happened. She’d heard the screams.
She’d never forget the screams, not as long as she lived.
They’d shaken her to her core. Long had she wrestled with her memory, trying without success to bring to the fore those old lessons, to make them stick fresh in her thoughts.
To convince herself that what she’d seen was somehow necessary.
But no amount of willpower, no desire, could shake the sickness, the horror, that sight and those sounds conjured.
For a day, she stayed inside. Not out of fear for her own safety. She had her badge, and in the normal course of events that would exempt her from the inquisitor’s eye.
She had simply been too badly shaken to show her face.
Then, too, there was the idea that if she ran into this inquisitor, she would end up like the knight at Augusta’s side: pressed into that brutal service.
Duty would compel her to obey the inquisitor’s commands. Duty, and self-preservation too, for to disobey would be the end of her career at least.
And yet some sense told her that if it came to that, nothing would or could compel her to tie another human being – or even an elf – to a pyre to watch them burn. Not even her own neck.
She must not, then, reveal herself. She must maintain her undercover status and avoid the inquisitor’s eye. More than that, though: she would need to find Black Wyvern.
For that, she fully believed, was the reason why an inquisitor had shown up at all. It was the reason she had come. It was the reason the young knight had come. It was probably the reason half a dozen other undercover agents would be scattered throughout the city, engaged upon the same business that compelled her.
Find Black Wyvern, and she could put an end to the inquisitor’s brutal search.
Once she’d recovered herself enough to think straight, she set about figuring out how to do that – especially how to do it in the midst of an atmosphere of terror.
Portia knew how she, who had no personal harm to fear, felt. She could only imagine what the people of Black Port, who lived in constant jeopardy, would feel.
Her strategy so far had relied on watching and listening, confident that she’d see or hear something that would lead her to her quarry. But she soon picked upon what Raif had already discovered.
No one, now, would risk an imprudent word or a misguided action.
Not in public. Not in the places where she could sit and watch and listen. A wasted day of surveillance – of bad ale and suspicious glances from everyone who spotted her – convinced Portia of that.
No, it was time for a new plan, one that took into account the changed situation. But what?
She thought long on it and came to no easy answer. She had no real leads. The closest she’d come had been more a point of interest than a lead.
And that was Captain Valia Iceborn, the woman with the magical pendant. Portia’s understanding of magic was limited to her academy training, and as such she connected it with all manner of evil.
The woman had not seemed evil to Portia, true enough. She’d even helped her avoid unwanted attention. But a decade’s worth of schooling could not be wrong.
Valia Iceborn wore a pendant of potent magical energy – a crime for which she might easily earn a place upon one of those pyres. It was no stretch of the imagination to think her guilty of any other perfidy.
So the Iceborn woman would be where Portia focused her energies, at least until some new or better lead appeared. If she found a link to Black Wyvern, she could end the inquisition. If not, well, maybe she would think of something else in the meantime.
She needed, she decided, to get a look at the Ice Wyvern, Valia’s ship. The most obvious way would be to whip out her badge and demand entry. That the captain could not refuse.
But she shied away from the obvious route for two very good reasons, the first being preservation of her own cover. Once Valia knew her identity, it would not long remain a secret on the waterfront. Whether it reached the inquisitor’s ears from there would be immaterial, as she would still fail her mission.
As for the second point, well, she’d seen the port authority searching every vessel in the harbor. If Valia Iceborn was up to something more sinister than casually dabbling in the forbidden arts, she’d hidden evidence of it.
Hidden it well enough that she could survive a search by the authorities. Maybe she had a system or a signal, where the crew concealed anything damning in a hidden compartment. Maybe someone dumped it out a porthole window, into the sea.
Whatever the plan, they’d do it again if a knight showed up to inspect the ship. So this couldn’t be an inspection, and she couldn’t be a knight.
She thought about leaning on her acquaintance with Valia. They’d talked about finding a job. She could play into that and come as if inquiring about work.
But Valia could shut her down with a simple word: no. Then she would be right back where she’d started. Or maybe worse. Maybe her inquiry would rouse the captain’s suspicion.
Even if things went her way, and Valia found a place for her on the ship, she would be the new crewman. There’d be eyes on her at all times, especially if the Ice Kraken was mixed up in something nefarious.
And if not, well, she’d waste however many days or weeks it took to actually get a look around the place.
No, she needed something surer and quicker than that.
It came to her while she surveilled the Ice Kraken. She had set up that morning to watch Captain Valia from the warehouse complex where she’d watched the Silver Whale – a lifetime ago, it seemed now.
She could see the Ice Kraken from a corner window in the upper story. The old place certainly looked worse in daylight than it had at night, for she could see more clearly the extent of the fire damage.
Most of the roof had burned away, or crashed into the second story – whereupon both the floor and roof had collapsed into the first floor. There remained open avenues, all charred and soot-covered, but they groaned as she passed.
She took every step with care and prayed to the gods that she wouldn’t wind up plummeting to her death in this miserable place.
The room where she found her vantage was sturdy enough. It had survived the worst of the fire. Though most of the glass had shattered out of the window frames, the wood seemed solid enough. The floor didn’t groan as she passed, and she had a segment of roof overhead to keep the elements off her.
Which did not go amiss, as the day was unseasonably cold, and weather seemed to come in off the sea in fitful bursts: rain here, clouds there, and again winds.
Even behind cover and under shelter, she found herself chilled by midmorning. The thought of her discomfort was upon her mind when she spotted Valia leaving the ship in company of a middle-aged man.
He was a portly fellow, dressed in the comfortable garb of a reasonably well-off middleclass merchant or businessman. He wore no workman’s tunic, nor did she spy a speck of grime upon his person.
Rather, his hair was neatly trimmed, and rings of gold sat upon his fingers. He wore a tailored jacket and waistcoat with a silk shirt underneath, with trousers and leather boots that shone.
Not the finest cut or the richest fabric, nor even the greatest workmanship. But far too many layers, with far too much embroidery and silver and gold thread, for a common laborer. Far too clean and polished for a man who worked with his hands.
It took Portia a moment to understand who this might be, but she did: a supplier.
A comfortable middleman, who put ships in the way of stock, and producers in the way of ships. Who acquired for clients the merchandise they wanted; and for the craftsmen, brewers, and growers, the clients they required; and for both, the ships needed to ferry merchandise to and fro.
All for a fee, of course, first from the clients and suppliers and then from the captains.
And from that realization, in the blink of an eye, the plan in its entirety took shape in her mind. The middleman, the broker of deals, was the key.
He would line up a deal for Valia. Maybe he already had. He would have a warehouse, somewhere, and maybe it already had the merchandise she’d need. Maybe he’d go broker a deal.
Some factory or brewery or distillery would send over a few carts worth of goods. Then tomorrow, or two or three days hence, this man’s workers would bring that merchandise to the Ice Kraken and load it into her storerooms.
Opportunity.
The perfect opportunity if Portia was ready to make the most of it. She needed to be a part of that loading crew.
She raced as fast as she dared downstairs, intent on following Valia and the broker to wherever they were headed. Though the bustle of the city streets had significantly lessened since the inquisitor began her evil work, making her way out of the warehouse took so long that she nearly lost her quarry.
She caught up with them on one of the main thoroughfares through the city. They were attempting nothing covert. Whoever this broker was, he must be on the up and up, she thought.
Either that, or he’d bribed his way to respectability, so he had nothing to fear. He knew that, when the inquisitor asked, the city guard would vouch for him. They’d nod their heads.
Him? Oh, he’s square, is he. Square as a lord.
She followed them for a few blocks, to a warehouse a little way from the docks. It was a tall red brick building, with Ellison painted in big, white letters on the side. Smaller, but in the same neat, square script and brilliant white paint, someone had written: Black Port’s Finest Exports and Imports.




Chapter Eighteen

They disappeared into the building for the space of a quarter hour, and when they reappeared, Ellison – for that, she supposed, was the exporter’s name – was all smiles and obsequiousness.
But had she doubted a deal had been struck, the pair shook hands. Then Valia headed back to the waterfront, and Ellison stepped back into his warehouse.
Portia didn’t hear the words they exchanged, so she didn’t know the particulars of their deal. But she knew enough. This was her chance, and she wouldn’t miss it.
Accordingly, once Captain Iceborn was well out of sight, she marched up to the warehouse and strode inside.
She found a man at a desk beyond the door, and a kind of reception area. The man looked at her like he might a rat discovered on the premises.
At first, the expression surprised her. Then she remembered she’d just come from the burnt warehouse and must be covered from head to toe in soot. The gods knew, she reeked of fire.
“Excuse me,” the contemptuous young man said in very polished, though somewhat nasally, tones, “this is not a public facility.”
“No,” she agreed. “I know. I’m here to see Mr. Ellison.”
“Really?” He couldn’t quite keep the mirth out of his voice. “Well, I’m sorry. Mr. Ellison isn’t in today. Why don’t you try back…oh, let me see…” He pretended to check an appointment calendar, and then smiled. “Never. Mr. Ellison is a busy man, and I’m quite sure he has no time for whatever it is you’re here to bother him about.”
“Listen,” she said, assuming her best air of authority, “why don’t you save us both some time and trouble, and just tell him I’m here? I know he’s here. He was just talking to my captain. She sent me here. It’s urgent.”
This seemed to give him pause. He glanced her over a second time, more carefully now. When he spoke, she heard the same skepticism in his tone. “Your captain?”
“Iceborn,” she said. “Valia Iceborn. She was just here.”
The man frowned but nodded. “Very well. I’ll let him know. You can…” He started to gesture toward the seats at the other end of the lobby, but then must have thought better of someone covered in soot sitting on the company furniture, for he stopped. “Wait right here. It’ll only be a moment.”
He lifted a handheld transmitter to some kind of civilian radio apparatus – a strange, clunky device, similar to the ones she’d seen the military use during training exercises. He pressed a button, and lights blinked on the machine.
“Mr. Ellison, I have a young…person,” he said with some hesitation, as if he’d meant to say lady but thought better of it. Or, more likely, couldn’t quite bring himself to utter the word in regard to the filthy specter he saw before him.
“She’s here to talk to you, from the Ice Kraken. Something urgent, apparently.”
A staticky confirmation sounded through the device’s speaker, and the young man nodded at her with a not-quite smile.
“Mr. Ellison will be out directly.”
Which she gathered, since Ellison had said, “I’ll be right out.”
Still, she thanked him and waited, using the time to think over her approach. The receptionist’s cold welcome had made clear her appearance would work against her.
Too late to back out now, to go back to her rooms and clean up. She was already here, and anyway, she didn’t know Ellison’s schedule. He might be at the warehouse only for appointments, and those might not be daily occurrences. She had to get it done now.
But she needed to get over the hurdle that her appearance presented, quickly and without much fuss.
The same stout, middle-aged man walked into the lobby and froze at the sight of her.
She smiled, and said, “Ah, Mr. Ellison. I apologize about my appearance. We ran into some – trouble. It’s why the captain sent me. Can we talk in private?”
This did the trick. Ellison heard trouble and saw soot, and his mind went immediately to the impact to his bottom line.
Had the Ice Kraken burned and sunk to the bottom of the sea? Had some disaster befallen the ship, that would require weeks of repairs? Or was this an opportunity that could be worked to his advantage? Had some other cargo gone up in flames, opening space for some of his own goods?
She could see the questions and calculations playing out in his eyes. But he was all cordiality and concern when he spoke. “Of course, of course. Right this way. I do hope all is well?”
She made a noncommittal sound and followed the direction he indicated.
They walked into a large, open area full of cargo of various kinds stacked in rows, with aisles between large enough for horse drawn sleds and wagons. She saw kegs of rum and barrels of brandy, crates full of wine bottles from some of the South’s most prestigious vineyards.
There were sacks of flour piled high atop one another, and crates stacked full of tins of biscuits and jars of canned vegetables and meats; sacks of dried fruit and jerkies. She saw lemons floating in a jar, and figs and olives too. She saw pale chicken, and hunks of every sort of fish, some suspended in clear oils and others in thick sauces. Some of these were delicacies, bound for distant ports and fine tables; and some, the barest rations meant to sustain crews on long voyages.
Further down the warehouse’s long rows, she saw tall racks full of rolled rugs, and the glint of silver and gold from vases and plate ware. Luxury goods, destined for ports far North or far South.
Ellison’s office sat on a platform, raised above the warehouse floor. They accessed it by a set of metal stairs of industrial strength and design. This gave her a clearer view of the warehouse, and it reminded her of the one in which she’d spent so many hours surveilling one ship or another.
The layout was very similar, although she supposed this could probably be said of most warehouses along the docks. She didn’t know for sure, as she had little knowledge of such things.
But this, like the burned one, had a large, open first floor with only a handful of walled off spaces and separate rooms. The main bulk of the export work happened on this first floor, where items were loaded and unloaded as needed.
Unlike the other factory, though, the second story of Ellison’s Exports was confined to about a third of the building, and this seemed devoted to office space.
His own office was the largest of the rooms, with a big glass window in the center from which he could see the entire floor below him.
Ellison opened the door and gestured for her to take a seat. No concern here about soot on the chairs. Not with money on the line.
“Now,” he said, and his tone was all solicitude, “tell me what I can do for the good captain. I hope all is well.”
She nodded, taking out her badge and laying it on the table before him. “Yes, I think so. But I’m not here from the Ice Kraken.”
The color drained out of Ellison’s face. He stared at the badge and then at her. “A Knight Protector? Oh. Well, what an honor, to be sure.”
“I understand you have struck some kind of bargain with Captain Valia.”
“All legal and above board, I assure you,” he said, so quickly that Portia rather doubted it.
“I’m not questioning that, Mr. Ellison. I just need to know if you and she came to an arrangement.”
He squirmed in his seat and murmured something about the confidential nature of his business. “My clients put a good deal of trust in my discretion. They value their privacy. I’m sure you can understand that.”
“And I’m sure that you can understand that matters of the realm take precedence over the comfort of your clients.”
He said nothing to that, so she went on. “Did you agree to transfer cargo to Captain Iceborn?”
He passed his tongue over his lips. “Before we go any further, I must make something clear.”
“What’s that?”
“I am a broker, nothing more. I acquire goods, and I hand them over. If someone tells me they mean to sell it in the North, I file the paperwork and pay the fees, like any law-abiding citizen would.
“But if someone tells me they’re taking it to market here in the South, well, then I believe them too. I’ve not the resources to check their story.”
She snorted at that. That was his game, then? The law demanded taxes be collected on all goods exported out of the empire’s territory, from both the captain who exported them as well as the supplier. In this case, Ellison and Iceborn.
They were definitely up to no good. He had procured her goods to sell in Northern ports, knowing full well that’s what she meant to do. And neither of them would fill out the requisite paperwork or pay the associated fees.
He would charge her a markup for his risk, but not so much as the tax collector. And she would pass the cost along to her Northern clients, who would still get their goods for less than they might from an honest merchant.
“Mr. Ellison,” she said, “I’m not here about false statements you may or may not have given. I’m not here to collect unpaid taxes or to revisit your filings.”
His brow relaxed a degree, but there remained deep lines between his eyebrows. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”
“I’m sure you don’t,” she said, with no attempt to mask the derision in her tone. “Fortunate for both of us, then, that that’s not why I’m here.”
He cleared his throat and straightened a stack of papers on his desk. “May I ask, Knight Protector, to what do I owe the honor of your presence?”
“You have, I’m sure, heard that there is an inquisitor come to Black Port?”
The man’s face lost all the color it had begun to regain. He again passed his tongue over his lips but said nothing.
“My investigation runs parallel to hers. And mine leads me to your client, Captain Iceborn.”
“Captain…Iceborn,” he said, his voice sounding like a whisper. “Dear me. I had no idea, Knight Protector. I swear it on a stack of holy scrolls, on the soul of my dearly departed mother-”
She raised a hand to interrupt. Some feeling told her she must do what she could to protect Valia’s reputation, if this all came to nothing. She wasn’t certain why, for she knew that Valia was a lawbreaker and a magic-wielder. By rights, she should turn her in for that alone. That was the law, wasn’t it?
But law or no law, she could not think of causing Valia injury for anything less than a matter of supreme importance.
Not with an inquisitor roaming the city.
Not at all.
Portia would not be the cause of needless suffering. She would not put an end to the mischief of that captain, who would dare to steal a ship from under the nose of its very captain right in the middle of the port. Who would dare to carry an amulet of power with an inquisitor in the city.
Maybe, on some level, she admired Valia. Or maybe she still felt gratitude for the service the other woman had inadvertently rendered her, in ridding the world of Captain Luca.
She didn’t know. But whatever the cause, Portia determined she would not cause Valia injury. Not unless duty – her specific, assigned duty – compelled her to do so.
To Ellison, she said, “I do not say that Captain Iceborn is guilty of anything, Mr. Ellison. Only that my investigation leads me to the Ice Kraken. I may well find that she is as innocent as you or I.”
“Oh,” he said. “I see.”
“I need to board the ship, but discreetly. My presence in the city cannot be known, not at this point. And if this line of inquiry comes to nothing – as I suspect it may – it is critical to the success of my mission, and the Deputy Inquisitor’s, that no one is the wiser.”
He nodded briskly, almost feverishly. “Of course. Anything the Inquisitor needs, I will see it done.”
“Good. Then I need to know the details of your deal with Captain Iceborn. I will need to join your loading crew, to gain access to the Ice Kraken. And I will need your absolute discretion.
“No one in this city, save the Deputy Inquisitor herself, knows my real identity,” she lied. “So should either of us hear even a whisper that my secret is out, we will know where to look for answers.”
The threat seemed to do the trick. Sweat beaded Ellison’s pallid forehead, and he nodded vigorously. “I assure you, Knight Protector, my lips are sealed. Wild horses could not drag your secret out of me. My own dear wife couldn’t get it out of me. It does not leave this room, on my soul.”
She surveyed him for a long moment, and then nodded. “Good. I thought you would be a man I could count on to serve the king, and I see I judged right in coming to you, Mr. Ellison.”
“Indeed,” he assured her. “I serve the king in all things.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” she said. “Now, here is what we must do.”




Chapter Nineteen

Two days later, Portia Daysen was once again at the Ellison warehouse. This time, her red hair was cut short and hidden under a chestnut wig she’d acquired from a costumer’s shop in the theater district.
She had pasted on her face a mustache and set of mutton chops of the same color and texture, and little smudges of dirt that approximated the sort of thing of a hardworking laborer might have after a long morning of work.
They’d taken a long time in front of her mirror to perfect, but here, among the other hands, she felt she’d done a good job. She could see streaks where men had wiped sweat off their brows, and spots where they’d touched their faces. The same sort she’d applied with thespian’s paint.
She looked an authentic member of the group, and she felt rather pleased with herself for her efforts. Not that she had much time or energy to luxuriate in the feeling.
The work was hard and heavy, and as she was undercover, she took part in it with as much energy as any of the men.
She didn’t want funny looks or suspicious glances when they boarded the Ice Kraken. Those would be the sort of thing Valia would pick up on.
For their part, the men took little notice of her. She had the idea that no one expected much permanence among the work crew, and new faces came and went with some regularity.
Probably, as people realized the demands of the job and found easier employ, or took berths on ships leaving Black Port.
A few of the men asked her name, and she gave it as Beirne. A few asked if she lived in the city, and if she had family. She said she was new to the docks and had come to the city for work. She had a girl back home, she said, but no family yet.
They’d nodded and accepted the story at face value. They’d probably heard it, or some similar version, a hundred times from fresh new faces.
Then they’d got to work, and that was that.
Valia Iceborn had bought a shipment of fine wine, and it was this that the work crew had now to load – first, on a pair of horse drawn wagons, and then onto the ship itself.
The wine was in barrels and bottles, and loading it took the better part of an hour. Portia worked up a devil of a sweat, and began to fear that it might dissolve the glue that secured her false beard and mustache.
But it survived loading, and she jumped onto the back of the second cart with several of the work crew.
They crossed the city blocks in short order and found the hands of the Ice Kraken waiting for them. Valia was there, and for a moment Portia’s heart stood still as their eyes met.
But the captain’s gaze moved on without a hitch. She hadn’t recognized her, then. The mutton chops and false hair had done their work.
Valia looked over the merchandise and signed off that it was what she’d ordered. After she’d put her signature to the form, she returned to her own cabin. Her first mate took over.
He was one of the men Portia had seen with her that fateful night by the Silver Whale. The men who knew him called him Trygve.
Trygve oversaw the loading of the barrels and crates, enlisting his own men in the work as readily as Ellison’s crew.
Two lines formed up, the first unloading the wagons and delivering the goods to the deck, and the second carrying everything below and storing it in the holds. Portia got herself into the second line, the one that moved the wine below decks.
The work was no easier now. In fact, she was pretty sure it was harder, on account of the swell of the water, and the close spaces below decks. Up and down the stairs she went, emerging into the gray light of the day, and descending again into the dim interior of the ship.
Trygve was a good overseer, who kept up a fast though not brutal pace. He had a keen eye for detail, and he watched the strangers on his ship like a hawk.
The truth was, he was too good an overseer, with too keen an eye. The ship was too crowded besides. Portia began to fear she would have no opportunity to slip away.
They finished stowing the barrels of the first wagon and moved on to the crates of the second. Unlike the barrels, that required a partner to move, the crates could be taken alone.
And it was here that opportunity arose. She waited until Trygve had gone above decks, checking on the status of the remaining crates. She set her crate on a shelf, secured between the posts and another crate.
Then, as one of Ellison’s crew was not half a dozen steps behind her, she rested her hands on her knees and panted heavily.
He stowed his own crate and grinned at her. “Not like farm work, I reckon.”
She wheezed out a laugh, and he turned back to the work. The instant he’d turned his back on the hold and disappeared from sight, she scuttled to the furthest end of the compartment and squeezed between the barrels and the bulkhead.
It’d be a dangerous place to be upon the sea in rough weather, but – she hoped – a perfect spot to avoid detection for a space.
She heard feet come and go, and crates shifted onto shelves. She heard Trygve and the men talking, a word or two here and a word or two there.
Then the tromping of feet disappeared from the passage beyond. She could hear steps overhead, and voices far away. No notes of alarm, no anxious calls to find the missing man.
Finally, the sound of horses’ hooves on cobblestone confirmed that she’d been successful. Ellison’s men were returning to the warehouse, no one the wiser about young Beirne’s disappearance.
She waited in the hold for some hours, anxious to make no sound and do nothing to risk detection.
Valia came down with Trygve sometime after Ellison’s crew had departed. They spoke in low tones about the cargo, discussing which years would fetch the better price, and which buyers she had lined up.
Ellison, it seemed, would arrange buyers in the North as well as the South, all for a fee. All without paying his fair share. Not quite the dutiful servant of the king that he professed to be.
But Ellison was not her concern, nor lost tax revenue either.
Portia stayed put long after the captain and first mate had come and gone. Hours passed. She heard fewer footsteps overhead. The crew would be dispersing, enjoying their shore leave.
Maybe, the last shore leave of their sojourn in Black Port. Now that the hold was full of cargo, they might set out in the morning as soon as they got clearance from the harbor master.
No sense hanging around. Not with an inquisitor in town and pay out there waiting for them.
Portia listened for a long time, and when she was certain she heard no one about, she crept out of her hiding spot. The hold was almost entirely black. The daylight that seeped in from the hatch above was little more than dusk now. For a moment, she wondered if the hatch was open at all.
That thought filled Portia with alarm.
What if, with their preparations to depart, someone closed the hatch on her, not realizing she was down here?
They’d open it of course, if she beat upon it from the underside. But she’d have a deuce of a time explaining that she wasn’t a stowaway or some kind of thief or crook. At least, she would if she meant to do it without blowing her cover.
Of course, there was another possibility. A possibility that chilled her to the core. What if they had meant to shut the hatch cover, knowing full well she was down here?
What if Ellison hadn’t kept his faith with her, but had gone straight to Valia instead? What if the pair of them had hatched this scheme, to protect both of their interests?
They might be planning to take her out to sea, to cut her throat and dump her over the side of the ship. They might be planning to leave her down here, in the cargo hold, to die of hunger and thirst before they reached their next port.
She stumbled toward the steps, almost tripping over her own feet in her haste. Her heart hammered in her chest, and the blood coursed through her ears like the roar of a cannon.
Then, a flicker of flame passed by the mouth of the hold, and she heard footsteps and a voice.
Valia’s voice.
“He’s cleared out, with the gold from the Silver Whale. All of it. Got a berth on the Hag’s Curse.”
Trygve’s voice replied with, “Damned coward.”
“Just as well,” Valia said. They were both just out of sight, somewhere on the deck. “He could have gone to the inquisitor, but he didn’t.”
“He stole from you. From the crew.”
“Yes, because he knows I won’t press charges. What he knows about us is worse than what we know about him.”
“Blackguard. I’d like to get my hands on his miserable neck.”
“Let it be, Tryg,” she said. “Mark it down to us getting off easy, and getting rid of a problem in the process. And leave it there.”
Trygve snorted but argued no more. She said, “What about you? You going ashore?”
“Not me. The sooner I’m out of Black Port, the happier I’ll be.”
“Aye, I hear that. But I’m not going to pass up the chance for a good meal, before we’re stuck with salt pork for the next month.”
“I’ll stay with the ship,” Trygve said, adding in a light tone, “You go on, Captain. And make sure you don’t get yourself in the way of any inquisitors, you hear?”
“If I do,” she said, “you know what to do.”
Then his footsteps went off in one direction, and hers in the other.
Portia felt a bit of a fool, for letting her fear get the better of her. They hadn’t shut her in to trap her. They hadn’t shut her in at all. She had simply spent more hours down here than she’d realized.
But, however overwrought her imagination might be, the timing couldn’t have been more fortuitous. She’d heard what amounted to a confession.
Of what, Portia didn’t know. But Valia Iceborn was up to something – something she didn’t want the inquisitor to find out about. Something that was worth whatever gold they’d stolen from the Silver Whale to cover up.
She waited for another long stretch, making her way quietly back to the far end of the cargo hold. Then, she took out her ace in the hole – a little piece of technology the military used called an electric torch.
As far as she was concerned, it was more impressive than any firearms or motorized transportation. It was light in a tube, light without fire, the way the mages of old used to do – but without the evil stink of magic.
So far, the military had managed to keep a lid on the technology, citing its uses for nighttime operations as a matter of imperial security. But she had one of those electric torches as part of her undercover kit.
She worked quickly, taking care to angle the light away from the hatch. She didn’t want Trygve to catch sight of a phantom light, and come down to investigate.
Portia made a survey of the cargo hold, beyond the passing glimpses she’d had during loading. There were four main sections here, with two devoted to wines and spirits – the two she’d helped to load.
One of the remaining areas held vittles of various types, all meant for export. These would not be the ship’s stores. Those, she imagined, would be in the cook’s storage locker, under lock and key.
Rather, these were the sort of foods that would be labeled exotic in Northern markets: lemons and other citrus fruits, some fresh and some preserved in jars; olives and oils; spices and dried flower petals.
Each of these holds confirmed to Portia what Ellison had gone to such pains to deny: Valia Iceborn illegally exported goods to Northern markets, without paying her export taxes. Probably, knowing what she did of the captain, without paying her import taxes on the Northern side, too.
But none of them gave her any hint of greater wrongdoing. Not until she reached the final hold. Here, she found bolts of fine fabric of many colors and patterns secured to shelves.
More than one great Northern lady would be pleased with the haul, she didn’t doubt. In a season, this fabric would be gowns. And those gowns would drive more business like this. Captain Valia would be busy forever.
But it wasn’t brocade or damask, silk or satin, lace or velvet that caught her eye. It was a tiny, pale figurine wedged just under one of the shelves.
Portia sensed it before she saw it, like the buzz of a mosquito just out of sight. Faint…niggling…inescapable.
She’d cast about with the beam of light until she spotted it. Her heart hammered in her chest as she beheld it now: a tiny thing, no longer than her smallest finger and not much wider, pale as a winter snow.
She knew at once what it was: an elven idol. A graven image in dragon bone. An evil thing, coursing with illegal magic.
And yet, some feeling compelled her to touch it. This, she told herself, was what she was here for, wasn’t it? This was evidence.
Of course she needed to collect it.
Portia knelt by the shelf and switched off her torch. The bone figure stayed fixed in her vision, a tiny pale island on a vast ocean of darkness.
She reached out a trembling hand, and laid hold of the thing. Fire and ice seemed to course through her veins at the first touch, and she gasped and drew back instinctively, as if under attack.
But the thing hadn’t attacked her. She’d felt energy, that was all. A lot of energy, energy like nothing she’d ever felt before.
She reached out a hand a second time, and this time took hold of the thing. Every sense in her body flooded. Noise strummed in her ears. Light blinded her eyes. Her skin seemed at once to crawl and prickle and ache. Even her tongue went dry, desperately dry.
She knelt there, trembling and sweating for a long moment. Maybe moments. Maybe minutes, or hours.
She didn’t know.
But eventually, the light dimmed, the sound quieted, the sensation faded. Her breath came more steadily and less raggedly.
Portia decided she needed to go. She found what she’d come for. Now, she needed to get to the inquisitor, to put an end to the inquisition.
This must be what Black Wyvern did: trafficked in dragon bone relics. She knew little of such things, but after what she’d felt, she could well believe they were powerful weapons in the hands of learned mages and witches.
No wonder High Command was so eager to get to the bottom of this.
And no wonder Captain Valia was so eager to cover it up. She’d been willing to lose a bundle of profit to hide her sins. It all made sense now. She was a weapons smuggler. A collaborator with elves and the dark forces that meant to throw over the empire.
Portia stumbled toward the stairs, propping herself against shelves and bulkheads. She was still shaking, still sweating, though without the violence of earlier.
She’d crossed half of the distance when she heard something: the soft swing of well-oiled hinges, and then the gentle patter of feet.
She froze to the spot, throwing a wild glance around the dark cargo hold. She could see nothing, nothing but the towering shadow shapes of shelves and crates.
Fumbling for the torch, she pointed it in the direction of the noise and switched it on. A pale face materialized out of the darkness.
Portia stifled the scream that rose in her throat, but only just. For a fleeting second, she stood there, and so did the pale creature, its dark eyes fixed on her.
Then the form turned and vanished, ducking into one of the holds. The same hold where Portia had found the figurine.
For a stunned instant, she stood rooted to the spot, trying to make sense of what she’d seen. A person, she decided. Very pale, paler than any person on which she’d ever before laid eyes, and gaunt too.
But a person.
A prisoner, maybe? Were Captain Valia’s secrets deeper and darker than she’d assumed? Did she traffic in persons as well as weapons? But whence had this one come? Portia had seen no cages, no shackles or restraints of any kind.
She followed the mystery figure into the hold, calling in a terse whisper, “Wait. Wait, don’t run.”
But the figure had gone. Nothing remained but cargo and bulkheads. Wood and fabric.
For a terrifying moment, Portia thought she must have seen a ghost. She’d heard stories of such things: spirits, sometimes malevolent, sometimes not, that haunted places where evil had been done.
Was this frail personage the ghost of some murdered woman or child, some victim of Captain Valia’s, a spirit doomed to haunt the halls of this vessel for all time?
Then, she shook her head, and chided herself for her own stupidity. Ghosts were a fable. Spirits were nonsense.
That had been a flesh and blood creature, a person as real and corporeal as herself. It had to be, for there were no other type.
And no flesh and blood creature could vanish, nor could they pass through walls. Which meant the mystery person was still here. Somewhere. She passed the beam of the torch over the hold, taking it all in again.
There were no spots to hide, no nooks or crannies, no containers into which someone might have slipped or stowed away.
A cold dread crept up Portia’s back, but she set her chin in a determined way, and told herself to stop being a fool. She lived in a rational world, and so there must be a rational answer to her current predicament.
The pale figure had definitely entered the hold. Just as certainly, she was nowhere to be seen at the moment. Which meant – what?
Portia ran through the possibilities, in a rational way. She wasn’t here, hidden. She hadn’t passed through the side of the ship, because that was not possible. And there were no portholes through which she might have flung herself into the sea.
Then, her eyes fell on the bulkhead at the far end of the hold. Maybe the pale figure had indeed passed through a wall.
Or rather, the wall had opened to admit the figure. Maybe there was some compartment behind this wall, some hidden area where illicit cargo could be smuggled.
Cargo, and passengers.
Portia scoured the hold, looking for a way into the cell beyond. She pressed on the bulkhead here and there, applying pressure to every knot in the wood, to every abnormality that might signal a latch or a trigger.
She searched high and low, above eye level and beneath it. When that turned up nothing, she moved to the shelves. And it was here that she found what she needed.
On the wooden shelf nearest the bulkhead, well above eye level, her fingers found purchase on a tiny carving: a letter, or a rune maybe, cut into the surface of the rough boards. She pressed it.
And the bulkhead moved, with the same quiet sound of hinges she’d heard before. A deep darkness opened before her, deeper even than the cargo holds.
She shone the beam of her torch inside and saw living quarters: beds and a table bolted to a wooden floor, with a strange lantern hanging from the ceiling – not with a fuel tank and wick, but with a crystal behind the glass guard.
What she didn’t see, though, was the pale figure. Her eyes fixed instead on a wooden ladder at the far end of the cell, and a porthole above it.
That, Portia decided, must be where the figure had fled.
There had been something so fantastical, so otherworldly, about that pale face that she forgot her training. She didn’t do a full sweep of the room as she entered. She didn’t check left and right like she should have.
She moved for the ladder with a single-minded determination: find the person to whom that pale, haunting face belonged.
Consequently, she wasn’t expecting the blow when it came. She’d taken two steps into the chamber when a quick, brutal flash of pain flooded her mind.
And then, she fell into darkness.




Part II





Chapter Twenty

Hammer waited by the tall rock, the one the locals called the spyglass. He could see it, he supposed: it was high and thin, narrower at the top than the base. As tall as two men, if they were as tall as himself and stood one atop the shoulders of the other.
Had the name been up to him, he might have called it a pillar, or imagined he saw some figure in the limestone. But these were seafaring people, and sea adjacent ones. He was a landlubber, from a little inland town known for – well, not much.
It had its share of good men and women, who grew good crops and good cattle. But no one had ever won fame or glory for the strength of their crop or livestock. And so no one beyond the immediate vicinity knew much about it.
Black Port was different. Here, everything was about the sea. Everyone’s living, directly or indirectly, depended on her fickle mercies. Everything, therefore, bore the mark of the sea. From the squall-beaten exteriors of factories and homes to the local names for places and rocks.
It seemed to him that people tended to settle into a place and think that they’d mold it into whatever they like, but as often as not the place shaped the people more than the people shaped the place.
He was thinking about that – how farm country produced men who saw farms everywhere they went, and sea country produced those who looked for the sea, and so on – when the skiff came into view.
It was a small, motor-powered thing, louder than he expected. Though, as he reflected on it, he wasn’t sure why he’d expected it to be quiet. Motors never were, and he’d known the skiff had a motor.
That had been part of the reason he’d chosen it: the motor meant it could outrun most wind-powered vessels. And the absence of sails meant it stayed nearer the surface of the water and would draw fewer eyes.
The corollary being, of course, it would produce more noise. All in all, the better choice. Motorboats might be rare, but not so rare as to draw particular attention. Not here, on the coast.
So even if anyone heard it, it wouldn’t be interesting enough to rouse someone from their bed or pull them from their hearth.
The skiff sped along the coast and came at last to the spyglass. Here, it pulled up, and a man stood. He was a tall man, thin and wizened and weather-beaten from long years on the water.
His eyes were the color of coal, and his skin had the look of old leather. Hammer had been told to expect a real old sea dog, and this man certainly fit the bill.
Of course, most of the locals could probably have fit that description. Certainly, most of those who owned skiffs and enjoyed being out after the sun went down.
The old man disembarked with a nimble step and stood a few yards away. “Ahoy. Late to be out, isn’t it?”
“Just taking the air,” Hammer said, as conversationally as he could. “A good night for that. And sailing too, I shouldn’t wonder.”
The old man nodded. “She’s got a roll and a rumble to her tonight, she does, but nothing an experienced hand can’t manage.”
“Ah. Well, may the goddess grant you strong winds,” he said. It was the password, and he’d worked it in as naturally as possible, just in case this wasn’t his contact.
Of course, talking of wind to a man who pilots a motor-powered skiff didn’t make a lot of sense. But that was the agreed upon signal, so it was what he went with.
The old man nodded. “And fair seas to you.”
“You’re Darius?”
“I am. And you’re the one they call Hammer?”
“I am.”
The old man nodded for a second time. “Right. Well, I’m told you have a package that needs transport.”
Hammer answered in the affirmative.
“When by, where from, and where to?”
“As soon as we can move it. It’s on the docks, by the warehouse. The one that burned awhile back ago.”
Darius’s dark eyes twinkled. “That the package’s doing?”
Hammer shook his head. It wouldn’t have been the first time in their line of business something had gone up in flames. It was the reason they avoided wooden ships. Wood and dragons tended not to be a good combination.
Especially young dragons, who hadn’t yet learned the full impact of their powers. But this time, it had been human error at fault, and nothing more.
“No. Someone smoking on the job.”
“I heard there were deaths.”
“Thirteen of them. Yes.”
“A bad way to go, is burning.”
“Well, there’s a lot of that now,” Hammer said.
Darius nodded for the third time, now with a grim expression. “So I hear.”
“On that note…the sooner we can finish this, the better.”
Darius thought for a long moment. Then he said, “It’ll take me two days to make contact. They’ll need to prepare on their end.”
“Every day the package stays in Black Port, it’s in peril.”
“And rushing it into the inquisitor’s hands isn’t going to help anyone. You’ve got it concealed. Getting everyone into place is going to take time, especially now.”
Hammer sighed. “I know. Just – I’ll sleep a lot better when I put this place behind me, is all.”
“This won’t stay here,” Darius predicted. “You mark my words: the fire will spread to every corner of the empire. Fire always does. It’s insatiable. The more it burns, the more it wants to burn.”
“Well, maybe. Let’s hope for better things.”
“Aye, well, hope is as hope does. But you’re a boy yet. I was your age during the war. The war that was supposed to stop all of this. Victory would be the end of the killing, that’s what we were told.
“And look where we are now. War was the spark, that’s all: the spark what set everything ablaze. War don’t stop. Not after the peace is declared. Not after the enemy is vanquished. Not ever.
“There’s always a new enemy. A new fight. A new reason to kill.”
He didn’t quite know what to say to that dire outlook. So Hammer went with, “I see.”
“No you don’t. But you will, lad. You get to my age, you see as much as I’ve seen, and you’ll understand. Mankind – we’re never satisfied with the killing we’ve done. We always need more. More blood. More destruction.
“We’re the fire, you see. Nothing’s enough. It never will be, neither. Not until we’ve burned the world itself, I reckon.”
Then, Darius shook himself, as if to put the thought aside. “Well, be that as it may, there’s nothing to be done but what we may do. So, a week’s time, then. You bring the package, I’ll bring the skiff.”
Portia woke to the rocking of the ship at sea. She was in absolute darkness. She couldn’t immediately tell if she was prone or slumped against something. She tried to move but found that her limbs didn’t respond.
She blinked into the darkness, forcing her aching head to work. She tried again to move, and understood now why she made no progress – not because her body wouldn’t answer her commands, but because rope restrained her arms and legs.
She was on her back, she decided. She could feel something hard below her, and nothing at all above her. Tight ropes bound her wrists and ankles.
And something else: someone had shoved a gag into her mouth. When she screamed, she made only a faint, muffled sound.
Her mind raced. She started to work her way across the floor, flopping like a fish out of water until she rolled off her hands, and into a seated position. Her arms stung from the binds and the time she’d spent propped on them.
She blinked back tears of fear and pain, and started to scoot across the floor a little at a time, inch after inch.
Between exertion and nerves, she was soon panting. The gag didn’t help, either. Her mouth was dry and chalky, and she desperately needed a drink of water.
Still, she kept at it, moving as far and as fast as she could until she reached a bulkhead. Then, she shimmied up to her feet and, with her back to the boards, stood.
A mistake, as it happened. No sooner than had she managed to rise, the ship lurched. With her feet bound together and her hands behind her, Portia lost her balance without a fight, and down she went.
She landed hard and with a lot of noise. She could feel blood running from her nose, hot and stinging. Pain flooded her face. She was pretty sure she’d broken her nose. She could still breathe, but not easily.
Portia rolled over and scooted to a sitting position again, wheezing with effort and fear. She didn’t know where she was or how she could get away.
She was at sea, that was obvious, and probably on the Ice Kraken. It wouldn’t make sense for them to transfer her to a different vessel. She figured she was probably in the hidden hold, where the pale figure had disappeared.
But to what end?
Would these kidnappers let her go? Would they free her when they reached whatever port they had in mind?
Probably not. Not after what she found and what she knew.
So what would they do? Would they make her walk the plank, or drop her off the side of the ship, into the deep, dark waters below? With her hands and feet bound as they were, she’d sink and drown without a struggle.
She’d disappear. Her commander would have no clue where she’d gone. No one would. She’d simply be another soldier lost in the line of duty.
Missing in action.
Presumed dead.
She could feel herself hyperventilating, and she fought to master the panic. She couldn’t afford to do that. Not now. Not with a broken nose and breathing already difficult.
She needed to breathe slowly and steadily. She needed as much oxygen as she could get, because she needed to think straight.
She focused her mind on solving the problem. She started with a set of assumptions, subject to revision as, and if, necessary.
She was on the Ice Kraken. She was in the secret cargo hold. She was destined to die.
Then she added what she knew to be true.
Her hands and legs were bound: the legs around the ankles, and her hands at the wrists, behind her where they were not much good. By design, no doubt.
She’d injured herself, and probably broken her nose. Not life-threatening injuries, but they’d make getting around harder. And if she repeated a fall like that, and blocked off her nasal passages – well, with the gag and a broken nose, that would be life-threatening.
She couldn’t walk, not without the free use of her feet and hands. She might have had better luck if she’d been more accustomed to sea travel. But she wasn’t, and until she found her sea legs, she couldn’t afford any more mistakes.
Portia thought about it for a long moment and decided that movement might be possible after all.
She’d have to prop herself up against the bulkhead with her bound legs far out in front of her to brace herself up, like some kind of human flying buttress. A tricky business, given the swell of the ocean and the ringing in her head.
But maybe, if she moved deliberately and carefully, it would work.
She drew in a long breath and started to move again. Then she froze. She heard something scrape against the boards overhead. Movement. She was sure of it.
She held her breath, listening. For a long moment, nothing happened. And without warning, a bar of bright light flooded the hold.
Portia blinked and squinted, turning away from the glare while her eyes adjusted. The bar of light expanded until it became a square overhead – a hatch being opened in some illuminated chamber.
A dark figure appeared in the hatchway, a silhouette against the bright light. Portia heard the murmur of voices.
Someone said, “I thought so. She’s awake.”
A woman’s voice, Portia thought, low and deep, but feminine too.
Then came another voice. No mistaking that one: Captain Valia Iceborn. “About time. Pass me the lantern, will you?”
The first voice answered in the affirmative. The figure disappeared, and another took its place. But this time, not darkened against the light; this time, bearing its own light.
The captain herself. Her kidnapper. Her captor.
Portia pushed herself to her feet, braced as she’d planned against the bulkhead. She had no illusions that a change in stance would help her. But she’d meet whatever was coming on her feet, like a knight of the realm.
Valia descended a wooden ladder, and held the lantern aloft when she reached the foot of it. It was, Portia saw, the strange lantern she’d seen the day before on the table in this very chamber.
Rather than an orange or red flame blazing away behind the glass, here was a crystal glowing with a brilliant bluish white hue, brighter than any fire.
It cast Captain Valia in contrasting light and shadow, with her right side, that facing the light, fully illuminated, and the left almost hidden.
“I would say welcome to the Ice Kraken, but we both know you’re not welcome. Don’t we, Portia Daysen?”
Portia blinked, at first shocked to hear her name, and then understanding. Of course: these vagabonds would have searched her. They would have found her badge.
Valia strode over and reached for her. Portia pressed into the bulkhead as far as she could, but there was only so much flesh could yield.
The pirate captain took hold of the gag and pulled it out. “Well? Have you anything to say for yourself?”
Portia took in a long, relieved breath. Then she spoke, as evenly as she could muster. It came out little more than a hoarse croak. “If you know my name, you know that even holding me like this is a crime.”
Valia smiled at that, a sardonic smile. “A crime? Not that.”
“Deputy Inquisitor Augusta knows where I went. If I don’t turn up, she’ll know where to look.”
“Maybe,” Valia said. “But I don’t think so. I think you’re bluffing, Portia.”
Portia twisted her lips into a sneer and tried to project confidence. “You’ll find out, Captain.”
“I guess I will. But, I do have one question.”
Portia snorted. “And what’s that?”
“Since when are the inquisitors using elves to do their dirty work?”
Portia stared uncomprehendingly. She didn’t want to admit that she wasn’t following, but she felt she needed to keep her captor talking. So she prompted, “Elves? What are you talking about?”
“See, the way I look at it is either those priests and priestesses have gotten a lot more openminded about who needs to be burned and who doesn’t, or…”
Valia smiled again, and it was an expression of such triumph that Portia’s incomprehension only grew.
“Or maybe, that deputy inquisitor doesn’t realize she’s got an elf half-blood working right under her nose.”
Portia repeated the words in a vain attempt to make sense of them. “An elf half-blood? What are you talking about?” Then an idea struck her. “Ellison? He did sell me out, then?”
“Ellison?” It seemed to be Valia’s turn for confusion, but she brushed it off quickly enough. “Come now: you can do better than that. I saw the way you looked at my pendant. I know what you are, so you can drop your act, my little spy.”
“Act?” Slowly, comprehension donned – and the idea was so utterly absurd that Portia laughed out loud. “Me? You’re accusing me of being an elf?
“Goddess, I had more respect for you – traitor though you are – than that. That – that’s sad. Desperate, even.”




Chapter Twenty-One

Valia Iceborn stared at the half-elf spy, a smart reply on the tip of her tongue. But for some reason, it remained there.
Portia’s surprise seemed too genuine, too unaffected to be an act. Oh, she was a good little actress, this one. She’d played the part of innocent very well in Port. She’d played the part of a laborer well enough, too, under her ridiculous makeup and mustache.
But this was something else. Something harder to fake. This was genuine contempt.
“Who are your parents?” she asked.
Portia started with a dismissive response, but she spoke over her.
“Answer me: your parents. Your real parents. Who are they?”
Portia stuck out her chin defiantly and said nothing.
“You don’t know, do you? You’re a Daysen – not by blood. You’re one of thousands of bastards and war orphans with that name. But you don’t know where you came from before that, do you? You don’t know who birthed you.”
“And what? I’m supposed to believe she was an elf?” The younger woman’s tone dripped unbridled contempt. “You really are desperate, Captain. My parents died in the great war. They died fighting the elves you harbor.
“Yes, I’m an orphan. But I’m an orphan because of people like you, and your cohorts: traitors and elves.”
Valia hesitated for a moment. Her head swam. Was it really possible that an elf could work for the empire that had helped destroy her people, and be ignorant of the fact? Was it any more possible than that she knew her true lineage?
She didn’t know. She wanted to believe this young woman was better than a witting collaborator. She was fierce, and her courage and cunning impressed Valia in a way little else did.
That, and her beauty. That’s what Trygve had said, anyway, when she’d refused to throw Portia overboard. You’re thinking with the wrong parts, Captain.
Maybe she was. She’d liked Portia, back at port. She wasn’t stupid. She had too much going on for any kind of entanglements. Still, she’d gone and looked for her when she might have simply dropped the knife into the port waters. She’d stayed to converse when she might have gone.
And she’d kept her alive when she might have killed her. Probably should have killed her.
She needed an unbiased opinion. She called, “Ceridwen, will you come down here?”
The elf woman did as she was bid, and in a moment stood by the landing under the ladder. Valia stepped over to her, and explained the situation in brief, in a low whisper – sans the parts about her own self-doubt.
She could see Portia straining to hear their exchange and watching Ceridwen’s expressions with intense interest. But she said nothing.
“An elf?” Ceridwen asked. “Are you sure?”
Valia nodded. “See for yourself. But beware: she may carry your blood, but she’s one of them more than one of you.”
“For the time being,” Ceridwen said. “We shall see what the future holds.”
Portia watched the elf woman descend the ladder and stand in quiet conference with the pirate captain. She wasn’t a prisoner, then. She was a passenger.
And this – this really must be the Black Wyvern she’d been sent to find. Valia Iceborn must be the leader she’d come to discover.
She thought back to her commander’s words, the day she’d been assigned this mission. He’d told her to find what she could, and refer it to the inquisitor for action. Well, she’d botched that, hadn’t she?
She hadn’t wanted to put this elf sympathizer, this Northern puppet, in harm’s way without cause. She’d let her admiration for her courage and derring-do cloud her judgement.
And now, her mercy would probably mean her own death. Worse – much worse – it put the empire in danger.
She’d been a fool, a damned fool.
The elf woman Ceridwen advanced on her, speaking in a low and soothing way. Hers, she realized, was the second voice from above.
“You are frightened, Portia, and angry. But you have nothing to fear from me.”
Portia snorted. “No, I’m sure I don’t. Other than being kidnapped.”
“Oh, that wasn’t Ceridwen’s idea,” Valia declared lightly. “That was me.”
Portia scowled, but the captain shrugged in the same airy fashion. “Well, it was that or slit your throat, as far as I could tell. I thought you’d prefer this.”
“So what’s in this for you?” Portia asked, her eyes still fixed on Valia. “Her, I get. She wants to retake the world for her people.
“The slave masters don’t like that they lost. I get it. But you? You’re as human as I am. So what the hell’s in it for you?”
“More human than you,” Valia corrected. “And – I can’t tell. Do you really believe any of what you just said, or is it just the self-righteous bullshit you tell yourself to make you feel better about slaughtering your own people?”
“I’m not an elf,” Portia said, with a heat in her tone that she hadn’t meant to display. It was clear to her that Valia’s endgame was to do more than get a rise out of her. She meant to make her doubt herself, maybe even to bring her over to their side.
It wouldn’t work. Portia would gladly die before she joined forces with the oppressors of her people.
But the accusation was starting to irritate her. Elves had murdered her family. Elves had made her an orphan. Elves would have left her to starve and die, if General Daysen had not come to the rescue.
It was more than personal, though. She knew her history. She’d studied hard and got perfect scores in her army classrooms, from the earliest grades on.
Portia Daysen knew all about the elves and their wicked ways. She knew that they’d made slaves of humanity. That they promised largesse and mercy but ruled with an iron fist. That they let dragons, mere beasts, rule over men. That they killed, and raped, and pillaged and committed atrocities of every conceivable nature.
Atrocities so great that simply to carry elven blood was to bear that guilt.
That, more than anything about this situation, more than her own likely death, is what bothered her. Whatever guilt she bore for her own stupidity, for her overconfidence and poor judgement, at least she would die a human, serving humanity.
And this traitor, this cowardly, miserable traitor wanted to strip her of that in the hour of her death.
Valia laughed at her comment. “Tell me she’s lying, Ceridwen, that she knows the truth? Tell me that no one can be this stupid?”
The elf woman said, “That, I cannot do. But I can at least heal your broken nose, Portia.”
Portia again pressed herself into the bulkhead, drawing as far away from Ceridwen as she could. “Keep your spells, elf. I want none of your magic or your trickery. Cut my throat and be done with it, why don’t you? We all know that’s the end goal here.”
“Maybe,” Valia said. “But not here. I don’t want blood on my ship.”
Ceridwen lifted a hand to Portia’s face, and she flinched.
But the elf woman wasn’t hitting her. Ceridwen placed her palm on Portia’s cheek, and a rush of healing energy flooded from her palms.
Portia could hear the subtle hum of the magic, and she could feel it knitting her back together. It didn’t hurt. It was a warm sensation, very intense, but not painful.
Still, all magic was evil. She knew that too, for she’d learned it with her other lessons, like a good citizen. A good daughter of the South. So she tried to squirm and pull away.
The ship rose and fell, and she almost fell with it too. She would have, if not for the elf woman’s free hand catching her.
They were bony fingers that clutched her, thin and reedy.
Well, she thought, living in exile and planning to retake their empire from the shadows must have been a far cry from the cushy life of luxury to which these elves had grown accustomed.
“Careful,” Ceridwen said. “You’ll break yourself all over again.”
“Go to the devil, elf.”
Ceridwen surveyed her with curious dark eyes. “You really don’t know, do you? It’s not a trick, you know. You are an elf. Not full-blood, but the elven blood is as strong in you as your human.”
Portia did pull away at that, an awkward sideways shimmying leap.
“You responded to the healing spell.” Ceridwen gestured toward Valia. “They don’t do that, not without training. Humans, I mean. Oh, our magic can heal them, but they don’t take part in the process. Not the way you did.”
Portia’s brow wrinkled, and despite her best efforts, she felt herself being baited into another response. “Take part? You mean, felt it? Of course I did. But if you really think you’re going to convince me –”
Ceridwen’s voice sounded in her thoughts. You did more than feel it, Portia. Your energy bolstered mine. We healed you faster together than I would have done.
I don’t believe you, she thought. Not for a second.
The elf woman smiled. And what – you’re going to tell me this is normal? That you converse telepathically with humans the way we’re doing?
It’s some kind of elven trick.
No, Ceridwen said. It’s no trick. Elven, certainly. But not a trick. Humans cannot do it, not unless they have an artifact that grants them the power. Like the captain’s amulet.
Portia thought of her meeting with Valia, the morning after the sinking of the Silver Whale. She remembered that exchange, the one she’d thought must be imagination.
It’s a trick, she said again.
Ceridwen sighed. It’s no trick, Portia. You are an elf by blood, if not in spirit.
Portia didn’t believe it. She couldn’t. She was a proud daughter of the South. Many were the times she’d imagined those lost parents of hers, dying in some valiant way – giving their lives to protect their homeland and her from the elves.
But there was something unsettling about hearing another person’s thoughts in your own head, and it rattled her. Not enough to believe this nonsense. Of course not that.
She started to sweat, though, and the question of what if? crept through her thoughts.
“Even if it’s true,” she said aloud, “I don’t care. I’m no elf, not in spirit, as you say.”
“I’m afraid inquisitors don’t take ‘spirit’ into consideration when it comes time for the pyre,” Valia said, in the same insolent, flippant tone she’d used throughout their exchange.
“I don’t care about that. If – and I know it’s a pack of lies – but even if what you said was true, I’d die before I betrayed my nation. I’d die before I sold her to the elves or the North.”
“What in the goddess’s name are you talking about?” Valia wondered, with less amusement and more bafflement in her voice.
“I know who you are. Black Wyvern.” Portia practically spit out the words.
They had the desired effect. Valia went quite pale. “You know about Black Wyvern, do you?” she asked. Now there was only menace in her tone.
“All about it,” Portia said, unheeding of the danger. Embracing it. Her life had come to an end. That was obvious. Better to die now, like a knight, than prolong her existence longer than it served the empire.
“I know you’re in league with the North. I know these elves have you thinking you’ll have it better under them. That they’ll turn a blind eye to your piracy and murder.
“But I swear to you, traitor, the South will never more suffer under the yoke of elven dominance. We know about your schemes. We’re coming for you.”
Valia and Ceridwen exchanged glances. Maybe, they were talking in their heads, with that wicked elven magic. She didn’t know.
Then Valia laughed and Ceridwen spoke. “Is that what you think, poor Portia? Is that what they told you?”
“I know what you’re planning.”
“So you suppose I am part of this plan to attack your South – this plan you imagine Captain Valia to be a part of?”
“Don’t bother to deny it.” Portia could see the whole thing in her mind’s eye. This elf, Ceridwen, would be the cell leader.
She would call the shots, tell Black Wyvern whom to hit and what to do, the when’s and the how’s. She’d sit here, hidden from all on the Ice Kraken, and give her orders.
And then Valia, for gold or ideology, would do it.
The elf, Portia could understand. She was a soldier fighting in a war. Evil, certainly, but a servant of her people. Loyal to her own.
Valia was another matter altogether. Valia was a traitor and a fool. She had sold out her own to serve a foreign enemy.
The elf spoke again, and her tone was soft and grim. “Two weeks ago, I sat in a cage. A cage in the Silver Whale, destined for sale in Portbridge. Captain Luca – he had a buyer already lined up.
“He told me about him. It amused him to watch my fear. This buyer, he pays good money for women of my blood. Young women. He’s very particular about that. He keeps us alive for months. Years sometimes. But never more than two.
“I will leave it to your imagination why he wants us. As for me – well, Captain Luca was not so generous. I heard the details. I spent weeks hearing exactly what lay in store for me.
“So no, Portia, I am in command of nothing. Captain Valia is helping me, yes. But not to take over your precious South, or to harm these humans you cherish so much.
“She’s helping me to escape it, and them. To get to safety.”
“Bullshit,” Portia said, but her voice sounded feeble to her own ears. There had been too much pain in the woman’s tone for her to so easily dismiss it.
And the particulars of Ceridwen’s story rang true to what Portia already knew – about Captain Luca, and the timing of Valia’s taking the Silver Whale and sinking it. Her recent time as a prisoner explained the woman’s gaunt appearance.
“It’s the truth,” Ceridwen said simply.
“Even if it is, even if you are who you say you are, that doesn’t exonerate Black Wyvern. Maybe rescuing elves is part of what they are paid to do.”
“It’s most of it,” Valia said. “Though we’re not paid.”
“‘Most,’” Portia repeated, clutching to this admission like a life raft. “But not all.”
“No,” Valia admitted. “We also rescue dragons, and our own operatives when their cover has been blown.”
Portia frowned at that. “Dragons? What in the gods’ name are you rescuing them from?”
“Slavery and death at the hands of your army.”
She barked out a laugh at this. “Slavery? You cannot enslave a brute beast. Or will you tell me next that horses are enslaved to, the same as our dragons?”
“Dragons are no brute beasts,” Ceridwen said. “They’re as wise as any man. Wiser.”
“Bollocks. They’re animals, like any other. If a horse can be made to pull a cart or carry a rider, a dragon can be made to do the same.”
“You don’t know your history, do you?” Valia asked, a note of contempt in her tone.
Portia started to answer, to say that she’d excelled in all of her studies – including the ones about duty and loyalty to one’s country.
“Not your academy approved bullshit. There were dragon lords who ruled their own fiefdoms all over the continent. Great kings of immeasurable power and wealth. Advisers and friends to kings and lords.”
Portia considered these words. They seemed absurd. Nonsense, like claiming that there had once been lion kings, or lion wisemen. “I don’t believe it,” she said.
Valia’s face flushed with anger. “Gods, you’re an obstinate fool, aren’t you?”
Ceridwen put a hand on the captain’s arm. “Be patient, Valia. She may be a woman in years, but she is but a child in understanding.”
Portia bristled at the characterization. “Untie me, elf, and put a blade in my hand. And we’ll see then who is a child.”
Ceridwen took no notice of her. “Let her see with her own eyes the truth of what we say. Things will be different then.”
“Save your tricks. There’s nothing you can say or do that will convince me. I am no traitor.”
Valia shook her head. “I hope you are right, Ceridwen. As for me, well, I’d be just as happy as chucking her overboard at this point.”
The captain, having apparently seen all she needed to, departed, leaving Ceridwen with the lantern.
The elf woman waited until she’d left and then smiled. “She doesn’t mean it, you know. If she did – well, you’d be dead already.”
Portia said nothing. As far as she was concerned, there was nothing to say.
“I will remove your bonds, if you like. You will need to give me your word that you will not attempt to escape, of course. But we are at sea now. There’s nowhere for you to go anyway.”
Portia didn’t reply. She wanted the bonds off, of course. She wanted her freedom, and she wanted the chance to escape. But she figured this was either a trick, or an attempt to lower her defenses.
And either way, she didn’t mean to fall for it.
“You have nothing to fear from me, you know. I know you think you do.”
“Save your lies, elf. Save your tricks, too. Free me or don’t: it makes no difference to me. I’m a knight protector, a sworn servant of the king’s. If you think a few pretty words will turn me from my duty, you’ve got another thing coming.”
Ceridwen smiled again and set the lantern on the wooden table in the center of the room. “Come, Portia. We both know that’s not true. You want me to free you because you think that if I do, you’ll be able to overpower me.”
Portia didn’t acknowledge how close the other woman had gotten to the mark, but no more did she deny it.
“You see a frail woman,” Ceridwen went on. “A captive for too long. You are weighing the vitality of your strong body against the frailty of my weak one.
“But I’ll give you this piece of advice: I am stronger than I look, and I have abilities of which you – yet – know nothing.”
“Elven sorcery,” Portia answered with a contemptuous snort. “Witchcraft.”
“Call it what you will: I have no desire to harm you, but I will do what it takes to defend myself. Do not force my hand.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

The days grew bleaker for Raif Ogre-son as time passed. His coin ran low, and his options narrowed. Everywhere, there seemed to be faces he recognized – friends he’d once served beside, criminals he’d previously arrested, and citizens who had seen him a thousand times.
Then, there were posters with his image on them.
Raif Ogre-son
Wanted on suspicion of interfering with an official investigation with seditious intent
Dead or Alive 
50 gold bounty if taken alive
25 gold bounty for proof of death
Raif didn’t consider himself a paranoid man. But after those posters started to find their way around the city, well, every glance paid him sent a shiver up his spine.
It didn’t matter that his was one face in a sea of flyers, one wanted man among dozens. He had been a city guardsman, and he had met and been seen by his share of people all across Black Port.
More people than your common laborer, or apothecary, or black-market witch.
He held onto his coin after that and started to take shelter in alleyways and abandoned buildings. This was no easy choice. Not for him.
Not to bed where rats traversed, where fleas made their abode, where filth of every kind could be found.
His skin crawled with disgust. Sleep proved elusive. He could hardly bring himself to eat, but even with the little that he consumed, his food stores ran low.
And he feared to venture out to replenish them, lest someone spot him.
He wandered the city, sojourning a day here and a day there, until he found himself at the waterfront. He took shelter where he could, and watched the ships come and go.
The idea of leaving Black Port appealed more now than ever before, but it seemed less likely. No ship left the harbor without being searched.
Even if he could find a captain to grant him a berth, he’d never make it out of the harbor. The inquisitor would catch him trying to flee, and then he would be subjected to her questions.
He could imagine her serenity while she tried to force a confession out of him, her supreme confidence that he must have some sinister plan in mind, some ulterior motive. She would never accept that he had fled in horror, that his abdication had been no more or less than abhorrence of her methods. She would see a conspirator, a traitor. Because that was all she saw, everywhere she looked.
Raif could picture Spyros in his mind’s eye too, the malevolent gleam in his eyes as he played with that wicked dagger. Deciding which piece of his body to sever next.
Where to put a hole in him.
How to make him suffer.
And then, if he survived the mad pair of them, their questions and their suspicions, it would be the pyre and a slow, horrible death by fire.
It was late and dark when he made his way to the burned-out shell of a warehouse. It had been the sight of a gruesome accident some weeks earlier. He’d been one of the investigators who arrived to sift through the ashes.
The fire marshal said it was the result of a lightning strike, but Raif hadn’t been sure. Some of the workers reported seeing a stranger on site. And there were rumors about a buy-out offer that the owner had rejected, and a deal turned sour as a result.
Raif didn’t know for sure, one way or another, what had caused the blaze. But he did know the result: the entire plant had gone up in flames. There’d been deaths, and injuries that were worse than death.
The priests had come to do what they could for healing, but it was precious little. Priestly magic wasn’t like the old magic of the elves. Priestly magic might keep someone from death, but it couldn’t take away pain. It couldn’t heal scars and regrow tissue.
Since then, the building had lain empty as if under a cloud of death. The homeless avoided it like a plague house. Hell, Raif thought, even the rats seemed few and far between.
The realization filled him with a kind of relief he hadn’t felt for a long time. He felt almost happy.
He was still filthy, still reeking of sweat and dirt and the gods alone knew what else. This place stunk too, of soot and ash. But there were no rats here – no rats, no fleas, no soiled garments and no piles of trash.
He found himself smiling. And that, in turn, filled him with mortification.
A few months ago, he’d been a man destined for great things – recently promoted, well respected. He was going to be captain of the guard some day.
He had been a man going places.
Now, he was a man who reacted with joy when he found a corner to sleep in that didn’t reek of urine and worse things.
Life had not been much better for Darya. She had found her hours cut. The Black Dragon needed fewer waitresses, for there were fewer people out and about these days. Even the sailors stayed more on their ships than the shore.
That was bad for business – for all kinds of business.
So was the presence of an inquisitor who would put up on charges anyone engaged in so-called acts of moral turpitude. For many of the locals, the risk of getting caught outweighed the benefits.
Demand didn’t diminish much among the sailors, particularly those going on or coming back from extended runs.
Darya’s regulars tended to be locals, though.
It was a safety thing: a man who could put out to sea the next morning could outrun his crimes in a way a local couldn’t. Consequently, a man who could put out to sea the next morning might take liberties and cross lines a local man wouldn’t.
But it was a practical consideration too.
She was particular with her clients. She had a theory about her business. It was a transaction, of course, but there was more to it than that. There was a working relationship there.
She knew her clients’ names, or at least the names they told her. She knew their stories: who had trouble at work, whose children would be the death of them and whose were their pride and joy, and so on. She knew what to say to their disappointments and their triumphs.
Hell’s bells, she’d counseled more than one of them on how to repair failing relationships. Even when it meant losing them as customers.
It was harder to do that with a person you saw once every eight months. Nearly impossible to do with a stranger.
So she’d had fewer clients, and shorter hours – and a considerably lighter coin purse – these last weeks.
Then there’d been the business with Olga. Her flat mate’s behaviors – always a little out of the common way – had grown increasingly eccentric. She would disappear for days at a time, and come back covered in filth and grime, looking like she’d crawled out of an arena somewhere.
More than once, Darya had seen blood in the washbowl after Olga’s return. More than once, she’d seen her flat mate apply thespian’s face paint to hide a bruise or conceal a cut.
But when she’d inquire, Olga would smile and say, “Never you mind, my dear. I knocked my head, is all,” or, “Business is rougher than usual. That’s all.”
Whatever the other woman was up to, it wasn’t safe, and it wasn’t legal. Darya respected Olga’s privacy enough that she didn’t press. But she feared for her safety.
She feared for both of their safety, should Olga’s secrets – whatever they were – come to the inquisitor’s attention.
Hammer had been out when Raif skulked into the warehouse. His own food had run low, and so had the dragon’s. He’d bought a sack of marked-down meat from the waterfront’s discount butcher.
The place people went when they were desperate, or not too particular what they ate or served their guests. Maybe it was chicken, like the butcher said. And maybe it was rat.
But he figured it didn’t much matter. Dragons weren’t particular in their culinary needs, and their stomachs were tougher than nails. Rat would serve as well as chicken, and day old would be no worse than fresh.
And buying in bulk from the discount butcher would raise fewer eyebrows than a regular one. He’d be one of many. They’d probably take him for another tight-fisted landlord or innkeeper, who had a public house’s worth of guests to feed, but wanted to do it on the cheap.
He could tell at once upon his return, though, that something had changed. He entered through one of the back doors and not through the tunnel. He didn’t want to use the tunnel except when he needed to.
He didn’t want to risk anyone learning about its location. So he spotted fresh tracks in the soot right away. But it was more than that. The place sounded different.
A subtle difference, faint but unmistakable. The sounds of another living being. The breathing, the shifting in place, the quiet sigh or low cough.
Not someone lying in wait for him. Those sounds would be kept under check in that case. So a squatter.
Dammit. So far, he’d been lucky. So far, people had kept clear of the old warehouse. Once, an inspector on the owner’s payroll had come in to assess structural damage. Probably to decide if the structure needed to come down entirely or if it could be rebuilt.
That had been days ago, and no one had spent any time there since.
But he wasn’t surprised, not really. The city had gotten worse, much worse, since the inquisitor began. People were scared and getting more scared by the day.
Which meant more people fleeing their homes and being evicted by landlords or family who couldn’t bring themselves to turn them in, but also couldn’t risk having them under their rooves.
Sooner or later, someone else, someone desperate enough, would come here. He’d known that.
And now, they were here.
He moved quietly to the rear of the warehouse, ducking under collapsed timbers and a fallen floor to get to the basement stairs. These had been built of concrete and steel, and they had held up where the wooden staircase at the front of the building had become nothing more than a pit.
He waited until he had descended halfway, where any light that might seep out onto the first floor would be concealed by the debris. Then he cast an illumination spell.
A simple thing his mother had taught him, she being one of the elder witches of the border islands.
Before the king’s army found her, anyway.
Hammer had never paid much attention to magic. He’d had ideas about growing crops and working with the land. But that had been before the king’s men showed up, deciding to add the independent islands to their domain.
Add the islands, and kill the witches and warlocks who might put up resistance. Eventually, anyway. After their inquisitors tortured their ancient secrets out of them.
Now he wished he had paid attention to his mother’s witchcraft like she’d asked him to. He didn’t imagine he might have held back an army. The greatest sorcerers he’d ever known had fallen to the sheer numbers arrayed against them.
But now, in this new life of his, magic would have been useful – beyond lighting his path, or a candle, and healing his injuries.
It was too late for that, of course. The armies had come, and they’d brought their inquisitors. They’d taken his mother and tried to get her secrets from her. She’d held out like a warrior. She’d shielded that ancient knowledge from them, though it cost her mightily.
And now she was dead. And one of the few spells he’d taken the time to learn from her lit his way.
The basement was a mess, but less of a mess than the stories above, for the fire had burned upward more than it had burned down. Most of the first floor remained intact, and where it wasn’t, debris from the second story and roof had collapsed downward.
There were no windows here, and no points where light seeped in from above except at the two stairwells.
He had taken shelter a short distance from the intact staircase, in a fortified office. Fortified by himself, with fire powder and oil cannisters. Should anyone come down here seeking to cause mischief, well, his young friend would not be entirely vulnerable.
That young friend was called Cadfael. The youngling’s mother had picked the name when he was but an egg.
Hammer didn’t know the full story, but he was given to understand that Cadfael’s mother had perished. That she’d known her end was imminent and enlisted the help of Black Wyvern to save her offspring.
But he hadn’t been involved in that part of Cadfael’s journey, and the young wyvern could no more supply the details than he. Until recently, Cadfael had been blind to the world, asleep in his egg.
We have company, Hammer said as he ducked into the office. He didn’t speak the words aloud, but rather projected his thoughts to the dragon.
I know. I heard him weeping upstairs.
Weeping?
He is very sad.
Why?
I do not know.
Fair enough. I’ll check him out later and see if he will be a problem. In the meantime, I got us food.
Cadfael slid out of the shadows at that, and into the center of the room. He was small, for he was but a hatchling. His scales were midnight black, and his eyes gleamed with the light of a star. He walked on two legs and had a long neck and long tail.
A handsome dragon, one of the elder clans. The noblest of his species: a black wyvern. Rarer than black diamonds, and a hundred times more precious.
Even as a hatchling, Cadfael could speak without words, projecting his thoughts to the minds of mortals. Not even elves could do that, not without the aid of magic. Nor could the lesser dragon houses.
Which, of course, explained why the houses of men had decided to hunt them to extinction. The same as they’d hunted the witches of the islands. The same as they hunted the elves.
Because mankind feared power that they could not themselves control and manipulate. Independent strength threatened their will to dominate.
And the solution was always the same: murder.
Cadfael fell upon the food hungrily, and Hammer watched him eat. He found his thoughts drifting again to his own home, to his mother. To the great women and wise men of his homeland.
To the death and carnage the armies had taken to those sacred places.
We’ll be out of here soon, he told the dragon. You’ll be somewhere safe.
And then I will see the sky?
Hammer smiled. Cadfael had hatched here, in the dark. It had been a monumental effort to convince him – a creature of the air – to stay hidden in the dark. Many and long were the nights he’d told the restless youngling stories of the great, boundless sky, of clouds and birds, of thunderstorms and lightning bolts.
Yes, friend. Then you will see the sky.




Chapter Twenty-Three

“And what do you intend to do with me, once you get wherever it is you’re going?” Portia asked.
She was in the captain’s quarters, out of the hold. They were eating dinner together, the trio of them: Valia, Ceridwen, and Portia. This had become a custom at mealtime.
Valia would lock her doors, and then signal that the pair in the hold were safe to emerge. Then Ceridwen would open the doors, and they would join her for their meals.
In the beginning, Portia had made up her mind not to eat. But her hunger strike failed early on, in part because, well, she was hungry; and in part because Valia had said, with a twinkle in her eye, “Hadn’t you better eat, to keep up your strength for whatever escape you’re planning?”
Which was a good point, of course. Starving herself in protest would benefit the enemy far more than herself. So Portia had eaten, and allowed Ceridwen to remove her constraints during the elf’s waking hours. She’d availed herself of the liberty Valia granted the pair of them, to avail themselves of her own quarters – and the sunshine the cabin windows provided – while she was on deck.
But she’d steadfastly, obstinately, refused to think better of her captors. These little liberties and favors were all part of their plan to make her come round to their treason, to deceive her with their nonsense about elven lineage.
Portia Daysen, daughter of the South, would not be swayed. She would take the food because she needed to eat. She would avail herself of free movement and sunshine, for in doing so she maintained her health and strength.
And she would wait until the moment was right to strike.
Now she watched Valia as the other woman thought the question over. “What do you want me to do with you?” came the answer at length.
“I want you to turn yourself over to my custody,” Portia said without missing a beat. “You, and Ceridwen here, and all of your crew.”
Valia laughed. “And I want to wake up empress. But I try to keep my expectations within the realm of the possible.”
“I want you to set me free, at a port where I can return to my duty.”
Valia nodded. “There are safe ports along my route. I will leave you at one of them.”
“Alive?”
“And well. Though I do not promise to make it convenient for you to follow me.”
“I will see that you are brought to justice,” Portia declared. “Wherever you leave me.”
“Maybe,” came the reply.
“You have my word on it.”
“Well, if there’s anything I trust, it’s the word of a knight of the realm.”
Portia felt her cheeks flame, and she scowled at the other woman’s tone. “If you had an ounce of honor, you would not speak so.”
“If your sense of honor demands refugees must be handed over to torturers, and considers torturers and monsters allies, well, I am happily rid of it.”
“Please,” Ceridwen said, “may we eat in peace?”
The elf woman had a point, though Portia would not openly cede it. These discussions were many and fruitless. Valia had yet to acknowledge her perfidy, and Portia would never betray her duty. So these exchanges went nowhere.
She ate her soup and dried fruit in silence for a moment. Then her anger flared – at herself, and at Ceridwen and Valia. So what if she didn’t convince them? She didn’t expect that she would.
But she was a knight of the realm, and she had a duty to make her captors and all enemies of the South as miserable as possible.
She had no weapons and no means of escape. She could not overpower them – not a quick-footed rascal and elven mage.
Duty, then, compelled her to utilize the only weapon she had available to her: her words. Until such time as a better option presented itself, anyway.
“They will find you, you know,” she said.
Valia made no response.
“Whatever you’re planning, they will find you and stop you.”
Ceridwen shook her head ever so slightly. The elf had maintained the fiction throughout their acquaintance that she was no part of Black Wyvern, that she was not an agent or a saboteur. Portia had in turn convinced herself it wasn’t true.
What were the odds that an elf just happened to be here, when she was sent to find a secret order bent on bringing down the empire? No. No, Ceridwen was involved somehow. She was sure of it. Or, mostly sure, anyway, especially when she was angry. As she was now.
Valia said nothing, which only further irritated Portia.
“So are you on the North’s payroll, then? Is that what this is?”
Valia smiled and took a sip of her wine. “That’s right. I work for the North. I rescue elves from the South on behalf of the North. Because they’re so fond of elves up there.”
Ceridwen shuddered, and even Portia, whose knowledge of the world had been so limited, so carefully curated, took her full meaning.
The North was as brutal in its handling of elves and sorcerers as the South, any day of the week.
“But it behooves the North to destabilize the South. That’s what you’re doing.”
Ceridwen slammed her open palm against the table at this, and her eyes flashed in a way that put a shiver up Portia’s back. She had never seen the elf angry before. She had never seen an expression like that one.
“Destabilize the South? By freeing me from a cage, from an end of months or years of misery and humiliation and abuse? Do you hear yourself, Portia? How, in your gods’ name, would me being raped and tortured stabilize your precious empire?”
Portia blinked at the questions. “It wouldn’t,” she said, feeling almost guilty. Then, though, her ire rose again. “I wasn’t saying it would. Of course not. I mean –”
“What?” Ceridwen persisted. “You mean what, exactly? No nebulous conspiracies, no vague threats. What harm, precisely, do you think me escaping the brutality of your South will do?”
Portia had no answer to that. For a moment, she shrank before the elf woman’s fierce gaze. Then she glanced at her bowl.
“Well?” Ceridwen prompted.
“Maybe not you, specifically,” she allowed. “But their goals are to destabilize the South. And part of that –”
“Whose goals?”
“Black Wyvern,” she said with some exasperation. That’s what she’d been talking about all this time. “The North. That’s why they’re funding Black Wyvern.”
Valia snorted with a blend of amusement and contempt.
Ceridwen stayed on point, though, not less angry than before. “And you know this how?”
Portia knew what Ceridwen was getting at. She and Valia both had made the same point before: her information came from her own command structure. People with reason to lie to her.
“How?”
“You know how,” she snapped. “My commander told me.”
“Ah yes. And how does he know?”
Portia didn’t reply.
“You’re wasting your time,” Valia said. “There is no fool like the fool committed to being a fool.”
Portia’s cheeks flamed again with wrath and indignation. Again, she vowed, “I will bring you to justice for your treason, whatever you say.”
“See?” Valia shrugged. “You may as well reason with the bulkhead as this one. Eat your food, Ceridwen. Ignore her.”
Ceridwen did ignore Portia after that. Not entirely. She would respond to questions when they were genuine queries and not attempts to ruffle her. She observed the niceties assiduously. Please, thank you, and you’re welcome never left her vocabulary.
But she halted her attempts at conversation. No more were the stories about her life before the Great War – all the tales that Portia despised as lies, about how idyllic and peaceful the world had been before mankind’s greed and fear drove them to murder their fellow creatures.
No more were her questions about Portia’s life, about her childhood, about what it was like to be raised in an army school as the adopted child of a general. She had no interest in what it was to share an only parent, in name at least, with thousands of other children.
She had no interest at all. She sat on her cot and stared at the bulkhead; or, when Valia was on the deck and they had the run of the cabin, she stared out the windows at the great, vast blue sea.
Saying nothing. Seeming to see nothing. Or maybe, she saw a time long ago, one of those fabled periods she had mentioned so often to Portia.
At first Portia was glad of the silence. She hated the other woman. Ceridwen was her captor, and an elf – an enemy of her people and her nation. It was her duty as a loyal daughter of the south, as a daughter of General Daysen, to despise her.
Then the silence grew louder, until all she could hear was the incessant, sickening lapping of the water against the hull. A maddening rhythm. Endless. Eternal.
And there was something in the other woman’s eyes. Portia had first taken it to be a sulk. She’d responded with contempt and indifference.
But as the hours, and then days, passed, she saw more than self-pity. She saw more than an attempt to induce guilt, or to manipulate her at all.
She saw grief. Decades of it. A lifetime’s worth.
It unsettled Portia. Ceridwen was the enemy. She was an elf. Yes, bad things had happened to her, and maybe she, personally, hadn’t done anything to deserve them. But her people had brought them upon all elves.
Certainly, the business with Captain Luca and whoever his buyer was were beyond the pale. But that was not the South. That was someone countermanding the laws of the South, committing crimes. Flouting the law.
The same way Valia and Black Wyvern flouted the law.
She didn’t want Ceridwen to die, much less to burn on a pyre or die in an inquisitor’s chamber. Her mind shied away from the thought when it came up.
But when she was truly honest with herself, she knew that was what waited the elf woman, should she fall into the hands of Portia’s allies. It was an awful prospect. One that turned her cold to consider.
It wouldn’t be Portia’s fault, though, if she turned her in. The collective guilt of the elves had made it necessary that the most forceful and extreme measures be taken, to ensure the great wrongs of the past could never be repeated.
That’s what she’d been taught. There was no room for mercy because elves were themselves without mercy.
She knew that, like she knew her name. Like she knew that water was wet, and ice cold, and fire hot. She’d known it as early as she could remember.
And yet…
And yet, this woman’s grief, though she kept it to herself, could not be ignored. Portia tried. The gods could attest to how much effort she put into ignoring, even mocking, the other woman’s pain.
Because elves didn’t feel the way humans did. They weren’t capable of it. They were cruel, and brutal, and wicked. They were merciless, evil through and through. They used humans’ emotions to prey on them, to manipulate them.
That too she knew, because she’d heard it all her life.
And yet…
She began to wish, and then to pray, that Ceridwen would start up her wretched stories again. She would have given anything to hear one of them, so that she could have railed against the other woman’s lies in the privacy of her own thoughts.
But Ceridwen didn’t. Days became a week, and Portia began to think she might go mad in the stillness.
Oh, she still had Valia’s ready conversation at mealtime. But the captain was more infuriating than the elf. She would watch Portia with amusement, almost pity at times.
That pity grated in a way Valia’s scorn didn’t.
In her own mind, she saw herself and Valia as worthy adversaries, rival soldiers in a war that predated both of them, champions to a cause that fixed them in opposition. But it was clear that Valia saw matters in a different light.
To Valia, she was a fool. Not even an adversary, worthy or unworthy. Just a fool, to be pitied sometimes, and laughed at others.
And that infuriated the young knight, though she couldn’t explain why, even to herself. Reason told her she should be grateful. Better to be underestimated by an opponent.
Use it to your advantage.
That’s what reason said. But pride said something else. Pride bristled. Pride was injured. Yes, she was a prisoner. Yes, she’d allowed herself to be taken. But twice before that, she’d saved Valia. Once from Luca’s man, and once – fool though she’d been – from the inquisitor.
Did that count for nothing in the other woman’s estimation?
Reason again had an answer.
Reason said that maybe it did count. Maybe that’s why she still breathed, when she’d been caught sneaking aboard the Ice Kraken and prying into secrets that could get Valia killed. Maybe there was some code of honor among rogues.
But reason didn’t soothe the sense of injury.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Raif had shed tears in the darkness and solitude of the warehouse, tears at his situation and his prospects – bad, and worse.
Then he’d fallen asleep. He stirred once or twice, thinking he’d heard someone in the building. But no one had come for him. No one had dragged him off to some unlucky end.
He slept the whole night through and rose with the sun. Raif found his appetite renewed with the rest, and he ate the last of his stale bread, and scraped a bit of mold off his block of cheese before cutting himself a piece.
He would need to replenish his supplies soon. He had a few morsels of cheese and a pouch of nuts left, and nothing more.
Raif made up his mind to do it now. He didn’t know what the day would bring. He couldn’t. Not anymore, not with what the city had become.
Better to sleep when he could, eat when he could, and see that he had the supplies he needed when he could – rather than to find himself on the run, starving and exhausted.
He could hear his old mother’s voice in his ears.
Prepare right, and you’ll be ready for anything.
Granted, she would say it in reference to pairing his cloak with his spring tunic or polishing his boots when she told him.
But the principle held anyway. Prepare right and be ready for anything.
So he headed out with the first wave of morning risers and night shifters – the sailors finishing their watch or starting their shore leave, the night shifters heading back home, the laborers catching an early breakfast.
His beard had started to grow in since he’d left the guards. He was no longer bound by their grooming codes, but that wasn’t the reason. He just didn’t have the facilities. There was no wash basin and pitcher of water on his nightstand here. What water he had would be consumed, rather than spent in grooming or washing.
Which, to a man of Southern sensibilities, who viewed unkempt facial hair as a sign of wild, uncivilized men – like the more barbarous Northern peoples – this didn’t come easy. He viewed his itchy beard with almost as much revulsion as the rats and alleys that had become his lot of late.
But it did serve his purpose. He looked another man altogether from the clean, trim figure on his wanted poster.
He found a vendor selling the kind of thing he needed: tack, like they’d eat on a ship, and dried meat. He splurged on a small sack of dried figs and a wheel of hard cheese.
Then, with not much left of his coin, he set out to find his next lodgings. He didn’t mean to stay in one place for too long. He’d caught his own share of fugitives who had done that: gone to ground in an area they thought to be safe.
But someone, somewhere, would remember seeing him come out for provisions, or duck into the warehouse. Someone would mention it in passing, or under duress from the inquisitor.
He paused at the public well, drinking greedily and then refilling his waterskin for future use. He had put the top on it again and started to move when he heard his name.
“Raif? Is that you?”
He glanced around him quickly, warily, ready to flee at the first need. His eyes fixed on a slim, pretty woman. A face he hadn’t seen in far too long.
“Darya,” he said. She looked a little haggard, he thought. Tired, definitely, but worried too.
She hurried toward him and wrapped him in a hug. “Thank the gods. I’ve been so worried ever since they put up those accursed posters.”
The fact that she’d seen the posters among so many, and that she’d been able to recognize him under the beard, worried Raif. But she knew him better than most. She would take notice where others might not.
“The city has gone mad,” he said.
She nodded. “I figured you must have left already. But you’re safe at least. That’s good.”
He didn’t have the heart to tell her how precarious his position was. He offered a quick word of affirmation. “I’m one of the lucky ones, I guess. What about you? Are you – well, how have you been?”
“Fine,” she said. “She has been to The Black Dragon again, but only to eat. To eat, and be seen, I think. She enjoys that: watching people watch her in fear.”
“She’s depraved, and so is that knight she’s got with her. They’re monsters.”
Darya nodded grimly. “What you did – it was very brave.”
He didn’t know about that. He’d fled, and as far as Raif had ever known, only cowards fled. But cowardly or not, it had been the only thing he could do.
“I should go, Darya,” he said. “It’s dangerous to talk to me. If someone saw…”
She nodded. “I know. Still, I am glad to see you alive and well.”
“Thanks.”
They stood there for an awkward moment, neither moving, as if there was something unsaid between them. Or maybe it was all on his side, he thought.
Then she stood on tiptoes and put a kiss on his cheek. “Take care of yourself, Raif.”
He watched her hurry away after that and disappear into the morning crowd. On her way to work, he figured. Maybe the last time he would ever see her.
His heart hurt at that thought, and so he brushed it away brusquely. Sentiment was for weak men, and right now he needed to be strong.
Darya had been right when she talked about leaving. He had been putting it off for too long. No more. He needed to get out of Black Port.
He needed to conquer his fear of the wide world and get out before he missed his chance.
So Raif set his steps toward the docks again, but this time, to a place called The Eyrie. It was a tavern, but a place of business too. Everyone knew that if a ship needed a crew, her captain could be found waiting to sign hands here. Those outfits with long-term crew would also send a first mate when they needed to add another to their numbers.
There were tables set aside at the front of the establishment for the captains and mates looking to hire hands. This, they called the outlook. And rare was the day that the outlook sat empty.
Raif found the place open, and a scattering of sailors already waiting. No one had yet taken up position at the outlook, but that didn’t surprise him.
He ordered an ale, and took a seat in the back corner, where he could watch the comings and goings.
He counted eight other men in the room, besides the old seadog behind the counter: Otho the Wolf.
The Wolf had lost a leg in the Great War, and an eye too. And the combination, or maybe the prospect of losing more, had drydocked him for good. He’d set up the tavern on his veteran’s stipend and ran it with his wives ever since.
If the stories were to believed, there’d been five or six of them. One had run off with a captain she’d met right here, on the outlook. His second had found him in bed with the woman who would be the third. The third, in turn, left him for another man.
Raif didn’t know the details of the last two or three. One, he knew, had been hung for knifing a seaman for turning down her advances; but where she landed in the sequence, he couldn’t say.
The others, he assumed, had less exciting reasons for exiting the marriage. But whatever the stories, Otho had sworn off women for good.
At least, that’s what he said – loudly, publicly, and frequently.
Raif had the suspicion that Otho would find his amorous side again as soon as an eligible and interested woman walked into his life. He was addicted to relationships the way some men were addicted to drink or cards.
As for the eight men, Raif didn’t know them at all. They looked to be sailors. They had weathered skin and surly manners, quick, nervous glances and keen, cold eyes. A few sat together in bunches, talking in low tones. Some sat apart.
All of them watched the doors, and each other – all while pretending they weren’t.
These were the desperate ones, the ones who had shown up before the captains, eager to land – anything. Probably, men who had spent their last paycheck earlier than intended.
Or men who meant to flee warrants, or the possibility of warrants.
Men like himself.
Not a great sign as for the types he’d been dealing with if he landed a berth. But it meant his competition wouldn’t be the cream of the crop, either. Which, for a man without any prior sea experience, was something.
He sipped his ale slowly. It was watery and flavorless, but you didn’t come to The Eyrie for the ale.
A few more sailors showed up, of the same sort. They took spots around the room, some falling in with acquaintances, and others taking seats by themselves. No one sat at the outlook.
The Wolf stopped by, ostensibly to check Raif’s glass.
But Raif took the hint anyway: he’d better buy more than a single ale if he meant to hold onto a piece of the job market real estate. He ordered a breakfast plate, and The Wolf grunted in satisfaction.
“It’ll be right up.”
The timeframe was optimistic, but it did come eventually: a plate full of fatty sausage and fried potatoes, with an egg cooked over the top. The flavor profile was mostly grease and salt, but it’d been too long since Raif had eaten hot food.
It may have been a king’s feast, as good as it tasted to him in the moment.
A man came in while he was eating, a tall man with a fierce face. He took a seat on the outlook, and a queue formed immediately.
Raif scrambled to join it, but there were a dozen sailors before him already.
The man with the fierce face identified himself as Markos, a first mate with a schooner sailing to one of the recently acquired imperial islands in the far south. Three of his crew had taken up berths elsewhere, and two had been lost at sea on the way to Black Port.
Five jobs. Over a dozen men.
Raif felt his heart sink. Those were not good odds. The spots would be filled before he even reached the table.
Things looked up, for a moment. Two of the men headed back to their tables at hearing the destination, and another at hearing the fate of the two deceased hands.
But that left nine ahead of him: nine applicants, and five spots.
Markos did not accept the first five men queued up before him. He turned down a portly, red-faced man who declared himself the best ship’s cook to ever sail.
“Don’t need a cook. Next,” he barked out.
He didn’t take a one-handed man called Elias, either. “No place for gimps on my ship.”
Still, Markos finished his roster long before Raif reached the table. Raif felt a mixture of disappointment and relief at that.
He needed to get out of Black Port, and he was sorry he didn’t have a way, yet. But something told him sailing under Markos would be only a step up from the inquisitor.
The morning’s young, he decided, heading back to his table and breakfast. Give it time.
He did – and along with time, he surrendered most of his remaining money to Otho for refills. Not willingly, but the barkeep showed up with frustrating regularity to inquire about his comfort, in a way that left no doubt that he was expected to order again or vacate the premises.
More hands filled the empty seats, and eventually another man and a woman came and took their stations on the outlook. The same business with queues happened a second time.
But Raif was quicker, and he got a better spot in line. The captain whose queue he’d jumped into was called Ekatarani, and as he waited, he learned that she was a privateer.
She had a writ of marque, and she meant to patrol the coastal regions adjacent to No Man’s Land – the strip of unclaimed territory separating North and South.
“We’ll take ships that cross into our waters and kill crews that won’t comply. We’ll loot and feast on the fat of the North or die trying. That’s the shape of it, lads. Now, who is with me?”
This all sounded appalling to Raif, but he was a man without options. So while the other sailors erupted with cheers, he tried to join in and sound enthusiastic.
His efforts must not have been up to snuff, though, for Ekatarani surveyed him with a skeptical eye when he reached the front of the line. “Name?”
“Randall,” he said, for that was the name on which he’d already settled.
“Occupation?”
“Laborer.”
“You ever been to sea before, Randall?”
“No ma’am. But I’m a hard worker and a quick learner.”
She nodded but went on watching him with mistrust. “You ever killed a man so you could rob him before?”
He blinked at the question. Of course he hadn’t. “No ma’am.”
“You think you could do it?”
He almost answered in the negative but caught himself in time. She was a privateer. Killing people to rob them was basically her business. “Well,” he stammered, “I think I could, yes. That is, if that was what we were doing. Within the bounds of the law, of course.”
“And where’s it written that robbery is legal, Randall?”
“Ma’am?”
“We’re privateers, not thieves. We don’t rob anyone. We take what’s lawfully our’n.”
“Oh,” he said. “Yes. That’s what I meant.”
She shook her head, and said, “You ain’t right for any crew of mine. Next.”
Raif’s cheeks blazed with humiliation. He stepped out of the line and slunk to the back of the second queue. He figured he’d be too late, but he was running out of money to wait. So he tried anyway.
The second captain declared himself to be an honest merchant, nothing more and nothing less – which Raif took to mean he was a smuggler.
His name was Takis, and he captained a vessel christened Lady’s Bane. Takis worked on private commission, and he offered attractive rates on a per-day basis.
“Our destination is sealed, and I cannot tell you how many days we will be at sea, but you will be well-compensated for your troubles,” he said.
Which sounded better to Raif than privateering, even if it the one was illegal and the other not.
He seemed to be of the minority opinion, though, for Takis’s line had about half the applicants of Ekatarani’s. The prospect of pirated booty being more attractive than fixed rates, Raif reached the table well before the smuggler had filled his slate.
Takis started with the same questions the privateer had asked: name and occupation. Raif gave the same answers.
“You’ve never sailed before?”
“No sir. But I’m –”
“A quick learner. Aren’t you all? Well, I’ve need of five more before the mast. I’ll take you, if you understand your pay’ll be less since you’ve no experience.”
“How much less?” Raif asked. He was desperate, but not stupid. He needed a little money to survive wherever it was they were going.
Takis thought for a moment, then said, “Half share for the first week. After that, provided your performance is up to snuff, you’ll earn equal shares.”
Raif took it. He figured Takis would still cheat him.
Either they were going somewhere they could reach in a week, or Takis would get as much time as he could out of that probationary period. But at the rates offered, even at half-shares, the voyage would pay decently.
Enough to hold him until he found employment somewhere else.
“Right,” Takis said, after he’d collected Raif’s false signature. “We set sail in a week’s time. You’re to report no later than third bell on the seventh day. See you then, Randall.”




Chapter Twenty-Five

Raif headed back to the warehouse after that. He didn’t want to wander too far from the docks, lest Augusta’s efforts compel him to lay low for a space. He’d risk a short jaunt to the ship, but he couldn’t afford to go through half the city.
But the distance wasn’t his only motivating factor. He had only a few coppers left to his name, so lodging of any kind was out.
Raif reckoned he’d be lucky to stretch his food for a week. The coins would help. Not much. Not with how few he had left.
But he’d be able to afford a loaf or two of stale bread at a markdown. He had no allusions that that’s what it would come to before the week was up. Stale bread could be soaked in water, and it would get him through until he got his first real meal aboard the Lady’s Bane.
It wouldn’t be comfortable, but it wouldn’t be the worst thing he’d put up with lately.
He was feeling pretty good about himself for the second time in as many days, and that more than anything else put the wind up him. Black Port didn’t leave much room for good lately.
He thought out his plan again. He retraced his steps and revisited the faces he’d passed. He hadn’t noticed anyone in particular, and no one had taken particular notice of him – except Darya, of course.
He felt that he had nothing to fear from her, though he couldn’t lay to that. He didn’t know how much of the Darya he’d seen was her professional face, and how much was the real woman.
It didn’t really matter though. She had seen him at the well. Maybe she’d seen him heading back toward the waterfront. But the waterfront district was huge.
Even if she ran to tell the inquisitor – and that was an unlikely if – what could she say? In a city of tens of thousands, in a district of thousands, she’d glimpsed him?
And Raif Ogre-son was only one of many, anyway. Whatever – whoever – she was after, Augusta clearly had bigger fish to fry than a guardsman without the stomach to stand her butchery.
So Raif allowed himself to feel good. He took a nap and ate a few morsels. He listened to the sounds of the city, and paced the old, burned-out halls.
While the sun was out and bright, he explored some of the darker sections of the building, the places he hadn’t dared to try in meager light. A few, he avoided altogether, for fear of falling through the floor.
After an hour and a half, he got a pretty good idea of the lay of the land. It was a huge complex, consisting of several buildings that had originally been distinct, and later combined into the labyrinth he now explored.
Some of the intermingled structures relied on wood more than steel, and those had suffered the worst damage. Some had fared reasonably well, all things considered. Plenty of wood and flammable materials had survived.
He didn’t understand fire. Some men did. They could predict how a conflagration would sweep through a building, which parts would burn to ash, and which would survive unscathed.
Raif knew fire, like the sea, was a life bringer and a killer, friend and foe. He knew it had a mind of its own, and could never, truly be controlled. He saw the evidence of it all around him in this place.
Fire had picked where to burn and what to spare, seemingly with a will and mind all its own. He found a kind of path where the fire had burned through one section and spared another directly beside it, and set to exploring it.
He ducked under rubble and found a staircase leading to a lower level – a basement, he assumed.
Raif started to descend the stairs, but tentatively. He had no light and could see little. He had to rely on his other senses to navigate, and even then he wasn’t sure how far he would go. But he was curious.
He’d gotten about halfway down the first length when a voice sounded behind him. “Hello there.” A quizzical voice. Deep. Male. Unthreatening, but with an edge to it.
Raif spun around, his heart hammering in his chest. He could see a dark figure, silhouetted against the distant light. A huge figure. A monstrous figure, unreal in its proportions.
Raif took a half step backwards, down another stair, deeper into the shadow. He drew a breath. The figure shrunk in his vision, as the fear receded and his senses returned.
Not a monster, but a man. A huge man. A mountain of a man.
But a flesh and blood man all the same.
Raif took another breath, deeper and longer. “Hello. I didn’t realize anyone else was here,” he said.
Not quite a challenge. Not quite a question. Something just in between.
“Nor I,” said the stranger, taking a step toward him.
Raif resisted the urge to move downward, into the unknown darkness. “You…squatting here?”
“Is it a problem if I am?”
“No,” Raif said. “As long as the other way around wouldn’t be to you.”
The big man nodded. “Not in the least. Last I heard, the owner of this place isn’t too particular about who is here.” Now he gestured toward the basement. “But, you down there? Without a light?”
“What? Oh, no. I was just curious, I guess.”
The big man didn’t say anything to that.
“I didn’t realize there was a basement here.”
“Me either. Not until I heard noise coming from this way. Tell you the truth, I was kind of hoping you might be a rat.”
“What?”
The big man’s shoulders moved in what must have been a shrug. “It may not be fine dining, but rat’s better than nothing.”
“Oh.” Now an idea crossed Raif’s mind. He’s spent a good deal of time exploring this place. He hadn’t found anyone else, nor had he caught sight of recent habitation anywhere. “What about you?”
“What about me?”
“Where are you settling in? I haven’t seen you around.”
“Just got here,” the big man said. “Name’s Hammer. Least, that’s what my friends call me.”
“Hammer?”
“That’s right.”
They stood there, unmoving and unspeaking for a long moment. Then Hammer asked, “But you got a spot? I mean, if you don’t mind company?”
“Sure,” Raif said. He didn’t want company, of course. But he also didn’t know this guy, and he didn’t want to let him out of his sight until he’d had a bit of time to think, and figure out how, if at all, this changed his situation. “I’ll show you.”
Raif led Hammer to his spot upstairs, and cast appraising glances his way now and then, when he thought he could do so unobserved. The more he saw, the more he hoped this stranger didn’t mean him harm.
Hammer had hands as big as dinner plates, and feet like logs. His chest could have doubled as a wine barrel. He looked like two regular men stitched together in some kind of mad scientist’s laboratory.
“So,” Raif asked, as casually as he could manage, “you have a bad run at the gaming tables, or what?”
“What?”
Raif gestured to the burned-out building around them. “I mean, if you’re holing up here, I’m guessing it wasn’t good luck.”
“Oh. No.”
When the stranger would volunteer no more, he offered, “Name’s Randall, by the way. I lost my job two weeks ago.”
“That’s rough.”
“Yeah. Fifteen years with the same company. Now they’re not getting orders like they used to. So guess who gets shown the door? That’s loyalty for you, eh?”
It was the story he’d decided on, and he figured he might as well try it on for size now. If he was lucky, it’d encourage a little sharing in return.
Hammer nodded. “There’s a lot of that, from what I hear.”
Raif decided not to push it. The giant didn’t want to divulge his reason for hiding, which, in a sense, told him what he needed to know anyway.
If he forced some kind of answer, it’d be a lie. That was almost guaranteed. And he didn’t want to force anything. Not with a guy who looked like he could fold him in quarters and use him as a kickball without breaking a sweat.
To his surprise, Hammer broke the silence that followed with an answer anyway. “Well, for me, I just picked the wrong time to come to the city.”
That sounded ominous to Raif. His dealings with the two non-locals he’d met recently had not gone so well. “You from out of the area, then?”
Hammer nodded. “You could say that.”
“What brings you to Black Port?”
Hammer laughed, a low, sardonic sound. “Bad luck, and plenty of it. A job. But it turned out to be the wrong time to come here.”
“That’s the truth,” Raif agreed, “and no mistake.”
Hammer followed Randall to the little camp he’d made on the second story. In that, at least, he saw that the man was telling the truth.
He wasn’t so sure about the other details of his story. Cadfael had sensed sadness. The little wyvern hadn’t warned of anything else.
But Cadfael was young, very young. Hammer didn’t know the full development of dragon senses. Nor did he know if they varied between the black wyvern and the rest of dragonkind.
Maybe he would be able to sense a threat, or a projection of false emotion. Maybe not. Hammer didn’t know.
What he did know, though, was that Randall had been a fake name. This man, whoever he was, had lied about that. Hammer would have staked a hundred gold on it without batting an eyelash.
He was pretty sure the rest of ‘Randall’s’ story had been a lie, too.
But he didn’t care about that. Whatever this stranger’s reasons for wanting privacy, as long as they didn’t imperil Cadfael, Hammer didn’t care. The city was full of people in hiding, people who had very good reasons to conceal their true identities.
The benignity of Randall’s intentions, of course, was the sticking point. Hammer didn’t know, and he found no immediate answers.
Randall eyed him suspiciously. That was to be expected. No one who had an inkling what the inquisitor was up to would view a stranger without suspicion today.
Especially not if they had good reason to hide.
He had nothing in his camp that suggested ulterior motives – no cache of weapons, no fresh blood, no pile of corpses. If he was a pickpocket or a throat-cutter, he plied his trade elsewhere.
Likewise if he was a sorcerer or a herbalist. There were no bottles of embrocation or liniments, no jars of emollient cream, no materials for poultices and wraps in the debris.
That too didn’t surprise Hammer. Anyone forced to flee their home and livelihood would be unlikely to take their wares with them.
They settled in and watched the afternoon fade, and evening settle in. Now and again, they would make brief conversation.
It was going to be another cold night, Hammer said. Maybe they should get a fire lit.
Randall shook his head a little too quickly for an honest man. “Technically, we’re trespassing. Better not to draw attention to ourselves.”
“Ah. Good point.”
Hopefully it would be warmer tomorrow, Randall said a few minutes later. They’d had a cold spring so far.
Hammer asked Randall if he planned to be there on the morrow.
Randall shrugged in a noncommittal way – again, too forced to be natural. “Well, we’ll see, I guess. If the weather’s nice, I may have a look along the docks, and find somewhere better.”
Then, after another long silence, he asked, “What about you?”
Hammer thought for a moment. “Probably. I’ve got a job that starts in a week, and no place to be until then.”
“The job you came here for?”
“That’s right.”
Randall nodded. “Me too. Maybe we’ll be on the same ship.”
Hammer laughed. “Wouldn’t that be the shit?”
“Wouldn’t it?” Randall repeated. “I’m on the Lady’s Bane. That your berth?”
Hammer shook his head. “No. No, that’s not me.”
“Ah.”
They went on in silence for another spell, until Randall opened a sack of food. He glanced between his meal and Hammer. He seemed to be wrestling with competing concerns. But in the end, charity won.
“You hungry?”
“As a shark.”
Randall took some food and handed over the sack with a look that suggested it pained him to do so. “Then you’d better eat.”




Chapter Twenty-Six

Portia lay in her cot, staring at the dragon bone figurine she’d found in the Ice Kraken’s cargo hold. She was alone here, with Ceridwen sleeping in the chamber above.
Alone, but not free. When the elf woman laid down to sleep, she clapped a shackle on one of Portia’s ankles. Not the most comfortable thing, but not a real inconvenience.
Except, of course, that it meant she couldn’t leave.
So she passed the time in whatever manner she could. Sometimes, she imagined what she’d do when and if she got free. Sometimes, she’d let her fancy run riot, and plot out entire scenarios.
She’d snag the key from Ceridwen’s belt. Then, when everyone was fast asleep, she’d venture out and steal one of the ship’s lifeboats.
Or maybe she would wait until they reached land. Valia would try to double cross her. But this time, Portia would get the drop on the pirate.
And sometimes, when she was quite sure she was alone, she’d take the little elven token she’d found out of her pocket, and stare at it. She’d listen to the quiet hum of its magic and wonder about its secrets.
What was it that made this thing evil? Did it have the power to corrupt? She had had it in her possession for some little time now, and so far it had not corrupted her.
Or was it simply a weapon in the hands of those already corrupted? Did it amplify their wickedness, and give power to their magic?
She didn’t know, but the questions fascinated her. The thing fascinated her.
It was a rough visage of a woman, clothed in robes she didn’t recognize. Elven design, she supposed, carved crudely into the bone. The artist, whoever they’d been, was not a master.
That was for sure.
Their lines had been blunt, the cuts over-forceful. There was no real difference in the depth of the carving anywhere. It looked like a child’s drawing that had taken three-dimensional form.
And yet, the thing mesmerized her. She wondered who this woman was supposed to be. A goddess, probably. Or maybe an elven ancestor.
Did the elves pray to their ancestors? She didn’t know.
Hell, she didn’t know if this little carving was meant for prayer at all. Maybe it was a charm or ward. Certainly, it was more than a decoration. The energy that flowed through it told her that.
She was still staring at it when the hatch overhead began to open. Portia started, drawn suddenly from her reverie, and slipped the figurine back into her pocket.
She folded her hands over her stomach and laid back in an approximation of restful repose. But she didn’t close her eyes. She watched as a set of boots entered the gap, and then legs. The captain’s legs.
She wasn’t sure how, exactly, she knew that. But she did. Maybe she recognized the boots. Or maybe the curves of Valia’s body were too pronounced to be mistaken for the half-starved elf woman.
Whatever it was, she fixed a severe expression on her face and made no move to stand.
If Valia took offense, she didn’t show it. She took a seat by the table, saying as she did so, “I’m glad you’re awake. We need to talk.”
Dark thoughts cascaded into Portia’s mind. She imagined this captain concluding that she needed to die after all. She saw herself being hauled out of this cell and thrown overboard to feed the fish.
She kept all of this to herself, though. “Do we?”
“Yes. You have heard of the Straits of Damocles?”
Portia nodded. Everyone had heard of the Straits of Damocles. They were a series of passages running between the Islands of Damocles – once a common trade route, but since the days of elven dominion, less so.
“We need to pass through them.”
Portia sat up now. “So we’re headed to one of the islands.”
“No. But very near them.”
She searched her mind, going over her old geography lessons, and all the sea charts she’d studied. The Islands of Damocles were a series of land masses of varying sizes. Some were lush and beautiful and hospitable to outside life, and others full of serpents and scorpions.
The Straits, though, provided easy passage through an otherwise rough patch of seas, and so outposts and tiny ports had sprung up along the way, all eager to take a cut of the profit from passing ships.
Most of those had vanished decades ago, with the start of the great war. So it wouldn’t be an outpost.
Very near them.
Something else, then. She tried to think of what other land masses might be in the vicinity. But Valia didn’t give her time to revisit her grade school geography lessons.
She said, “If you know of them, I’m sure you know the reputation of the Straits. Or, more accurately, the islands.”
“They’re full of pirates,” Portia supplied.
“Yes. That’s what I need to talk to you about.”
Portia eyed her suspiciously but said nothing.
“We’re about to enter the Straits. An hour, give or take. It’ll take two days to finish our passage. If we run into trouble out there – well, it’s a good crew. Chances are, we’ll be fine.”
“Oh good,” Portia said dryly. “I’m relieved to know that we’ll probably survive your decision to bring us among pirates.”
“But if we’re not,” Valia went on, “well, it won’t be good to be chained up. Not if they find you, and not if they don’t. If they don’t, they’ll sink the boat with you in it. If they do – well, if you’re lucky, that’s the worst they’ll do.”
Portia scowled at her. “Are you trying to what – scare me now?”
Valia studied her with an inscrutable expression. “No, Portia. I’m trying to keep you out of harm’s way.”
Portia scoffed. “Probably should have thought of that before you kidnapped me.”
“I didn’t ask you to trespass.”
“I wouldn’t have, if you weren’t harboring elves and enemies of the empire.”
“An elf,” Valia corrected, with the hint of a smile. “I harbored only one elf. The other one went through a lot of trouble to get onto my ship. Seemed rude at the time to turn her away.”
Portia scowled at her. “I’m not an elf.”
“And I’m the emperor. But I’m not here to argue. The point is, we’re going to be in a dangerous bit of water. I want you to have freedom of movement in case the worst happens.
“But I would need your word of honor, as a knight, that you would abide by the rules: stay out of sight, do not attempt to harm anyone or interfere with the running of the ship.”
Portia didn’t answer.
“I know you harbor some idea of getting away. That’s fine. You can go back to that as soon as we’re out of the Straits, and we go back to our normal routine. But I’d need your word that you would comply in the meantime.”
Portia thought it over with a deliberate slowness. Disappointingly, her lack of progress didn’t seem to get a rise out of the captain. But she was never in much doubt as to the answer she’d give.
There was nothing in the Islands of Damocles anymore. Nothing but old ruins, scorpions, and pirate haunts. It was no place to escape.
“Fine,” she said at length. “You have my word, on my honor as a knight. While we are in the Straits, I will make no move to oppose you or harm anyone on this ship.”
She shrugged. “After that, well, you are my captor, and I am a knight. If I see an opportunity, I will take it.”
Six days had passed since Hammer had met with Darius. He had arranged a cart and horse for the morrow. The man who called himself Randall was his only worry, but it seemed Randall had a job of his own lined up.
Their departures would coincide, hopefully in Hammer’s favor. If not…well, he’d figure something out.
He wasn’t particularly worried. Randall, whoever he really was, had secrets of his own. That was obvious in the furtive way he’d peer out the windows, in his skulking steps when he left to refill his water, and in his fitful nightmares.
Those seemed to happen every night. Hammer didn’t know what the other man dreamed of, but there seemed to be plenty of death and carnage involved. He’d whimper and plead.
Not for himself, or so it seemed, but for some other. A boy, from the sounds of it.
Hammer wondered if Randall had lost a son or a brother. Maybe it had been his father or a brother-in-law. He didn’t know.
But it had something to do with the inquisitor. That much was clear, too. There had been a burning on the waterside two nights prior. Augusta had hauled an old woman out, a harmless crone who sold animal bone charms.
She’d been a waterfront resident since her childhood. Hammer supposed that had had something to do with the inquisitor’s decision to murder her here, on the waterfront. That, and the fact that she’d been at work for weeks, and until the other day, no one had given up the old woman.
The pyre had been some blocks away, visible to them from some of the second story windows, but only just. The screams, though, had reached them easily. Randall had sunk into a ball, pressing himself into the wall as if he could disappear into it, and putting his hands over his ears.
Now, Randall was asleep, and Hammer was heading below to feed Cadfael. He’d seen little of the dragon lately, only venturing below when his fellow border was asleep or out. But they’d communicated telepathically throughout.
Cadfael was feeling the absence of company, but that wouldn’t be a problem. Soon he would be away from here, and before too long, reunited with his own kind. He’d have more company, human and wyvern, than he’d know what to do with.
Hammer headed to the basement, picking his way through the rubble and chatting with the dragon as he went.
Suddenly, Cadfael’s thoughts went silent. Then the dragon hissed.
Someone’s here. A stranger.
Randall?
Not him. Someone else. Looking for you. He’s anxious.
Hammer drew his dagger at that. No one should be looking for him, much less here. Had he been followed when he went out for supplies earlier in the day? Had Randall said something to someone when he’d gone to the well?
He didn’t know, and he didn’t like not knowing. He crept toward the entrance, and the sounds of movement reached his ears. Someone was poking around, looking for something.
A hoarse whisper sounded, a room away. “Hammer? Hammer, you there?”
Hammer frowned. He knew the voice. It belonged to the boatman, the one who would ferry him and Cadfael away tomorrow night. “Darius?”
The footsteps grew louder and quicker, and a dark figure appeared in the doorway. It breathed a sigh of relief, and spoke in Darius’s voice. “Thank the goddess. I hoped I had the right place.”
“What are you doing here?”
“I didn’t have any other way to contact you.”
“You’re not supposed to contact me.” This wasn’t how this sort of thing worked. Hammer had worked plenty of drop-offs and pick-ups, and there was a protocol. It saved lives.
“I had to. I’m sorry. But we’ve got trouble. Tomorrow night – it’s not going to happen. Not yet.”
“Why?”
Darius shook his head. “It’s a mess. My contact, he had to go underground. Someone’s onto him.”
“The inquisitor?”
“Maybe. I don’t know. He doesn’t think so, but I don’t know who else it could be. But there’s a woman trailing him. Youngish, foreign looking. Light hair, light skin, very blue eyes. Almost an ice blue, he said.”
Hammer shook his head. “Don’t know her.”
“A good thing. She’s bad news, you mark my words.”
“What’s she done?”
“Nothing yet. Surveillance is all. But my contact, he’s running scared. He went to ground, like I say.”
Hammer gesticulated angrily. “Went to ground? By the gods, what am I supposed to do–”
“I’ve got a replacement. But it’ll take longer. Another week.”
“And what if this blue-eyed girl shows up at your replacement’s house?”
“I don’t think she will. This isn’t one of our usual runners.”
“Bloody hell. A week?”
“I know,” Darius said. “I know. Believe me, I don’t want this anymore than you. But – my contact is terrified. He’s got a family. He’s afraid they’ll end up on the pyres.”
Hammer couldn’t fault the other man. Not really. Not with a family on the line. But he didn’t like it when plans fell through, either. Not these kinds of plans. That’s when people got hurt.
“You’re sure this new contact of yours will come through?”
“A hundred percent.”
He shook his head slowly. “Fine. Fine, we’ll make it work.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Darya was at work when the inquisitor’s men came. There were two of them – one, a guardsman she’d seen with Raif a time or two. She couldn’t remember his name, but she’d never much cared for him.
The other was the young knight, Sir Spyros. He recognized her, too. His lip turned in a grimace of disgust.
At first, Darya assumed – hoped, even – that they’d come for someone else. Not that she wished evil on anyone, of course. Only, she wanted to avoid it for herself.
But Raif’s friend fixed his gaze on her and spoke to Spyros. She could see his lips form the words That’s her. Then Spyros’s lip curled in contemptuous recognition, and the two men marched forward.
And she knew. Not someone else. Her.
They were here for her.
She thought about running, but that wouldn’t have done her any good. They would catch her. They always caught those who ran, these inquisitor’s hounds. And running was taken as an admission of guilt. Innocent people didn’t run.
But beyond all of that, her legs simply wouldn’t work. They’d turned to jelly beneath her, shaking and trembling, but otherwise still.
Spyros stopped a foot away from her. “You’re Darya?”
She tried to find her voice, but it didn’t work.
“Answer, whore,” the guardsman barked.
Darya nodded and tried again. This time, a whisper came out. “Yes. I’m Darya.”
“Come with us,” Spyros said.
“Am I…am I under arrest?”
“Do you want to be under arrest?”
“No.”
“Then come with us and answer the inquisitor’s questions. What happens after that will depend on you and your answers.”
Darya whimpered. She didn’t mean to, but the sound escaped before she could hold it back. Raif’s friend grinned, and Spyros prodded her with his palm. “This way.”
The next half hour passed in a blur. She was loaded into the back of a closed cart. There was a family there, with three wailing children and a pale mother too terrified to make any noise at all. The husband paced back and forth, up and down the length of the cart.
Not even the jostling or the occasional pothole stopped his movement. When he fell, he picked himself up again, and went back to pacing.
They clattered along, stopping once to add a new passenger: a young woman, who wept the remainder of the trip.
Then they arrived at the inquisitor’s facility. It was a repurposed warehouse, packed full of people. Grim, gray-faced people, with fearful glances and quivering movements.
The family and the woman joined these people, and so, for a space, did Darya. Spyros shoved her into a kind of cubicle – a partition consisting of pallets – and said, “Wait here.”
She did, for what seemed hours, though she didn’t know the actual length of time. Then Raif’s friend returned. He grinned at her in a way that made her blood run cold.
“Come on, whore. The inquisitor has questions for you.”
“You’re Lauro,” she said, the name returning to her.
“That’s right. Move.”
She thought about the times she’d met Lauro. He’d come to The Black Dragon with Raif once or twice, and he’d come alone, too. He knew about her arrangement with Raif, obviously. He’d hinted a time or two at starting one with him.
But she hadn’t liked him. Something had seemed off, so she hadn’t pursued it. Even so, it seemed impossible to reconcile the young man with his over-friendly overtures, his eagerness to sway her, with the gloating, sneering figure before her.
“Lauro,” she pleaded, “I’ve done nothing.”
He snorted. “You and every other lowlife. Move, or I’ll get to work on you early.”
She felt her head swim at that. Early. Then they did mean to ‘get to work’ on her. Torture. Gods above. She could barely think straight. She could barely see, so intense was the feeling of wooziness that came over her.
Lauro shoved her, hard, toward the main walk. She stumbled forward, catching herself before she faceplanted and managed, somehow, to stay upright. The facility passed in a blur.
In a minute, she found herself in a private office. Deputy Inquisitor Augusta sat at one end of the office, behind a desk covered in neat stacks of files. Sir Spyros stood across from her, at some kind of parade rest stance.
There were shackles hanging from the ceilings, and more on the wall. A tray boasting a wide range of cruel tools sat by the desk. Darya saw knives and saws and pincers and pliers, tools for cutting and tools for piercing. She saw brands and things she could only begin to guess at.
She started to shake and turned away.
The smell of cleaners hung heavy in the air, gagging her. And no wonder. Traces of blood remained between the floorboards, missed by whoever had scrubbed away the remains of the last victim.
The inquisitor spoke, and for all the world, she sounded like a reasonable, even likeable, person. “You are Darya,” she said.
Darya winced at being addressed. She didn’t dare look at this woman, who had the power of life and death – and agony – at her fingers. But she didn’t dare remain silent either. Not after having been addressed.
“Yes ma’am.”
“You have no reason to fear me, Darya,” Augusta said. “Look at me.”
Darya made herself meet the inquisitor’s gaze.
“There,” Augusta said. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”
“No,” Darya murmured.
“Good. Now, I need some information. And I have reason to believe you may be the one to help me get it.”
“I don’t know anything,” Darya blurted out. “I swear.”
“Come now. That’s not true, is it? Everyone knows something.”
Darya didn’t know what to say to that, but Augusta didn’t give her time to think on it anyway.
She went on, “For instance, you know that what you do is illegal, don’t you?”
Darya passed a suddenly dry tongue over her lips. “Ma’am, I-I serve drinks and wait tables. That’s all.”
Augusta smiled, and the expression sent a chill down her spine. “Come now, dear child. We both know you’re a common whore.”
Darya went ashen white. She said nothing.
“But you can relax. I don’t blame you. Truly, I don’t. You’re a symptom, my child. Nothing more.
“You don’t blame the pustule, do you? You blame the disease that causes the pustule. You’re a pustule. But even a pustule can have its uses.”
She went on smiling, in the same chilling way, watching Darya all the time. “You do want to help me, don’t you, my little pustule?”
Darya nodded. “Of course, Inquisitor.”
“Good. Excellent. All I need from you is information. Where is Raif Ogre-son?”
Darya stared at her. “Raif?” Was this really why she was here?
Augusta nodded. “Yes. Where is he?”
“I don’t know.”
Augusta glanced at Spyros, and he turned to Lauro. The guardsman’s sneer took on an ugly dimension, and he took a step toward Darya.
Augusta raised her hand, and Lauro froze. “You need to cooperate with me, Darya. I am willing to overlook your sins, to give you a second chance. But you need to prove to me that you want it. That you’re willing to earn it.”
“Please, Madam Inquisitor,” Darya said, her voice trembling, “I swear to you, by all that is holy, I don’t know where Raif is.”
Augusta sighed and stood. She took a step toward the tray of tools and selected a long knife. She turned with it in hand.
Darya started to whimper. “I swear, I don’t know. I swear!”
“The thing about rot is, there’s always a system that allows it to fester. In the body, it’s a weak immune system, a system not doing its job.
“It’s much the same in a city.” She headed toward Darya, one slow step after another. “A city rots because its immune system allows it to rot. Raif – he was part of that immune system. It was his job to heal the city.”
She paused a step in front of Darya. “To purify it. But he didn’t, did he? He partook in its vices. He wallowed in its filth.”
She closed the final distance and stood so close their two bodies practically touched. She raised the point of the knife to Darya’s chin. “Didn’t he, my little pustule?”
“I swear, I don’t know where he is.”
Augusta pressed the point of the blade into her skin, until she drew blood. Darya started to sob, but as suddenly as she began, the inquisitor withdrew the knife, holding the blood-stained tip up between the pair of them.
“I need to know I can believe you.”
“You can. You can, Inquisitor.”
“I don’t trust her,” Lauro said.
“He doesn’t trust you,” Augusta said, her voice sounding as pleasant and reasonable as ever.
“I’m telling the truth.”
Augusta brought the blade to Darya’s cheek and traced a line down it slowly. “Convince me.”
“How?” Darya asked, her own voice trembling. “Anything you ask, I’ll do it.”
“Do you know where he lives?”
“No.”
Augusta raised an eyebrow at that. “Really?”
“I swear it. We weren’t – it wasn’t like that. He was a customer. We had dinner a few times, yes. But that was it.”
“You never went back to his place?”
“No. I swear it. We – we used one of the rooms, at The Black Dragon.”
“Does he have family in the area?”
“No. He did, but they’re all dead.”
Augusta surveyed her for a long moment. Then she smiled and withdrew the knife. “He doesn’t believe you,” she said again. “But I do. So I’m going to let you go, Darya.”
Darya breathed out, a long gasp of relief. “Thank you. Thank you, Inquisitor.”
“But I’ll need your promise on one thing: if you see him, if you should run into him, or hear word of his whereabouts, you will tell me.”
“Of course. Right away.”
“Good. Then you are free to leave.”
Darya ran, trembling and gasping, sobbing and wheezing, the whole way home. Lauro had escorted her out of the building. He’d told her he knew she was lying. He’d prove it, if she was.
“You’ll be sorry then,” he’d said, calling her a few choice names into the bargain.
She hadn’t stopped running since, and she didn’t stop until she burst into her shared flat and locked the door after her. Then, and only then, did she stop.
Completely. She didn’t run. She didn’t walk. She didn’t even stand. She sank to the floor and sobbed in abject terror and relief.
She laid there for a long time. Then, when she’d expended her tears, she dragged herself to her feet, and half stumbled, half crawled into bed. She lay there for hours, numb to the world, until she heard the door open.
Her terrors began anew. She had an image of Lauro returning, his wicked sneers as he informed her that he’d come to finish what they’d started.
She dragged herself out to see what it was.
Not Lauro, or any of the inquisitor’s lackeys. It was Olga; and her expression turned to horror as she caught sight of Darya.
“Gods above, what’s happened?”
Darya told her, briefly and quickly. But contrary to her expectations, she didn’t see sympathy in Olga’s pale eyes. She didn’t see concern.
She saw anger and fear. Rage.
Darya took a step back at the sight, but Olga advanced on her. “What did you tell them?” she asked, her tone low and menacing. “What did you say?”
The questions surprised her. Frightened her. Her head swam all over again. “Nothing,” she said. “Nothing, Olga. I didn’t even mention seeing him at the well.”
For half a moment, Olga seemed confused. Then, she said, “Not about that damned guard. About me.”
“You? They didn’t ask about you.”
Olga took her by the arm and shook her. “What did you say about me?”
Darya whimpered and tried to pull away. “You’re hurting me.”
“What did you say?” Olga demanded again, with so much menace in her tone that it cut through the haze surrounding Darya’s thoughts.
“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing, Olga. They were only interested in Raif.”
Olga stared at her, scouring her face for some sign of truth or lies. Darya winced and tried to pull away, as the pressure only increased on her arm.
Finally, Olga must have been satisfied, because she released her arm and headed to her own room.
Darya stood in stunned silence, rubbing her arm as she watched the other woman’s departure. Then Olga’s door closed. She went on staring at the blank wood.
What was going on? What did Olga have to fear from her, or the inquisitor? She didn’t know. She couldn’t think.
Her head ached with fear and exhaustion. She seemed to be caught in the throes of it, in some kind of paroxysm of mental paralysis.
Sleep, she thought. I need to sleep. It will make sense after I sleep.
She started to return to her room when Olga’s door opened again. The woman had a pack over her shoulder, and a bundle tied around her.
“What are you doing?” Darya asked.
“What does it look like? I’m leaving.”
“Why?”
“Why?” Olga eyed her as she might a fool. “Your involvement with that damned guard is going to be the death of us all.”
“But I don’t know anything. I don’t know where he is.”
Olga snorted. “You think they believe that?”
Darya nodded. Of course they did. “They let me go.”
“They let you go because they think you will lead them to him.”
“What?”
“You don’t think they’ll be following you, if they’re not already? Gods above. And now I’ll have one too. I’ll have to shake him.”
“Shake him? But you don’t know anything either.”
Olga stared at her. Then she said, “I’m going.”
Darya felt in that moment terribly alone. “Please don’t. Please stay – just until morning, if you must go. Please don’t leave me alone.”
But Olga wasn’t persuaded. She didn’t stay, and when Darya reached out a hand to her, she shook it off.
She paused at the doorway and turned only once. “If you want my advice, you’ll get out of here. This city, that guardsman, the inquisitor – they’re all bad news.
“They’ll be the death of you, Darya, if you don’t get away. Mark my words.”
Then she turned again, and walked away, shutting the door after herself.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

The first day in the Straits passed without incident. Portia made the most of her freedom, lounging in the captain’s cabin, and generally annoying Valia as much as she could.
She rested her boots on the captain’s table, drank from the captain’s port, and critiqued the captain’s arrangement of her cabin.
She didn’t really think the layout inefficient, nor did she think Valia’s wines disgusting, or her provisions subpar. But it ruffled the captain to hear these things.
And that seemed the only thing to do in the circumstance, since she could in no other way take advantage of her newfound liberty.
Ceridwen seemed to have forgiven her, or at least recovered something of her old spirit. She laughed at Portia’s attempts to harass Valia. Sometimes, she would take up Valia’s side, and others, Portia’s.
“It is nothing to elven port, I must say,” she’d agree.
Or, “For all your complaints, you seem quite cozy, Portia.”
Portia didn’t like Ceridwen. She reminded herself of this when she felt the urge to laugh at one of the other woman’s needling remarks. But she allowed that she did find the banter to be an improvement to silence.
For a bit, anyway. It was when Valia left the cabin to return to the deck after lunch that things veered into strange waters.
Ceridwen had been watching her and Valia for the last few minutes in relative silence. Now that they were alone, she asked without preamble, “You aided Valia back in Black Port, didn’t you?”
Portia frowned, surprised more than annoyed. “What?”
“Valia told me. She said you helped her take Luca’s ship.”
“Oh. Well, yes, I suppose I did.”
“And that you offered her a seat when the inquisitor showed up. That you saw her pendant and said nothing.”
Portia shrugged. “So?”
“I don’t understand. You’re a knight of the realm. Why help her? Why shield her from the inquisitor?”
“I didn’t help her. I just didn’t get involved. That’s all.”
“Really?”
Portia nodded.
“Because you had this mission?”
“That’s right.”
“But you suspected Valia was who you were after, right? That’s why you went to all that trouble with the false mustache and everything?”
There was a hint of amusement in Ceridwen’s voice, as if her disguise and the related shenanigans struck her as laughable.
Portia adopted a severe expression and nodded gravely. “Yes.”
“Then why not turn her over to the inquisitor and be done with it?”
“I said I suspected her. Not that I knew she was guilty. If I’d known, I would have turned her over. In a heartbeat.”
Ceridwen nodded slowly. “But isn’t it the inquisitor’s job to get answers?”
“Yes, but…” Portia trailed off. It wasn’t the place of a knight protector to second guess the methods employed by inquisitors, much less to express that doubt to strangers. Enemies.
“But?” Ceridwen prompted.
Portia scowled at her. “What does it matter, anyway? I was a fool. There, are you happy? I was a fool, and I miscalculated and blew my entire mission.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Well, it’s the truth.”
They said nothing for a long moment. Then Ceridwen said, “You still haven’t told me why.”
“And you haven’t told me why it matters.”
“I’m curious.”
Portia laughed. “Well then, let me get right to explaining myself for you.”
“You’re very defensive,” Ceridwen said mildly.
“I am not.”
“You are.”
Portia scowled at her but said nothing.
“And the business with Luca. Not that I’m not grateful, mind. But why help there? You say you didn’t want to be involved, and yet you certainly involved yourself.”
Portia went on scowling at her. “What’s your point?”
“Am I making a point?”
“How in the gods’ names am I supposed to know?”
Ceridwen smiled. “There it is: that defensiveness again.”
“If I’m defensive, as you put it, it’s because you’re being ridiculous. I’m not a mind reader. How should I know what you’re talking about?”
Ceridwen said nothing to that, and the pair lapsed into silence. A silence that the elf woman again broke, this time with a new query. “So why did you pick this assignment? I assume you had some control over it?”
Portia studied her for a long moment, wondering how much she should and shouldn’t divulge. But the answer to that question, anyway, was hardly a secret.
“I didn’t pick it. It was assigned to me. I could have refused it, but I didn’t want to.”
“Why?”
“Because I serve the king. And if someone is conspiring to take down the empire, well, you can bet that I’ll do my damndest to bring them to justice.”
“Do you really think that’s what Valia’s doing?”
She didn’t answer, not right away. “I’m not paid to think. That’s what my commander thinks,” she said at length. “And that’s good enough for me.”
“Well,” Ceridwen said, “I guess you have to do what you have to do. As for myself, I can’t imagine having a brain and choosing not to use it.”
Portia frowned at the phrasing. “I didn’t say I don’t use my brain.”
“You said you weren’t paid to think, which is essentially the same thing.”
“No, it’s not.”
“How is it different?”
Portia’s frown deepened. “You wouldn’t understand.”
“Because it makes no sense.”
“I’m not going to debate it with you.”
“No. You’re just going to hand over an innocent woman to the inquisitor, to be tortured. Burned alive.”
Portia flinched at this last bit, but focused on the preceding clause. “‘Innocent woman.’” She snorted. “You’d be hard pressed to find anyone guiltier. Treason. Smuggling. Murder. Kidnapping. Assaulting a knight. Circumventing a criminal investigation. Hell, hijacking a ship.”
“As if you didn’t play some role in that.”
“In the line of duty,” Portia declared.
Ceridwen laughed. “Ah. So it’s duty for you, and a crime for her.”
“You know what I’m saying. She’s not innocent.”
“Does she deserve what the inquisitor will do to her?”
Portia blinked at the question and opened her mouth once to speak. Then, she shut it again. In a moment, she shrugged. “That’s above my paygrade.”
“The choices you make are never above your paygrade.”
“I have a duty.”
“To whom?”
“My king.”
“But not your people?”
Portia threw her hands in the air and pushed out of her seat. “This again.” She paced up and down the length of the cabin. “When are you going to realize, I won’t fall for this?
“I’m not an elf. There’s nothing you can do to persuade me that I am. Your lies are meaningless to me. Meaningless.”
“So you’ll bring the accusation to your inquisitor if it’s baseless, right? In the interests of full disclosure.”
Portia went on pacing, but she didn’t answer. She was keenly, dangerously aware of the figurine in her pocket. She could hear it. Sense it. Feel it.
“You know the truth, Portia,” Ceridwen said in a moment. “You are elf-born. A half-blood.”
“No,” she said, her tone rising. “No. I am not an elf, dammit.”
“Why do you think you don’t know your parents?”
“I’m an orphan,” she shot back. “A war orphan. The gods know, there’s plenty of them thanks to your people.”
But Ceridwen didn’t take the bait. She didn’t get drawn into an argument about whose fault the great war had been. She said, “You are elf-born.”
“If that’s true,” Portia shot back, “then my mother abandoned me. Why should I care for her people when she left me to starve?”
“Think about it, Portia. Think about it. You say you were a war orphan. In a way, you were. But what do you think happened to the elven cities, when human armies broke down their walls?
“What do you think happened to elven women, when human soldiers found them?”
Portia glared daggers at her. “It’s not enough to call my mother an elf. Now my father must be – what? A rapist?”
“He wouldn’t be the first. And you wouldn’t be the first half-elf, half-human child to be conceived under such circumstances.”
“How do you know it wasn’t the other way around, then? How do you know my mother wasn’t the human, and my father the elf?”
“It didn’t work that way,” Ceridwen said, with a soberness that rather dampened Portia’s ire. “Elves didn’t raid population centers. They didn’t target civilians.”
“Maybe she was a soldier. Maybe she’d been captured.”
“Maybe,” Ceridwen conceded. “It would have been illegal, but that, of course, doesn’t mean it never happened. I suppose we’ll never know one way or the other. But it doesn’t change the fact: you are still elf-born.”
“Only because of a crime. Not that I believe it anyway.”
“And yet, you know as well as I, by your king’s laws you’re guilty. Guilty by virtue of a crime that occurred before your birth.”
Portia went on pacing, faster and more angrily. “It’s not true.”
“They would burn you alongside Valia. You know they would. Do you really want to serve an empire that would kill you for something beyond your control?”
Portia turned now, fire in her gaze, sparks kindling in her palms. “Stop it,” she growled. “Stop it, dammit. Stop it.”
Ceridwen stared at her. “Portia –”
“No. I’ve heard enough of your lies. I won’t hear more. I’m done –”
“Portia, look at your hands.”
Portia did, and horror flooded her senses. Fire seemed to be sprouting from her hands, growing like some kind of living thing. It vanished as her anger receded.
But she knew what she’d seen. There was no mistaking it.
Magic.
“What did you do to me?” she demanded of Ceridwen.
But she knew the truth, even before the elf woman spoke. The flames hadn’t come from any outside source. They’d come from inside.
From herself.
Ceridwen tried to reach out a reassuring hand to her. She staggered backward, away from the woman’s touch. Her mind reeled.
“Leave me alone,” she said.
“Portia, I know this is a shock. But there’s nothing to be afraid of.”
“A shock?” Portia laughed out loud; a bitter, angry laugh. Her entire world had just been turned on its head.
She was the very thing she’d trained all her life to find, to kill, to destroy. She was the villain in her people’s history. The oppressor, the slaughterer, the monster that had kept her up at night.
“A shock?”
“You don’t have to be afraid,” Ceridwen said. “There’s nothing wrong with you. It’s natural –”
Portia didn’t stay to listen. She pushed her way into the hidden hold.
No, she thought. No. It couldn’t be. She wasn’t an elf. She couldn’t be.
An idea took hold in her mind. It was the thing, the figurine. It had to be. It had worked some kind of spell on her. An illusion, maybe. Or maybe it granted its keeper powers.
Whatever – she didn’t care about the particulars. She just needed to be rid of it. She drew it from her pocket and flung it aside.
Then, half blind with terror, she raced for the ladder, pulling the hatch shut after her.
Valia returned to her quarters to find only Ceridwen there. She was disappointed. Not that she didn’t like the elf woman’s company. She did.
But there was something about the impudent knight that she liked too. She wasn’t quite sure what. Certainly not her manners or her good sense. She’d rarely met anyone more obstinate or pigheaded.
She had a sense of humor, though. A sarcastic, pigheaded one. But her attempts to irritate Valia had been amusing. Cute, almost.
Not that she put any stock in that, of course. Cute was as cute did, and Portia still maintained that she meant to turn her over to the crown at the first opportunity.
Valia didn’t believe her. Not entirely. Not now that Portia knew she was an elf herself. And she did know, whatever pretense she made. She knew.
On the other hand, her life was a substantial thing to gamble with. So she didn’t put any stock in Portia one way or the other. She was, essentially, an unknown quantity. Maybe she’d do the right thing. Maybe she’d try to pick up her life where she’d left off.
Valia didn’t know.
She managed a grin as she entered the cabin. “Well, well. Our guest ran out of sarcastic commentary?”
Ceridwen had been staring out the window. Now, she turned. “Portia is coming into her power.”
Valia smiled, but something in the other woman’s somber tone stilled the expression. “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”
“Maybe. But – she’s taking it very hard.” The elf woman explained what had happened – their conversation, and how it had grown more heated until, finally, Portia’s body responded with fire magic.
“She has no training. She doesn’t know how to summon flames at will. Not yet, anyway. But it’s there, Valia. And it’s strong. She’s going to be a hell of a mage, if she lets herself.”
That was all well and good, except for one thing. Wood ships and fire didn’t mix. Mages who didn’t know how to control their abilities and wooden vessels didn’t mix. They ended up at the bottom of the sea, all hands lost.
“I tried to talk to her, but she went below. She doesn’t want to talk to me. I thought – well, I thought it would be better if you tried.”
“Me? I don’t know anything about magic.”
“No. But you’re human. And – perverse as it is – I think that will count for something now. You have to understand, she’s wrestling with an entire lifetime of lies. She’s an army child. Their indoctrination is worse than most.
“She might as well have woken up this morning to find out she was demon born. She’d probably be able to take that better.”
Valia groaned. She was many things, but soft and sensitive had never been one of them. “I don’t know. I’m not exactly the person people come to, to talk about their feelings.”
“It has to be you,” Ceridwen persisted. “You two have a bond.”
Valia snorted. “A bond? You mean, we want to kill each other?”
Ceridwen eyed her curiously for a moment. Then she said, “Never mind. Just, talk to her, Valia.”
So Valia entered the hidden hold, grumbling to herself about whose ship this really was. Next, she thought, she’d be taking orders from Trygve and the rest of the crew. Why not, if the prisoner and the passenger could tell her what’s what, and have her dancing to their tunes.
She shut the door after herself, because Ceridwen had said she thought it would be better if they spoke in private. Without an elf overhearing.
Valia didn’t get it, but then, she had never had the kind of schooling Portia did. She’d been taught something else entirely. She’d been taught to fear the authorities Portia admired, to view with mistrust the establishments she revered, to hold in contempt the leaders she idolized.
Valia had been raised an outsider, looking at a world laid low by the greed and ambitions of humanity. Portia had been raised on the inside, her head filled with notions of protecting the glittering façade humanity had built up.
They came from different worlds in every conceivable way.
So how, exactly, she was supposed to get through to this brainwashed, pigheaded woman-child, Valia couldn’t begin to guess.
She’d taken two steps toward the hatch when her foot kicked into something – something light and pale, that went skittering across the floor.
Valia followed the noise and found the object: a little figurine of an elven saint, carved in dragon bone. She’d seen hundreds like them in her time serving Black Wyvern. Refugees counted them among their most treasured possessions.
The bone carried the power of dragons. The more powerful the dragon, the more powerful the artifact. Some were so powerful that entirely untrained humans could wield them to great effect.
But in the hands of an elf, even a minor charm could accomplish much. No wonder Portia had found her fire powers. If she’d been carrying this, it was a wonder she hadn’t burned the ship down in her anger.
Valia slipped the figurine into her pocket and lifted the hatch.
“Go away,” Portia called. “I’m done talking.”
“It’s me,” Valia said. It was the first thing that sprang to mind.
Silence sounded for three long seconds. Then, “You can go too. I’m trying to sleep.”
Valia shook her head. But she didn’t go. She stepped onto the ladder and started down it. She found Portia in her cot, arms crossed and glaring at her.
“I told you to go away.”
“Yeah, but it’s my ship. I don’t have to listen to you.”
Portia didn’t laugh. She didn’t even smile.
“Look,” Valia said, “Ceridwen’s worried about you.”
Portia snorted. “Then she should stop playing tricks on me. You both should.”
“She didn’t, Portia. I know you don’t want to be an elf. I’ll be honest: I don’t really get it. But it doesn’t matter. You wish you weren’t an elf. Okay. You are anyway. Lying to yourself won’t change that.”
Portia said nothing.
Valia tried again. “I know you wanted to do the whole knight protector thing. That’s not really going to work out so great now. But there’s other options.”
Portia closed her eyes.
“There’s places you can go, to get away from all this. Whole colonies of elves out there, safe from inquisitors and knights.”
Portia rolled over on the cot, with her face to the bulkhead and her back to Valia.
“Or, if you don’t want to live with elves, you can go somewhere else. You’re young and strong, and damned good with a knife. Plus, you can conjure fire with your thoughts.
“You could go anywhere you wanted. Do anything you wanted.”
Portia didn’t move. She didn’t speak. She just went on facing the bulkhead.
Valia scratched the back of her head. “I don’t know what to tell you,” she said in a space. “It’s not what you wanted. I get that. But dammit, you still got your life, and your limbs, and your liberty.”
Here, Portia snorted.
“I mean, you will, soon enough. You know what I’m saying. You got a lot of options open to you. It’s the end of a plan, that’s all. Not the end of the world.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Portia had agreed to come up eventually, but only for food. She didn’t want to talk about anything else, she said.
Valia respected that, even if she didn’t really understand. The young woman, for all her pouting and sulking, was deeply, deeply troubled by the revelation of her elven blood. That was clear.
And on a theoretical level, she did understand Ceridwen’s caution. Portia had been adopted by General Daysen. Not that it was a real adoption, in that she was a member of his family.
It was an honorary, ceremonial tribute, a way to make war orphans feel less lost. A way to give them purpose.
A way to guarantee loyal recruits among the next generation of warriors. It was good politics.
It had meant something to Portia, though. It had given a kid with nothing something to hold onto.
Valia understood that.
But she’d also seen the carnage General Daysen had wrought in the far corners of the empire. She’d seen the villages laid waste, the cities leveled, the prisoners executed. She’d sailed past once vibrant ports reduced to ash. She’d seen the bodies floating in the bays. She’d heard the stories of survivors.
Valia knew the truth of war. Portia knew only the myth.
Portia thought in black and white terms, about great struggles that were bigger than individual men and women. She had had duty and honor beaten into her head from her earliest days.
Now, she saw the whole house of cards for what it was. She had no choice. The entire thing hinged on her belief that elves were born guilty, born evil, born worthy of cruelty and death.
Portia had doubted when she met Ceridwen. Valia had seen the doubt in her face. But it was easier to fool yourself into believing the worst of a stranger than it was to believe it about yourself.
To go on believing in her Southern empire, Portia would have to believe that she was inherently, irrevocably wicked. She couldn’t do that.
And so the entire façade was crumbling around her as reality set in.
Not an easy process. Not by any stretch. So Valia tried to keep that in mind as they returned to dinner. She tried to remain patient, as her unwilling guest struggled to see what was, to her, so very, incredibly plain.
She tried to make light conversation throughout the meal, without much success. At least, until she asked, “Do you know who Damocles was? The Damocles these islands were named after?”
Portia glanced up at that. Her brow creased in thought. Then she shook her head. “No.”
“He was a sailor,” Ceridwen offered. “A human sailor.”
Valia nodded. “An elven lord called Talfryn hired him to find the legendary island of hatching – a place where dragons in their wild days were said to go to nest. Damocles sailed for a year, first along the coast and then into the wide sea.
“He lost many men to storms and rough water. But it was here, in the straits, that his ship finally sank.
“Damocles alone, of all his party, survived. And for ten years, he lived on the islands, hunting goat and rabbit, making boats to get between the islands. Making weapons with the venom of scorpions – weapons and traps, to ward off big predators.”
“Really?” Portia asked.
“Really. Eventually another ship showed up. One of Talfryn’s, as it happened. They found Damocles and wanted to bring him home. But he had grown too accustomed to his life here.
“He stayed. Every year, Talfryn would send a ship to check on him, and offer to bring him home again. And every year, he would decline – for twenty years, it went on, until the last ship found him dead.
“He’d been dead for months, probably from nothing worse than old age. But ever since, they’ve been known by his name.”
Portia took a spoonful of soup. “It’s a sad story,” she said.
“I don’t think so,” Valia disagreed.
“He didn’t find the nesting island.”
“No. He found something better, though.”
Portia snorted, in the way Valia had seen her do often – whenever she disagreed with something, it seemed. “What? Isolation and death.”
“Everyone dies,” Ceridwen said mildly. “But he lived on his own terms. Not everyone can say the same.”
“I suppose not,” Portia conceded. “Still, who wants to live among scorpions and vipers?”
“You realize that people willingly run for the senate, right?” Valia asked.
Portia glanced up, and the ghost of a smile lifted the corner of her mouth. She said nothing, though.
“Anyway, not all the islands have scorpions and vipers. Some are quite nice.”
“Have you ever been to them?”
“Not all of them. There’s about two dozen. But I’ve been to a few, yes.”
Portia considered that, then nodded. “It must be nice to travel and see the world.”
Valia nodded too. “Most of the time, it is. The storms’ll make you rethink that. But you’re right: most of the time, it is nice.”
Ceridwen watched them conversing and smiled. “Give me a warm hearth and a quiet cottage any day. You two can keep the sea and all her storms.”
They went on in this fashion, talking of things of no consequence, for some time. Then Valia had to again return to the deck.
The day had been quiet, and the evening was shaping up to pass likewise in peace. That was good, and by no means a guarantee in the Straits. But they’d caught no sight of the pirate boats, or of any coastal habitations that might hint at pirates.
Maybe the navy had been through recently, and cleared out the pirates since last she’d been in the area. Maybe they’d moved on to more lucrative areas.
She returned to her cabin, and found Ceridwen and Portia talking in low tones. Ceridwen spoke of a home she would build for herself, if ever she got to safety. She would raise livestock, she said, and grow crops. She would sit at her hearth at night in a rocking chair and listen to the birds and creatures of the forest.
Portia declared that such a life would bore her to tears. “Life is too short to sit back idly.”
“Maybe,” Ceridwen said. “But for my part, I’ve had enough excitement to last a thousand lifetimes.”
At this point, they both took note of Valia’s return.
Portia got up. “Ah. Well, I’ll leave you to your room.”
“I’m not turning in right away,” Valia said. “Stay, if you like.”
Portia hesitated.
Valia pretended not to notice and took up a seat with her back to the windows. “So what will you be doing, while Ceridwen builds this cottage of hers?”
Portia offered a half-smile. “Not raising goats or crops, I can tell you.”
“No,” Valia agreed. “I can’t see you being content with that any more than I can see myself.”
“I say she should go to sea,” Ceridwen declared. “She’s had no trouble finding her sea legs.”
“True enough,” Valia nodded. “And you could see the world then.”
“Maybe,” Portia said, without much conviction. “But I don’t think I’d be much good as a ship’s hand.”
“That, I believe,” Valia said. “You, having a problem following orders, I mean.”
Portia didn’t seem to take offense. She grinned instead. “Sometimes. But it hasn’t got me killed yet. Anyway, I’m a knight protector. I can follow orders when I have to. It’s you who has the problem with authority.”
Valia laughed, because it seemed the polite thing to do in the circumstance, and Portia hadn’t been wrong about her and authority. “Touché,” she said.
But internally, Portia’s ongoing identification as a knight protector disappointed her. There was no reason for it. Elven ancestry would be the end of any military career, because it was bound to come out sooner or later. Some inquisitor somewhere would detect it, and kill her for it.
The logical thing to do was leave, as fast as she could; go, as far as she could. But if she was naïve enough to think of her service as ongoing, well, who knew what she might be capable of.
Ceridwen had suggested that they might both come and visit her, someday when they were old and gray. “We’ll sit around the hearth and drink tea. I’ll have fresh baked seedcake, and a roaring fire. We can remember the good old days. Or, bad old days, in this case.”
Portia started to speak, but she cut off suddenly. The smile disappeared, and expressions of surprise and then fear crossed her face in rapid succession.
Before she could articulate her cause for alarm, glass shattered behind Valia’s head, and a shot rang out.
Another followed it a moment later, but Valia had already dove for the floor. She had sailed the Straits long enough to know what breaking glass in open water meant.
Pirates.
The pirates who haunted the Islands of Damocles didn’t sail ships and engage in naval battles, like the rogues who scoured the open seas. These pirates operated small boats from the coast, swarming passing ships under cover of darkness.
There’d be half a dozen boats, maybe more, pulling alongside the Ice Kraken now. There’d be men climbing the sides of the ship in every direction: grappling hooks and scrambling limbs, cutlasses and pistols.
If they succeeded, no one would survive the night. The ship would burn and sink to the bottom of the Strait once the pirates hauled away whatever provisions and goods they wanted.
She made her way toward the window, as fast as she could. Valia could see a face at the window, pale against the dark night. She could hear the ongoing smashing of glass as he tried to open a hole large enough to admit himself.
She drew her blade as she went, calling, “Take cover,” to the two women in her cabin.
Ceridwen did take cover, ducking back into the hidden chamber. Portia ran forward, toward the shattered window.
A potentially fatal move since she had no weapon and the guy at the window did. But in the circumstance, it bought Valia the precious few seconds she needed.
The pirate raised his pistol toward Portia. Valia leaped upward, driving her blade through the broken glass and into his chest.
He screamed, a long, wheezing, gurgling sound. The pistol went off, the round landing high over Portia’s head. Then the pirate lost his grip on the rope and fell backward.
“Thanks,” Portia said.
“Likewise,” she replied, scanning the darkness. She could make out no other figures, so she turned back to the other women. Ceridwen was peeking her head out of the hidden chamber. But Portia looked ready to fight, not hide.
“You need a weapon,” Valia decided.
Portia eyed her warily. “You trust me with one?”
“You gave me your word,” Valia reminded her. “So yes.”
She’d taken a single step toward Portia when glass shattered behind her. Ceridwen screamed a moment before something collided with Valia.
Something big and heavy. Something with strong arms, that held fast onto her. Someone else had come through the window. No hesitation this time, no trying to open a safe entrance. They’d crashed through.
She struggled against the pirate’s grip. She heard voices from the window, eager voices, angry voices.
Then she felt heat. Lots and lots of heat. The man on her back screamed and loosed his grip. She pushed up, getting her bearings as she went.
The heat came from fire. The fire came from Portia’s hands: a long, steady stream of it.
Portia had seen the first pirate and raced toward the window without thought of how she’d actually intercede.
Then she’d seen the second one come straight through the window. She saw him take Valia down. She saw him draw a dagger.
And she acted, without thinking about it, without pausing to consider. She just acted. Fire sprang from her palms and seared the pirate.
He screamed and stumbled backwards. In a moment, he had crashed back out through the window, a fireball plummeting into the sea below.
The sea or his own boat. She wasn’t sure which. All she knew for sure was that Valia was safe.
And she really was an elf. It hadn’t been the figurine. It hadn’t been some trick of Ceridwen’s.
Portia Daysen, Knight Protector, was elf-born, her very existence unlawful.
It should have been a crushing blow. But, somehow, it wasn’t. She’d known for a while now, hadn’t she? The crushing realization had come in stages. She’d made it through them already.
This was just the final confirmation of what she already knew. Resignation to a truth already established.
She took a breath. The fire receded. Valia was still prone, staring up at her with surprise.
Portia cleared her throat and offered the other woman her hand. “Come on. There’s going to be more of them.”
There were, though not in the boat the first two had come from. The boat had caught fire and was drifting in the Ice Kraken’s wake like a flaming beacon. Two heads bobbed in the water beside it.
One seemed to be heading toward the dark shore. Another was following them. Valia grabbed a pistol from her desk and took aim. She fired once. The pirate pursuing them shuddered and then sank.
Valia reloaded the pistol, talking as she did so. “You’re going to need this. Avoid fire if you can. Not that I’m not grateful – I am. But it won’t do us any good to burn to death after routing these bastards.”
Portia nodded. She hadn’t thought about the impact of using a fire spell in a wooden ship because, well, she hadn’t thought at all. She’d just done.
Valia handed her the pistol. “Kill anyone who comes through the window or the door who isn’t me.”
“I’m going with you,” Portia said.
“Like hell. It’s not safe.”
“I’m going with you,” she said again. She was counting on the other woman giving in simply because she didn’t have time to argue.
Valia hesitated for half a moment, and then folded, exactly as she expected. “Fine. But stay close to me, so no one mistakes you for one of them.”
She nodded, and Valia handed the gun to Ceridwen with the same instructions. “Kill anyone who comes through the door or the window. Unless it’s us.”
Then she took a blade from under her bed and handed it to Portia. “Let’s go.”
The deck looked much the same as Portia remembered it, except now it was dark and covered in warring bodies. She could see the glint of moonlight on steel all around her. The cries of injured sailors and the staccato bursts of gunfire rose over the clashing of blades.
Portia could not at first glance distinguish the intruders from Valia’s crew, but the captain clearly could. She headed for the nearest pirate, and Portia followed.
He was a big man, dressed in black and wielding a wicked curved blade. His clothes, Portia realized, were the giveaway: Valia’s crew was dressed in a variety of ensembles, mostly mix-and-match.
These men, the two who had come through the window, the one they were approaching, and a good eighteen or twenty bodies all over the deck, wore black from head to toe. Some had had taken the nighttime camouflage a step further, darkening their faces with mud or charcoal – she couldn’t tell which.
That was something, anyway. It wouldn’t do to kill the wrong people.
The big guy was currently bearing down on one of Valia’s crew. Valia approached from the rear and put a blade into his back before he even realized she was there.
Portia would have done the same thing, had she reached him first. She had no illusions about fair fighting or honorable conduct in combat. She’d been trained by the army, and she knew the score.
Kill first, fastest and most efficiently, or be killed.
Nothing was off limits, nothing was out of bounds. This wasn’t ritualized combat or a point-scoring game. This was life and death.
It was also the first scene of combat she’d ever seen. The second, if she counted the run-in with Luca’s guys. Either way, Portia’s heart hammered in her chest as she reached the next pirate.
This one was a woman, tall and quick, with murder in her eyes. She approached from an angle that made Portia think she’d reached the deck a moment after they stepped out of the cabin. Probably, she’d only just pulled herself over the side on one of the several ropes and grapnels hanging from the ship.
They were a problem, and she’d have to deal with them. But, the woman first.
Portia covered half of the distance between them in long, quick strides. The pirate matched her stride for stride, and they met in the middle, blades flashing.
The pirate was quick and eager, and strong too. She bore down hard, with blows that would have severed bone if they landed.
They didn’t land. What she had in strength and zeal, the woman lacked in skill and finesse. Portia warded them off, one after the other, stepping to the side here and ducking out of the way there.
The pirate’s nostrils flared. She hit harder, grunting with effort as she went. She seemed to think more force would solve her problem.
It had the opposite effect. She slowed down. Her footwork, which had never been particularly impressive, became almost non-existent now. She jabbed and swung, jabbed and swung, over and over.
And after a few rounds of this, Portia saw her opening.
The other woman overextended her arms when she swung. Her whole upper body dove forward. For a split second, as she dragged her arms back and straightened herself, her back and sides were open.
Portia stepped to the side, like she’d done half a dozen times. Except this time, she didn’t move back in front of the pirate. She moved around her, thrusting her blade into the other woman’s ribs.
The pirate convulsed and screamed. Portia kept moving, withdrawing the blade as she went. She struck a second time, through the back now.
The pirate collapsed forward, her blade clattering to the deck.
Portia threw a glance around, coming up to speed on the developments around her in the blink of an eye.
One or two of the crew had fallen, but they’d taken out more of the pirates. Valia had become entangled with a pair of cutthroats. She seemed to be holding her own, but odds of two-to-one were never great.
Portia thought about the boats, and the grappling hooks. She remembered Valia’s warning too, to stay close.
She decided the hooks could wait a few more moments, and headed to the captain instead. One of the pirates must have seen her approach from the corner of his eye, because he rounded on her as she neared.
Not quick enough, though. Portia drove her blade into his chest.
The motion and noise of his falling comrade distracted the second pirate for a split second, but Valia wasted no time. She finished him off before the first man hit the deck.
Valia started to turn in search of a new opponent, but Portia caught her by the wrist. “The boats. We need to destroy the boats.”
“How?”
“I’ll handle it. Just, cover me.”




Chapter Thirty

Consciously conjuring fire magic turned out to be harder than Portia anticipated. It had come naturally, when she’d seen Valia in danger, and naturally in the heat of the moment directly afterward.
Her anger had kindled it without any effort on her part when she’d argued with Ceridwen earlier.
But when she needed it? When she meant to use it?
Well, it proved doggedly and stubbornly unavailable for the first thirty seconds. She stood there with her palms extended toward the nearest boat, feeling vulnerable and incredibly stupid.
It didn’t help that the boat was occupied, and one of the occupants had a pistol – a pistol he was in the process of reloading.
She saw him fill it with powder. Hairs prickled at the back of her neck. She was about to die. If she didn’t figure this out in the next few seconds, she would be dead.
She watched him drop the shot into place and raise the pistol.
And then, as if in response to her heightened danger, flames shot out of her fingers. They engulfed the boat and its occupants, both of whom leaped into the water.
Portia breathed a sigh of relief and dropped the grappling hook over the side of the ship. She moved to the nearest boat, holding onto the feeling of fire in her hands like one might keep a thought in mind.
Valia followed. “Good job, Portia. Damned good job.”
Portia felt a thrill of exhilaration. So far, so good. They’d survived. She had a handle on her fire magic. Kind of.
She let loose a blast of fire as soon as she felt confident about her range. The range was fine, but her aim was off.
She missed the boat by maybe half a foot. The flames fizzled out in the water, kicking up steam before they disappeared.
That was okay. The occupant of the boat, a single pirate who had been trying to scramble up the rope, panicked and jumped overboard.
She fired again, adjusting her aim as she went. This time she hit her mark. The boat went up in flames. The pirate swam for all he was worth, trying to put distance between himself and the fire.
Portia dropped the grapnel into the sea and moved on.
She burned two more boats on the starboard side of the ship, and another four on the larboard, dropping the ropes into the sea as she went.
Twice, she had to brandish her blade or threaten to roast a pirate in the process of scaling the side of the ship. Once, she had to slash a particularly daring swab before he’d loose his hold on the rope.
Valia, meanwhile, kept them both alive as they went. Not an easy task, since the pirates seemed to realize what they were about – and no sooner than they understood, did they move to stop them.
Portia didn’t see how many Valia felled, but they’d left a trail of bodies behind them. She knew that.
The fight did not long survive the burning of the pirate vessels. Valia’s crew had done an admirable job of holding their own, and the pirates, sensing the sudden shift in circumstance, broke ranks.
Some fled at once, jumping overboard and swimming toward land. Others fell back, trying to reunite with their comrades, and were duly cut down as they ran.
All in all, the battle lasted another minute or perhaps two. Portia killed a single man, and that only with the assistance of another hand whose name she did not know – a young man who looked like he might have turned on her next, had not Valia said, “She’s with me.”
His confusion didn’t abate, but he stood down at least.
And then, it was done. The deck lay covered in dead and dying sailors, some of them their own, but most the enemy.
Valia gave a few quick commands, and her crew wasted no time obeying. The first order of business was getting out of the area. Some of the hands devoted their efforts to that cause.
The ship’s surgeon tended to the crew’s fallen while others worked on clean up. The enemy’s dead went overboard. The dying were helped first to death, and then handed over to the tender mercies of the sea.
Valia oversaw all of it, issuing orders and lending a hand where she could. Portia considered retreating to the cabin, but the jig was up. Half the crew had spotted her during the fight, and the rest after.
Her presence was no longer a secret. So she pitched in too, throwing bodies into the water, and mopping blood off the deck.
It was sometime later, when the island fell away and new landmasses rose around them, when the wounded who could be saved were, and those who could not were made ready for burial at sea, that she settled the question on all the crew’s minds.
She’d had a chance to think it over, and she decided to stick with honesty as the best policy.
As much honesty as she could afford, anyway.
Valia had lit a lantern, and she addressed the crew. First, she spoke about their losses, and commemorated the friends who had fallen.
Then, she said, “And, I know you all have questions about our passenger.”
Here, Portia stepped forward. She held out her badge and pretended to take no notice of the curious glances and quiet murmurs the crew exchanged.
“My name is Portia Daysen,” she said. “I’m a Knight Protector, on special assignment out of Black Port.
“I met your captain there, and she agreed to give me passage, on business I’m not at liberty to discuss. You may take my word for it that my work serves the greater glory and safety of the empire, but I can say no more than that.
“To that end, I would be very much obliged if every one of you here forgot that they ever saw me.”
Valia’s lips twitched, but she addressed the wondering faces of her crew. “And, in case that wasn’t clear…that’s not a request. It’s an order.”
A chorus of aye-aye and understood and right you are, captain answered this.
“Right. Back to your posts. We’ll be in the clear by mid-morning, but until then, I want everyone awake and on watch.”
Valia held a service for the fallen after they reached open water. It was a simple business. She commended their souls to the deep. Those who wanted to speak did. A few wept.
She didn’t weep, but she did grieve. She’d lost four hands – some of them, good men, and some proper scallywags. But she’d liked all of them.
They’d been good at their jobs, and they’d known the proper balance between work and play, between law and mischief. They’d helped set the tone of the crew.
She would miss them.
She’d need to fill their places when she reached the next port. Theirs, and probably Mihail’s too. Her midshipman had taken grievous injuries during the fight, to his head and his legs.
The surgeon said he’d live.
But he wouldn’t sail again. Not on the Ice Kraken, and not on any other ship. Not as a ship’s hand, anyway. You needed clear sight and steady balance for that kind of work.
Mihail would have neither. He’d be lucky to keep his sight at all, and he’d lost a foot. She’d compensate him for it. She had insurance policies on her sailors, for exactly these kinds of reasons.
But money was just money. You couldn’t replace the sea with coins. Not with a king’s ransom of them.
Not for a seafaring man.
Oh, it was part of the risk. Mihail knew what he was signing up for when he joined her crew. She knew all that. It didn’t change a damned thing.
The pirates had cost her four good men, and ruined the life of a fifth. And for what? The love of money. That great bane of mankind’s humanity.
She wished now she’d been able to kill more of them. But what was done was done, and one good thing had come of all this.
Portia Daysen had stopped shrinking from her elven heritage. She’d embraced it head on and used the power her bloodline conferred on her to come to the aid of Valia’s crew.
She’d saved lives with it. And that was a hell of a thing.




Chapter Thirty-One

Raif Ogre-son arrived within walking distance of the Lady’s Bane shortly after sunrise on the appointed day. He’d taken his leave of Hammer and left all that remained of his provisions except a heel of bread.
The other man needed them more than he did. If all went well, he’d be eating hot food before the night was out.
He felt a lightness to his step he hadn’t felt in weeks. He was about to get away, to put Black Port behind him once and for all.
He was about to escape.
Whatever waited out there in the great, wide world – well it couldn’t be worse than what waited here.
But he was no fool, was Raif. He’d led sting operations before, to track down criminals and escapees. He’d staked out places of employment, homes of friends and family, of known cohorts and associates.
Nine times out of ten, that’s how you caught a fugitive: wherever they expected to be safe. So Raif didn’t approach with any expectations. He didn’t mean to be caught here, the frightened animal who was so eager to escape that he barreled into the snare.
No sir. Not Raif Ogre-son. He’d never be captain of the guard, not anymore. He’d never be a great man who could do his name proud. Not now.
But he wouldn’t be a fool who died screaming because he’d been hastier than he’d been wise.
So Raif had trimmed his beard with a pair of scissors he borrowed from Hammer. He’d added a little ash to it too, until it looked like an old man’s, with gray mixed in with his dark hair.
And now, he set up his own stakeout. He waited all morning, shifting positions now and then to get better and different vantages of the Lady’s Bane. He kept an eye on who came and went from the vessel.
There were plenty of sailors reporting for duty: the new crew.
He started to relax, to feel that perhaps he’d been overly cautious. How would the inquisitor have found out about this berth? He doubted Captain Takis had checked with her first. A man like that would be perfectly happy to take a fugitive onboard.
Fugitives wouldn’t dare demand their wages, or a fair share of ship’s gruel, or anything else. Fugitives could be exploited, and men like Takis loved nothing better.
He ate the bread he’d brought with him and checked his pocket watch. He was due onboard in two bells. He didn’t want to be the last to arrive, and certainly not to push it to the last moment.
He decided to give it another hour. If he spotted nothing in an hour’s time, well, he wasn’t likely to.
He went on watching. Fifteen minutes passed, and then half an hour. A quarter of an hour out, he caught site of Takis.
The captain came onto the deck, glanced around at his first mate’s preparations, and nodded. They exchanged a few words. Takis seemed to be asking a question.
The first mate shook his head and offered a few words.
Takis shook his own head, but the movement came across differently from him. Exasperation, not an answer.
Raif had the uneasy thought that they were talking about him.
Has the last man shown up, Randall or whatever he calls himself?
No sir. No sign of him.
Dammit. I told him third bell.
He was just making up his mind to brush the ash out of his beard and hurry over when a third man joined the pair. Raif’s blood went cold.
He knew that man. He knew him well.
Lauro, one of the guardsmen he’d started with. One who, until recently, hadn’t risen quite as far up the ranks as Raif.
But that had changed. Now, he wore two stripes on his shoulder. The same rank Raif had had before he disappeared.
Not a good sign. Not at all.
The three men conferred for a moment, Takis shrugging and Lauro scowling. The first mate pulled out a pocket watch of his own and said something that seemed to placate the guardsman.
Then, Lauro and Takis returned to the cabin, and the first mate went back to his work with the sigh of a man annoyed to be taken from his duties by lesser matters.
Raif waited until they were gone. He assured himself that the first mate’s eyes were focused on cargo. Then, quickly, unobtrusively, he put distance between himself and the Lady’s Bane.
His instincts had been right after all. The inquisitor, or Lauro, or Spyros – someone – had done some digging. They’d probably questioned Wolf and got a list of all the captains who had signed crew at The Eyrie.
Takis wouldn’t have covered for him. It’s one thing to unwittingly take on a fugitive and exploit them after the fact. It’s another to lie to the inquisitor or her stooges.
He felt a strange, detached sense of weariness. He’d been so near to freedom, he could taste it. But it had all been an illusion.
The sea was closed to him. If they could find him on the Lady’s Bane, they could find him on any other ship.
The port was closed. The roads would be watched.
Which left – what?
He could think of nothing. Remaining was a terrible choice. He was out of food and coin. The noose was tightening around him. And yet leaving wasn’t possible. He had no way to go, and nowhere to stay.
The cart is next door, Hammer told Cadfael telepathically. As soon as it’s dark, we’ll load you into it.
I’m hungry, the hatchling told him.
I know. And we’ll feed you, once you’re out of here. But it’ll have to wait until we get to our next point on the way. I’m low on coin. It was true. His unexpected extended stay put a strain on his purse.
Coin?
Money.
Money?
What we use to barter. I exchange money for food.
Oh. The dragon’s golden eyes took on a thoughtful look. Hammer had never spent much time with dragons, but he’d got to know the looks and moods of this one during their time together. Can you eat money?
No.
Then why do people want it?
Hammer thought about the question, and then shrugged. Hell, I don’t know. Because we all decided it was valuable, I guess.
Why?
Hammer laughed and scratched his head. That’s a question for someone smarter than me, Cadfael.
The dragon accepted this for a moment. Then, he prompted, Who?
Hammer didn’t have kids, but he suspected the experience must be something similar to raising a dragon. Just, the dragon grew up a lot faster, so you had less time to adjust to its mental development. And its incessant questions.
I don’t know, he said. I’m sure we’ll find someone.
They sat in silence for a moment, Hammer running a hand over the wyvern’s scales. It made a sound like a cat purring, except deeper, and more rumbling.
Then, the purring stopped, and Cadfael’s head whipped up. He’s back.
Who?
Randall. He’s back. And he’s distressed.
Hammer groaned. He liked Randall, or whatever his real name was. But he’d been glad to see him go this morning, because it meant he could move unobserved.
Can you tell why?
No. I can ask, if you like.
Hammer shook his head. That was the last thing he wanted. It was a strange feeling, to have someone’s thoughts mingled with your own. Whoever Randall was, whatever he was running from, mysterious telepathic communications didn’t seem likely to help anyone.
I’ll handle it, he said. You wait here.
Hammer found Randall on the first floor of the warehouse, staring out at the street through a broken window with a blank expression.
“I thought you had a job?” he asked in a low tone.
The other man jumped at the sound of his voice. Apparently, he hadn’t heard Hammer’s approach. He said simply, “It fell through.”
Which wasn’t good news. In all likelihood, it meant Randall would be around when the sun set. When it was time to move Cadfael.
“You’ll find another one.”
“No,” Randall said. “No, I won’t.”
Hammer glanced him over, studying the expression in his eyes and the set of his mouth. There was sadness there, but more than that.
Hopelessness. Resignation. He saw it in the droop of his lips, in the faraway gaze.
“You’re a wanted man, aren’t you?”
Randall started again, his eyes darting to meet Hammer’s. He glanced away the next moment. “What? No, of course not.”
Hammer snorted. “You don’t need to lie to me, you know. I’m no friend of the inquisitor’s.” Which was ironic, in a sense, since he’d tried to save her life back before he knew who she was.
“Be that as it may, the less you know, the better it’ll be for you.”
Hammer laughed softly. There was irony in that, too. Whatever this man had done, he doubted very much it involved work with Black Wyvern. He figured it paled in comparison to smuggling refugees of the elven and dragon variety out from under the clutches of imperial control.
“I’m serious,” Randall said. “The inquisitor – you don’t know what she’s like.”
“And you do?”
Randall again met his gaze, and again turned away. “No, of course not.”
“You do,” Hammer concluded. That truly did surprise him. “Interesting.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“So what were you. Not a common laborer. I don’t believe that.”
Randall said nothing for a moment. Then he shook his head. “No. Not a laborer.”
“Then what?”
“I worked for the city guard. I-I helped her, in the beginning. Before…before the burnings. She said she had come to unearth some kind of plot. I believed her.”
“So what happened?”
“I lost my nerve. I couldn’t do it, once I saw what she meant to do. Which makes me a traitor, I guess.”
Hammer frowned at him. Then he laughed. “You’re the guard, aren’t you? The one I’ve seen on wanted posters. ‘Dead or alive.’”
Randall went very pale. He passed his tongue over his lips, but he didn’t say anything.
“You needn’t fear me,” Hammer said. “I am no friend of the inquisitor, as I tell you. What is your real name? It wasn’t Randall. I’d remember that.”
“Raif,” the other man said in a low tone. “Raif Ogre-son.”
“That’s right. I knew it was something to do with an ogre. So what happened, Raif? Why are you still here?”
Raif went on staring at the waterfront in silence, for so long that Hammer began to think he might not answer. Then he spoke. “I had a berth on the Lady’s Bane.”
“You told me.”
“But they found out about it, somehow. They had a man waiting on the ship.”
“You’re sure he was there for you?”
Raif considered, then shrugged. “Pretty sure. But it wouldn’t have mattered either way. He would have recognized me.”
“You know him?”
“Yes. We used to work together. He was waiting for someone, and I was waiting until the final stretch to board. I don’t think it was a coincidence.”
“Probably not,” Hammer conceded. “But there are other ships.”
Raif snorted. “Not for me. If they found me on Lady’s Bane, they’ll find me somewhere else. Only next time, I might not see them coming.”
“You’ll need to find another way out of the city then.”
Raif shook his head. “There is no other way. The roads are watched. I’d be stopped at the gate. No doubt about that. I’d be handing myself over to them.”
“It is a quandary,” Hammer said.
“No, it’s not. I’m a dead man, that’s all there is to it. It’s just a matter of how and when.”
“There’s always private boats,” Hammer suggested. “Find someone willing to get you out under cover of darkness. Drop you along the coast somewhere.”
“Who? Why? I’ve no money, remember. Who is going to stick their neck out for me? Risk the inquisitor coming after them for nothing in return?”
He had a point, and Hammer didn’t know quite what to say in response to it. There weren’t many options left to Raif, as far as he could see. Maybe none.
“Your job is tonight?” Raif asked in a moment.
Hammer eyed him suspiciously. “Why?”
“Because I know what I need to do. Only, I don’t want to do it if it’s going to mean trouble for you.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, if the crows come, people might investigate. So I’ll wait until you’re gone.”
Hammer stared at him. “Crows? You mean – kill yourself?”
“I’m already dead. I told you that. All that’s left is the how and when.” He tapped the dagger that hung at his belt and met Hammer’s gaze. “I’ve got the how figured. The when depends on you.”
It might have rested there with Hammer. Not well, and not easily. He sympathized with Raif’s plight. But he’d seen his share of suffering and death. And on some level, perhaps unjustly, he attributed it to Raif, and men like him.
Men who enabled the system, took part in it, that perpetuated the evils he’d seen. Changing his mind now seemed almost too little, too late.
Then, he knew Raif had no more power than anyone else. No one man alone could change anything.
And Raif had done the right thing in the end. He’d refused to be part of the inquisitor’s campaign of terror. That took courage. More courage than standing up in relative comfort and safety would have taken.
So it was a shame that he would have to die, the way Hammer saw it. If there were more Raif’s in the world, the world might be a better place.
Which, of course, was exactly why the inquisitor made it a point to root them out.
Hammer would have clapped the other man on the back and spoken a comforting word. He would have said he’d think of him in the future. He might have expressed a desire to meet him again, in whatever world lay after this one. He probably would have thought of him again from time to time, wondering what it had been that pushed him to take a stand when he did, hoping that his end had been peaceful.
And that would have been the end of it.
But Cadfael’s sentiment ran deeper than Hammer’s. Cadfael could not abide the human’s death. We can help him, he argued. He can come with us.
The wyvern was young, Hammer knew, and he did not understand the world in the way he would someday. He didn’t understand that humans killed each other all the time. That no one batted an eyelash at it.
Hammer tried to explain, but the wyvern’s agitation started to grow.
He is so sad, he said. You don’t know how sad. It hurts to feel his sorrow. We must help him. We must.
He doesn’t know about you. If he sees you, there’s no telling what he’ll do, Hammer argued. He might tell the inquisitor.
He won’t.
It’s not worth the risk.
It is. Please, Hammer. It’s not right.
Hammer ground his teeth. He cursed his ill fortune, that of all the dragons in the world, he would get stuck with a sentimental one. But he agreed anyway.
Fine. But I swear, the first sign of treachery I see from him, and I end him. You need to be prepared for that: if this goes bad, he dies.
To this, Cadfael did not object. At least, not openly. Which was alright by Hammer. He’d do what needed to be done, and the dragon could protest all he liked after the fact.
“Listen,” Hammer told Raif. “I may have a solution to your problem.”
Raif turned glassy eyes to him. “There is no solution to my problem.”
“You remember what I said about a private boat? Well – the job I have tonight, it involves a private boat.”
Raif stared at him. “You mean – you could get me out of Black Port?”
Hammer held up a hand to slow him. “Maybe. But there’s one condition. And it’s a big one.”
Raif nodded eagerly. “Anything.”
“Whatever you see tonight, any…cargo…you might notice…you keep your mouth shut. You do what I say, when I say it. And we both get out alive.”
Raif hesitated. “Cargo?”
I told you this was a mistake, Hammer projected to the dragon. “Will that be a problem?”
“No,” Raif said. “That is – I don’t care what your cargo is, as long as it’s not people.”
“You mean, as long as I’m not a trafficker?”
Raif nodded. “Yes.”
Hammer laughed. “Well, you don’t need to worry about that. I’m not a trafficker.”
“Okay. Then I accept. Gladly.”
“Alright. Just – remember your promise tonight. Whatever you see.”
“I will,” Raif said. “Whatever I see.”




Chapter Thirty-Two

It took several days, but the Ice Kraken reached her destination. It was a small, rocky island. The ship laid anchor some ways from the coast, and they waited there as the sun set.
Portia couldn’t remember having seen any mention of the island on any chart she’d viewed, or in any lesson she’d studied. And no wonder. It had no notable features that she could see, aside from a freshwater stream. It was small, and rocky, and sported only a little vegetation: one of a million similar, inconsequential little land masses.
A motor-powered vessel met the Ice Kraken, under cover of darkness. Portia, Valia and Ceridwen disembarked, leaving the first mate, Trygve, in possession of the ship in their absence.
A delegation had formed on the shore to meet them. It was here, finally, that Portia’s sense of excitement and interest made way for fear.
These people were elves, every last one of them. She could see the tips of their ears in the lantern light. She could see light spells, too.
She’d spent the days since the full-blown discovery of her powers rethinking everything she’d learned, reevaluating the stories Ceridwen had told her, searching her mind to reconcile the two.
And talking to Valia. The captain’s view of elves was so very, very different than her own. Valia didn’t see monsters and predators. She saw a peaceful people, healers and growers, planters and builders.
A people who shared what they had and welcomed the younger race of humans – only to be betrayed in the end.
For Valia, the war wasn’t liberation, but a travesty. Mankind’s reach had soured everything in its path, she said. They had taken in greed what had belonged to others, and broken it.
Men in their ignorance had already shut down most of the great towers, those beacons of prosperity that elves and dragons had built to bless the land. They’d killed the healers and put the builders to the blade. They’d burned the scholars and butchered the meek and gentle.
Thousands of years of knowledge had been lost in a few years. Thousands of years of darkness would be the result.
That’s what Valia predicted. Some of what she said, Portia knew to be true. She’d read about the elven towers, those great spires that could still be seen across the North and South. Some had been destroyed. The rest had ceased to function with the passing of the elves, though no one knew for certain why.
Portia’s instructors said the elves had selfishly taken their secrets with them, refusing to let humans benefit from their labors.
Now those words rang hollow. All of them. They sounded like the stories victors would tell about the vanquished, to justify a war they had started. To justify murder and theft.
That was the conclusion Portia had drawn from her long days of thought and conversation. But fear, the fear that had been instilled in her over two decades, could not entirely be suppressed by a few days’ ratiocination.
So at the sight of an assembly of elves waiting for them – more than she’d ever seen in her entire lifetime – her heart hammered in her chest. Her palms slicked with sweat. An irrational fear crossed her mind.
What if it’s a trap? What if I’m walking into a trap?
But the elves didn’t incinerate them. They didn’t transform into the mythical monsters she’d seen in her textbooks, with wings and fangs and scales – and descriptions declaring that the more powerful elven sorcerers could become such beasts.
They didn’t threaten or harass or harm them at all.
On the contrary, the elves welcomed the party with open arms. They asked who she was, and when Ceridwen replied, “One of us, though only recently aware of it,” they seemed even kinder.
They were old men and women, tired and sad, beautiful and otherworldly. They looked like Ceridwen, though these particular ones were older.
Not monsters, Portia thought. Not monsters at all.
They hugged her and told her she was welcome to join them on the rest of their journey. “We’re leaving a week from now,” they said. “You arrived just in time.”
Portia glanced at Valia, and the captain smiled. “I don’t know the destination. I just help them get to it.”
“Black Wyvern saved all of us,” one of the old men said. “Everyone on this island.”
“And many, many more,” one of the women said.
“There would be few elves indeed if not for them. We are eternally beholden.”
No wonder Command wants them found so badly.
The delegation had food set out for them. Sparse rations, but better than anything the ship had to offer. That seemed to be due to the skill of the cook rather than the quality of the provisions.
A goat had been roasted and seasoned with flavors Portia didn’t recognize. They were sharp and savory and well-suited to the meat. Soup too had been prepared, this of the dried rations.
She didn’t recognize the seasoning here either, but it tasted light, like spring somehow. She liked it.
Ceridwen seemed at once restored, as if in finding more of her own kind, she found relief. Or maybe it was the prospect of being that much closer to her destination, whatever it was.
Portia couldn’t tell. But the change it effected in the other woman was hard to miss.
Valia seemed by contrast to grow quieter and more reserved, as if she feared her presence might almost be an intrusion. She watched and listened, and spoke little. Now and then, Portia would find the captain’s eyes on her.
She knew what she was thinking. The same thoughts were running through her own head. She had a choice to make.
She could go with them. She could explore this unknown heritage of hers, find safety and shelter with her people. She didn’t have to return to humanity at all. She didn’t have to go back to the Ice Kraken, and then on to whichever port lay after it.
She could remain here, and then, in a week’s time, leave the world of humanity forever. No more war, no more inquisitors, no shadow of torture and death hanging over her.
Darya had been heading home from The Black Dragon when she spotted Raif.
It hadn’t been a good day. She’d lost her job, though not for anything she’d said or done. She’d lost it because her boss decided anyone who had been hauled off for questioning by the inquisitor was a liability.
Crassus, it seemed, was running scared, and where Crassus ran scared, his minions also ran scared – including her boss.
The inquisitor hadn’t found whatever it was she wanted, which meant she might start looking elsewhere, at other things. Things like the rampant criminality of Black Port’s mayor. Crassus wouldn’t clean up his act.
Portia didn’t know if that was even possible for him. His interests were too intertwined in illegal and quasi-legal businesses to go completely straight.
But he, and all of his establishments, would cut ties with anyone who might bring unfriendly eyes their way. Especially those who offered little in return.
Like a server.
But at the sight of Raif, she thought her run of bad luck had only amped up. She froze on the busy street, the despairing thoughts and worries about her job vanishing.
Replaced by new, worse fears.
Raif was still alive, still free. That was good news. But he was still in the city too, and right in front of her. Bad news.
Very bad news.
She glanced around quickly, trying to catch sight of her tail. Ever since her interview with the inquisitor, she’d had a shadow. Sometimes a man, sometimes a woman.
But always someone following her, everywhere she went. No doubt reporting back to the inquisitor. No doubt waiting for her to meet up with Raif somewhere.
And here he was, and here she was.
Augusta would never believe that was a coincidence, even though it was.
Darya scanned the crowd twice, looking for a familiar face. She didn’t see one. She scanned the buildings and alleys. Again, she came up empty. She turned back to Raif.
But he’d vanished.
She blinked, glancing this way and that, wondering where he might have gone. He’d been there one moment.
Now he was gone.
There were no alleys where he’d disappeared, no side streets or byways he could have slipped into, no roofs he could have passed under.
That left only the building itself, an old shell of a warehouse. He must have ducked inside it.
The idea sent a shiver up her spine. The warehouse had burned out before the inquisitor arrived – an era ago, it seemed. Nowadays the gruesome deaths of its workmen would be just another day in Black Port.
But the story of men burning to death, of women’s screams as they died, of people casting themselves off the roof to avoid the flames – they’d haunted Black Port’s working class at the time.
That place was a tomb, a sepulcher. A monument to the sufferers. Holy ground.
She threw another furtive glance around.
No tail, no familiar face.
So she moved, and moved quickly, ducking into the nearest alley. From there, she wove her way around the warehouse in a semi-circular route of backstreets and side alleys, keeping her eyes open for any pursuers.
No one made an appearance, and when she was at last satisfied, she stepped into the warehouse. A chill settled in the pit of her stomach, and she again felt that she had stepped into some place she had no business being, transgressed something sacred.
“Forgive me,” she whispered to the dead. She didn’t know if they could hear her, if there was anything to the old superstitions or if they were the heresies the church claimed. Either way, it could do no harm to beg the pardon of the dead before trampling the place where they died.
She crept into the interior warily, pausing to let her eyes adjust to the dimness. The place looked as grim as she imagined it might, and as dangerous in turn, with suspect patches of burned flooring, collapsed beams, precarious piles of rubble.
“Raif?” she called, her voice a low whisper. “Raif? You there?”
She heard nothing in reply. The sounds of the city carried on around her, dampened by the walls and hollow rooms. Another world, it seemed.
She took a few more steps, going deeper into the interior, and called again, “Raif?” Her voice carried further this time.
No response. She moved on, heading in what she assumed would be the general direction of the door Raif had used.
She didn’t know why, exactly, she was looking for him. She wanted to warn him, she supposed. She wanted to see a friendly face, too, if only for a moment.
It had been a long time since she’d encountered one of those.
She’d spent these last days at work in an atmosphere of suspicion, or alone in her flat, for Olga hadn’t returned. Now, she would lose the flat, for she couldn’t afford it without a roommate or a job.
Finding Raif gave her something else on which to focus. “Raif? Where are you?”
He didn’t answer, so she went on. He had to be here, she thought. If she’d passed him, she would have noticed. Either he’d gone out another door or window, or he was somewhere ahead of her.
She covered a large, open room. She found prints in a patch of ash – quite a few prints, going back and forth, some huge, and some not. This gave her pause. There were two people here, at least, or there had been.
She started to rethink her decision to locate Raif. She hadn’t anticipated additional risk. Maybe it would be better to go now and figure out what she’d do next in her own life rather than searching for a fugitive who might not even be here.
She decided she’d check the adjacent hall, and if that turned up nothing, well, she’d leave.
She reached it and took two, maybe three, steps into it when someone clamped a hand over her mouth. Powerful arms seized her, and cold metal pressed at her throat.
Terror, blinding terror, took hold of her. She wanted to scream, but there was no point. And she couldn’t find her voice anyway.
“Who the hell –” a low, menacing voice started. Then, abruptly, the words broke off. The grip eased and started to turn her. The hand released her mouth.
“Darya?” the voice asked, but without the menace of a moment earlier.
She recognized it, but her mind was too scattered to place it. Only when she saw Raif’s face did she understand.
She drew a shaking breath that was more a sob than anything. “Goddess. You scared me.”
“I’m sorry,” he said. He looked like he meant it. He looked horrified. “I’m sorry, Darya. I thought you must have been one of Augusta’s people.”
“What?”
“Earlier, I almost – never mind. It doesn’t matter. What are you doing here? Are you okay?”
Darya resisted the urge to weep. She took long, controlled breaths until her tone was even. Then she explained how she’d seen him earlier that afternoon, and how the inquisitor had taken her in for questioning days ago.
Under an ample and uncharacteristic layer of dirt, Raif went very pale. “I’m sorry, Darya. I’m sorry. None of this should have come back to you.”




Chapter Thirty-Three

After the meal concluded, Valia took Portia aside. “I’ll be heading back to the ship at sunrise,” she said. “I’ll give you time to think over what you want to do in the meantime.”
She turned as if to leave, but Portia laid a hand on her arm. “Wait. Please.”
Valia waited. “What?”
“It’s just…well…I don’t know what to do.”
Valia considered for a long moment. She could see the turmoil in the other woman’s eyes. This was all so new to Portia, so strange; so confusing. Of course she didn’t know what to do.
She squeezed the younger woman’s hand. “There is no right answer, Portia, and only a few wrong ones. It’s your life. Where you go, what you do – there are no promises.
“If you go now, you will be safe. Maybe forever. Or maybe in twenty years, or fifty years, someone will find wherever it is you’re going, and this starts all over again.
“Maybe humanity will be better then, though I wouldn’t lay odds on it. But the point is, I don’t know any more than you.”
Portia seemed to be thinking the words over. Her brow knitted, and a troubled look filled her eyes. Then, suddenly, she spoke. “Why do you help them? You’re not an elf.”
“No.”
“Then why?”
Valia shrugged. “It’s the right thing to do.”
“But how did you know that? All the world thinks you’re wrong.”
“No,” she said. “Not all the world. You were raised a daughter of the army, Portia. You were raised to hear what you were meant to hear, to know only what you were meant to know.
“The rest of us were raised differently. My parents, they remember the days before the great war. So do many.
“They know the truth, even those who choose to lie.”
Portia rubbed her head, as if it physically ached. “I don’t understand. Why lie?”
“Oh, but that’s easy. It’s the oldest story in the book, Portia. Our leaders – your king’s father and all the rest – broke faith. They lied and murdered and tortured, all to steal what wasn’t theirs. To put an end to power they couldn’t know, so feared.
“To tell the truth is to own that they are monsters, and no one wants to think of themselves as a monster. So they make monsters of those they betrayed.”
Portia studied her for a long moment. “What you tell me, what they tell me – it’s so different than what I learned. How do I know what’s true? How do you? You weren’t there, Valia. Maybe they lied to you, the way you think I was lied to?”
Valia considered the question, and then nodded. It was a fair one. “Walk with me,” she said.
Portia did. They made their way along the rocky shore, where they could see a lantern on the deck of the Ice Kraken, and nothing else – just a great, inky expanse of water, and the endless black sky overhead.
The light was sparse here, and the going difficult. Valia found a flat stone and sat on it. Portia sat near her, on the same stone. The heat of their two bodies mixed in the cool night air.
“I grew up in No Man’s Land,” Valia said. “My father served the army, the same as you. He wasn’t a knight. He was an enlisted man. Drafted, I should say.
“He was there for the sacking of Alfheim. He had grown up in the shadow of the city’s great tower, working the land. His – our – ancestors had come there hundreds of years ago. The elves had welcomed them, let them build a farm, let them keep what they grew. It was a prosperous life. A good life. Generations of our family lived on that farm, and built farms nearby, or moved to the city and took up professions there.
“Then one of the human armies showed up. This was before they were all united. Before the king killed his rivals, I should say.
“Lord Yannis’s men took their farm, and their neighbors’ farms. They gave them a choice: join with their fellow humans or be put to the sword then and there.
“My father joined. I won’t lie. He killed innocents. He took what didn’t belong to him.
“But these were his neighbors, people he’d known all his life. When the combined armies finally broke through the walls of Alfheim, when he saw the atrocities – he fled. He ran until he reached No Man’s Land.”
“So you believe it because your father told you?”
“Not entirely. My mother’s life was different. She grew up in the North, in one of the human holds. She didn’t know a life of honest work and prosperity. She was far from elven magic, and elven largesse.
“She knew a life of horror. Her father – my grandfather – died when she was young. Killed by a noble, for a comment he didn’t like. Her mother – my grandmother – worked any job she could to feed her five children.
“But there weren’t enough jobs, and there wasn’t enough pay. So sometimes, she stole what she needed to keep her babies alive.
“She was caught eventually. They cut off her arm for it. My mother watched her mother starve to death on the streets, begging for coin. She watched people laugh and spit at her. She watched men take what they wanted because she couldn’t fight them off.”
Valia’s dark eyes glistened as she spoke, but not with tears. This was something harder, colder, like the edge of a blade.
“The world of men is cruel and brutal, Portia. You’ve seen it with your own eyes. You know what that inquisitor is doing, even now. You see what the world has become, now that humanity has hold of it.
“You know who you are. Not a monster. Not someone worthy of death and torment. But you are already condemned in that world of men, for nothing more than being born.
“Tell me, even if you knew nothing else, is that justice? Can anyone be worthy of death simply for being born?”
Portia didn’t reply at once.
Valia reached out a hand to hers and squeezed it. “You know the answer, Portia. You don’t need my story.” She gestured back toward the elven encampment. “You don’t need their stories.
“You know the truth in your heart.”
Hammer heard voices – the voices of Raif and a stranger, and the voice of Cadfael in his thoughts.
The dragon said, Someone else is here.
What the stranger said, Hammer couldn’t tell, because her voice was too faint. But it was a woman. He felt sure of that.
As a rule – a rule that had saved his life more than once – Hammer didn’t trust anyone. But he’d come as close to trust with Raif as he could with anyone these days.
He didn’t think Raif had sold him out. In fact, he was pretty sure the guardsman hadn’t. Pretty sure, but not so sure he’d bet his life, or Cadfael’s, on it.
Consequently, he approached the pair surreptitiously, creeping along quietly and sticking to the shadows until he could be sure of what he heard.
The woman was not here to apprehend him, or Raif for that matter. She seemed to be a friend of the latter’s, whose proximity to the guardsman had put her in a spot of danger.
Hammer felt better about the offer to spirit Raif away, hearing this. The sooner the young man was out of Black Port, the better for everyone who knew him.
He cleared his throat and walked with deliberate noise as he made his final approach. The young woman started, but Raif reached out a hand to steady her.
“He’s a friend.”
Hammer nodded and exchanged a few quick, polite words with the woman. Then he addressed Raif. “We need to make our preparations.”
He didn’t want to say get rid of her. But that’s what he meant.
Raif seemed to miss the point, but the woman, Darya, did not. She nodded. “Right. I’ll leave you.” Then she squeezed Raif’s hand and smiled at him. “I’m glad you’re alright.”
There was something in Raif’s expression as he stared at the woman that Hammer didn’t like. Sentiment. A good deal of it, unless he was very much mistaken.
Sentiment didn’t work well in Hammer’s line of business. Sentiment got people killed. So the sooner this woman was on her way, the better.
Darya started to walk away. She passed Hammer, and he nodded in farewell. All seemed to be going well.
Then, Raif said, “Darya, wait.”
Darya paused. Hammer cringed, a sense of foreboding settling in his chest. He’d invited Raif into his business, against his will. He had the strong impression he would very soon repent that.
Raif spoke, and his words cast Hammer’s prediction in a prophetic light. “Hammer,” he said, “let’s take Darya with us. She’s only in this mess because of me. It’s only fair.”
Hammer shook his head. “No. I’m sorry, but there’s not room. Anyway, you’re the one they’re after.”
Raif ignored him, as if he hadn’t spoken. “Darya, we’re leaving tonight. Hammer has a contact, someone who can smuggle us out of Black Port. We’ll have to make a fresh start somewhere else, but it’s better than staying.”
Darya glanced between the two men, hopefully at Raif and warily at Hammer. “Is it – I mean, will there be room?”
“Yes,” Raif said.
At the same time, Hammer answered, “No.”
“Come on,” Raif pleaded. “There’s got to be room.”
“I’m sorry. No. But Darya’s fine. They’re only interested in her because she knows you.”
“They’ll be back for her, once they realize I’m gone. You know they will. If they don’t get one victim, they’ll settle for another.”
He wasn’t wrong, but Hammer shook his head anyway. He had to think of the mission. The more people he added to this growing circle of knowledge, the more risk he introduced.
He knew something of Raif, but he knew nothing of Darya. He couldn’t trust Cadfael’s life to that.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “There isn’t room.”
Darya smiled softly. “It’s okay, Raif. I’ll figure something out.”
“Then let her take my place,” Raif said. “It’s only fair – she’s in this mess because of me.”
Darya shook her head, insisting, “No, I won’t – you go, Raif, while you can. I’ll figure a way out on my own.”
Gods above. This was getting hairier than he’d anticipated. Sentiment was bad enough, but sentiment strong enough for self-sacrifice? And apparently from both parties.
Well, this was a fine mess.
“She’s right,” Hammer tried. “It’ll take them a while to realize you’re gone. She can arrange something in the meantime.”
“I’ve got a little money set by,” Darya agreed. “I’ll work something out.”
“No,” Raif said. “No, they missed their chance to take me today. They’ve probably already got someone waiting to pick you up.”
Darya’s face went very pale at that, and Hammer felt his stomach twist uneasily. Raif was right. Inquisitors didn’t like it when they wound up with egg on their faces.
Augusta had been outsmarted. She wouldn’t take it well. She’d lash out at anyone who had even the vaguest connection to Raif.
Raif turned to him. “You’ve got to help her, Hammer. If there’s not room, then let her have my seat. I’ve got my backup plan.”
Hammer knew that the backup plan meant suicide. That didn’t sit well with him, but even if he could accept, he knew the dragon wouldn’t. So he said, “Fine. There may be room. But, if you’re both going, you’re going to need to wear blindfolds.
“I need to protect the identity of my contact.”
“We won’t say anything,” Darya assured him.
“The inquisitors are very good at extracting information from the most unwilling subjects,” Hammer said bluntly. “I won’t gamble my contact’s life on it. Either you wear blindfolds, or you both stay here.”
They agreed readily enough at that, so Hammer grudgingly told them the details of what lay in store.
“We leave at sundown, with our cargo in tow. We’ll meet my contact at the spyglass. He’ll get us out of Black Port. If you keep your mouths shut and your heads down, we’ll live through this.”




Chapter Thirty-Four

Hammer had decided it would be better not to let Raif and Darya out of his sight. Just in case. It wouldn’t be long now before they could leave, as the sun was already hanging low in the sky.
He’d have an hour, maybe, to keep them occupied. Then they could go. He talked about generic subjects, and forced the conversation when silence settled.
So they were still talking when the inquisitor showed up.
She arrived with a dozen men. They blocked every exit and covered the windows. Hammer didn’t see them or hear them. But Cadfael sensed them.
The wyvern projected a warning – but, too late.
They’re here. They’re here, Hammer.
“Shit,” he said aloud. The pair glanced up at him, startled by the terseness of his tone. “The inquisitor: she’s here.”
Raif threw a glance around. They’d moved into one of the inner chambers, away from the entrances. “How do you know?”
“I know,” Hammer said.
At that precise moment, Deputy Inquisitor Augusta’s voice rang out, loud and sharp. “Darya and Raif Ogre-son, you are surrounded. We know you are inside, and we will take you, dead or alive. Surrender now, and it will go easier on you.”
A lie, obviously. But the inquisitor wanted them alive, and she hoped to lure them out with hints of leniency. Hammer glanced at the pair. They, neither of them, seemed taken in by the lie.
Which was good. They weren’t complete fools. But one at least of them had been overconfident. They’d led the inquisitor here.
To his doorstep. To Cadfael.
Hammer’s mind raced. “Come on,” he said, in a terse whisper. “Follow me.”
“Where?”
“There’s nowhere to go,” Raif said. “They’ve got us surrounded.”
“Follow me,” Hammer said again. He didn’t wait to confirm that they did. He figured that was on them: follow, and maybe escape, or don’t, and definitely get caught.
His first duty was to Cadfael. Everyone and everything else came second.
He moved as fast as he could toward the staircase. Maybe, if they were very lucky, the inquisitor’s men would miss it amidst the rubble. Maybe, if they were very lucky, they’d be able to reach it before the inquisitor reached them.
They weren’t lucky, on either count. There was already a man there when they reached it, ducking under the fallen beams that obscured the stairwell.
Hammer was in the lead, and he didn’t waste time. He didn’t give the man a chance to surrender or to drop his weapon. There was no time, and he was a loyal servant of the inquisitor. He deserved death more than most who found it.
Hammer reached the man just as he started to turn back around. He drove a blade through his back and killed him almost instantly.
Not before he cried – just once. But once was enough.
A shout from somewhere near at hand sounded in reply, and footsteps too – dulled by the ash and soot but coming their way.
Hammer grabbed the body and tossed it behind the rubble. He figured it wouldn’t do much, but it would save them a little time anyway. He leaped after it, and Raif and Darya followed.
“What’s down here?” Raif wondered, his voice a low hiss.
Hammer didn’t answer. He just kept running.
They’re close behind you, Cadfael warned.
He could feel the agitation in the little wyvern’s thoughts. He was young, but old enough to have some grasp on what death entailed.
Don’t worry, he thought back. They won’t get you, Cadfael. I promise.
He meant it. Saving Cadfael had been his mission, and he would see it through, whatever it took. He’d allowed himself to get sidetracked, talked into helping Raif when he should have stayed focused.
But he didn’t blame Cadfael for that. It was a mark of the dragon’s innocence, of an optimism not yet blackened by the harsh realities of the world. He’d lose it soon enough.
Sooner, now, than Hammer would have hoped.
They burst into the basement, Hammer moving faster than the others, for he alone of the trio knew his way around the space.
“This way,” he said. “The path is clear.”
“Where are we going?” Darya asked, a tremulous note in her voice. “Where are you taking us?”
Hammer didn’t reply. He was thinking, calculating; planning.
He reached Cadfael’s chamber and turned into it, calling again, “This way.” Now, he cast an illumination spell, and a ball of light sprang up.
The pair clambered in after him. Footsteps rang out on the stairs behind them, still distant – but coming fast.
He turned to watch them. Raif spotted the dragon first. He froze stock still, an expression of fear and surprise on his face. Darya was next. She crashed into Raif first, and then followed his gaze with her own.
She yelped. Hammer thought she was one quick movement on Cadfael’s part from bolting. But Cadfael didn’t move, quickly or otherwise.
Raif spoke first. “That’s the cargo,” was all he said.
It was a statement more than a question, but Hammer answered anyway. “Yes.”
“You’re a dragon smuggler?” Darya asked.
“No. I get them to freedom, before the inquisitor kills them.”
“Why? Aren’t they dangerous?”
“No.” He turned to Raif. “You said I could trust you. You, or she, led them here. And now I need your help. There’s no time to lose. Can I still trust you?”
Raif’s eyes never left the dragon. But he nodded anyway. “Yes.”
Darya glanced between the two men, and then back at the dragon. She didn’t argue, but she didn’t agree either.
“I have a cart, in the building across from this one. The old shoe factory. It’s ready to go now. All it needs is its cargo, and its driver.”
Raif stared at him. “You mean – me?”
Hammer nodded. “Someone needs to stay behind and hold them off.”
“You’re one man,” Darya said.
“Don’t worry about me. I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve that they won’t be expecting.” He seized Raif by the arms. “I need to know I can rely on you to do this.”
Raif nodded. “Yes. I’ll do it.”
Hammer scoured his face for signs of deception or cowardice. He saw neither. He nodded and headed to the wall. “Here. There’s an old tunnel, leading to the shoe factory. They used it to get cargo back and forth.”
He pressed a lever, and the creak of old hinges sounded. A draft of musty air filled the room, and a tapestry on the wall shifted slightly.
“Behind that tapestry. Take Cadfael. That’s the dragon’s name. Get him to safety.”
Raef nodded again. Darya eyed the pair dubiously. Cadfael, meanwhile, protested the entire plan. Come with us. It’s too dangerous.
He laid a hand on the wyvern’s head. “I’ll be fine, little friend. Trust me.”
He felt rather than heard a response. Pain. Sorrow. Anxiety.
“Go. Trust me.”
Will I see you again?
Someday, maybe soon. Go.
The dragon headed for the tunnel, and Raif followed him.
“When you get there,” Hammer said, “you’ll say to the contact, May the goddess grant you strong winds. He’ll answer, And fair seas to you. That’s how you’ll know you’ve got the right man.”
“And if he’s not there?”
“He will be. Now go.”
Raif went, trotting after Cadfael at a quick pace. Darya stood rooted to the spot, hesitating. The footsteps grew louder and closer.
“You’d better go,” Hammer told her. “Time is running out.”
She did go, slipping behind the tapestry and out of sight. Hammer pressed the lever again. The same noise of rusty hinges sounded.
The footsteps got closer. Hammer took in a breath. He tried to clear his mind, so Cadfael wouldn’t feel his fear. He didn’t trust the wyvern to stay away, especially if he figured out that he’d been lying.
And he couldn’t have Cadfael doubling back to try to rescue him. The little dragon might well be the last of his kind. He was too important to fall into enemy hands, or to fall at all.
He took in a long, steadying breath. He thought of home, of his islands, of his mother and his aunts, of his grandfather.
He saw them as they were once. Elders. Wise women and men, revered and cherished. Happy and free.
He heard the waves lapping at the shoreline, the gulls crying overhead. He felt the sea breeze upon his skin and the sand under his feet.
He was at peace.
Then the footsteps broke outside his door. A figure stepped into the doorway. A woman. The woman. Deputy Inquisitor Augusta.
She stared at him for half a moment, frank surprise on her face. “You,” she said.
The boy knight’s face peered in behind her, over her shoulder.
“Can I help you, Deputy Inquisitor?” he asked in his most civil tones.
He didn’t expect it would fool her. But he hoped it would prevent her from firing on him. Yet.
It worked. Her lip curled, and she took another step into the room. Her lapdog followed, a contemptuous scowl on his face.
“Where are they?” he asked.
“Who?” Hammer said.
Augusta snapped her fingers, and pain flooded through Hammer. It felt like his blood had turned to flame, as if liquid fire coursed through his very veins. His legs sagged underneath him. He collapsed heavily to a knee.
He felt pain shoot through his kneecap. Augusta let up the pain. He gasped for breath while a few more of her men filed in.
“Where are they?” she demanded. “Tell me, and I may let you live.”
He nodded, as if he meant to comply. “They…” he said, his voice wilting. “They’ve gone.”
“Where?”
He lifted his head and met her gaze. “Somewhere you’ll never find them.” At the same time, flames sprang from his fingers, rushing toward the inquisitor.
She snarled and stepped aside, shooting a blast of fire of her own. She didn’t miss. Flames engulfed Hammer, searing his flesh and biting through every sense.
But not before he saw what he needed to see. His shot had missed the inquisitor, but she hadn’t been the target. His traps lit, in an explosion of fire and fury.
Even after flames obscured his sight, he heard the roar of the snares, the screams of the inquisitor and her men.
And then, fire took him, and he saw and heard no more.




Chapter Thirty-Five

Flames were already reaching up through the basement floor of the warehouse by time Raif and Darya emerged from the tunnel. The shoe factory faced the backside of the warehouse, and provided a clear view of the empty window frames – and the orange glow beyond it.
“Are we sure we should be doing this?” Darya asked.
“I gave him my word, Darya. I have to.”
“But – a dragon?”
Raif wasn’t sure about the morality of it. He knew what people said about dragons, the good and the bad. He’d heard that black wyvern were a myth too, a fantastical beast of legend. He didn’t have the mental capacity to sort truth from fiction right now.
All he knew for certain was that the inquisitor wanted this dragon dead. And if he could thwart the inquisitor he would. Which is exactly what he told Darya.
“But what if she’s right?” she persisted.
Raif peered around the darkened interior. They were on a first floor rather than a basement this time, which accounted for his being able to see anything at all. Even so, even with the glow from the warehouse, he couldn’t make out much.
The sun had sank behind the western horizon, and all that remained was a deep, burgundy dusk.
Then, the whinny of a horse drew his attention. He glanced in its direction and pointed to a nearby chamber. “The cart must be there.”
Darya caught his elbow. “Raif, wait. Are we doing the right thing here?”
“Darya,” he said, “the inquisitor was going to kill us. You, because she thought you knew where I was and didn’t tell her. Me, because I didn’t want to see her dismembering prisoners. They would have burned us alive for that.
“Do you trust her judgment?”
“No,” Darya admitted. “But I don’t know Hammer, either.”
“Neither do I. Not well, anyway. But he helped us escape. He probably died for us.”
“He said he had a way out.”
“There was only one way out, aside from the tunnel. That was through the inquisitor. No one was getting through her.”
She considered that. “He was a big man. There were a lot of them, but maybe –”
“He’s dead, Darya. We need to move, now. Or we will be too.”
She glanced back at the dragon, her eyes wide and fearful. Then she nodded. “Alright.”
They ran for the next room, past empty desks and dormant workbenches. This was a larger space, some kind of receiving bay – all shuttered since the factory’s closing. But in the center of it all, by a loading ramp, sat a covered, horse drawn cart.
“That must be it,” Raif said.
“How are we going to get it in there?” Darya asked.
The it in question was doubtless the little two-legged dragon for which Hammer had sacrificed himself. Cadfael.
Cadfael had been following them from the warehouse basement. That part, he’d figured out. But Raif didn’t know if he’d manage to find his way into the cart on his own. He didn’t know if he’d let himself be handled, either.
Raif was firm in his opposition to the inquisitor, but not so firm he would wrestle dragons over it.
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Come on.” He figured their first step was to get there at all. They’d cross the next bridge when they got there.
“There’s a ramp,” she said. “Maybe we could back the cart up to it.”
He nodded. “Right. Good idea.”
It proved unnecessary, though. The dragon ambled forward, racing ahead of them. It stopped at the base of the cart, and then sprang upward.
Both Raif and Darya started at the sudden and unexpected movement. Then, they resumed their prior course, him before her.
“I guess he knows what we’re supposed to do,” Raif concluded.
“How?”
“I don’t know. Maybe Hammer had some way to communicate with it.”
She shivered. “With a dragon?”
He didn’t answer that. It didn’t seem likely to help matters, and they’d reached the cart now. “One of us will need to drive,” he said. “And one to stay back with him.”
Darya’s wide eyes told him how that division of duties would go without even asking. “I can sit with him. Can you drive a cart?”
She nodded.
“Okay. I’ll get the doors, and then get in the back. You get us to the spyglass, as quick as you can – but without raising attention. Hopefully, the warehouse fire will keep the guards occupied for long enough for us to get the hell out of here.”
Valia had walked her back to the camp and told Portia to think it over. “I’ll be by the docks. If I don’t see you at sunrise, well, I have your answer.”
Portia had sat in silence after that. The elves talked in low voices about a faraway land, where they would rebuild their lost homes, where they would reunite with dragonkind and be safe from the long arm of humanity.
Portia listened for a space, but her thoughts wandered back to the docks, and to the woman waiting for her decision.
Stay, or go.
She didn’t know what to do. There was nothing for her in Black Port, or in the army. She could not in good conscience carry out her mission.
Even if she returned emptyhanded, declaring she’d found no trace of Black Wyvern, what would be the point? Sooner or later, they’d send her somewhere else, put her in charge of some other mission of brutality.
Sooner or later, she’d run into an inquisitor who would sense her elven blood. Sooner or later, her secret would be out.
And then what? Flight, if she was lucky. The pyre, if she wasn’t.
No. she couldn’t go back to her old life. She couldn’t blend back in and pretend this had all been an awful dream.
So did she go with these elves, to this paradise they talked about? Did she make a life for herself there, beyond the knowledge of mankind?
Or did she return to the world of humanity and pick up work somewhere, living a quiet life, keeping her head down? She could do that. She didn’t have to flee to parts unknown to have a life outside the military.
Her thoughts went back to Valia, the human woman who risked her life for elves every day. Who risked the pyre for strangers.
Her heart beat a little faster at the thought. That was courage, wasn’t it? The kind of courage she’d grown up idolizing, aspiring to; though certainly from an unexpected source.
Ceridwen’s voice entered her thoughts. She likes you too, you know.
Portia jumped in her seat. Glancing around quickly, she saw the elf woman watching her, smiling. “What?”
One of the other elves glanced over at her. “Did you say something, Portia?”
“What? Oh, sorry, no.”
She felt her face flush. She would have to get used to this telepathic communication business. More carefully, she aimed her thoughts at Ceridwen. Were you talking to me?
I was. Valia: she likes you too. She’ll miss you too, if you come with us.
Portia stared at her. She had no idea how the elf woman had known she was thinking about Valia, much less with regret.
You’re projecting your emotions, Ceridwen told her. They’re very strong, and you have not yet learned to shield them. I can feel what you’re feeling.
A shade of mortification passed over her, and she glanced at the assembled elves.
Yes, Ceridwen said, as if reading her thoughts, they can as well. You need not be embarrassed. If it’s any consolation, we read the same regret from Valia.
It’s not, she shot back. Then, though, she paused. What regret?
She wants you to make the choice that is right for you. But she will be sorry to see you go.
Why?
Ceridwen smiled again. Do you really have to ask? Why do you think she found you, after you helped her on the Silver Whale? Why do you think she kept you alive, after she found you on the Ice Kraken, after she learned you were a spy?
The truth was, Portia hadn’t really thought about it. She’d been too busy denying her elven heritage and trying to figure a means to escape to interpret motive.
Probably the same reason you shielded her from the inquisitor.
Portia frowned. Her own motives, she could answer for; and that was a nonsense claim. I told you before: I didn’t want to involve the inquisitor unless it pertained to my case.
Ceridwen hid her smirk behind a sip. If you say so, Knight Protector.
Portia’s frown deepened. I’m trying to figure out whether I go into hiding or not. If you’re not going to help me, you can at least leave me to my thoughts.
Your thoughts assailed me, not the other way around, Ceridwen reminded her. But don’t be so down, Portia. Whatever you decide, there will be peril; and there will be reward.
How does that help me? Portia demanded. It meant as much as saying nothing at all. Will you tell me next that water is wet? Fire burns? The sky is blue?
Ceridwen ignored her sarcasm. Do not let fear be your guide. There is no choice that you can make that is without danger. So do not let the prospect of danger decide you. Choose what you desire, and trust in the gods for the rest.




Chapter Thirty-Six

The warehouse blazed behind them as they fled the wharf district. The old timbers that had escaped the first blaze, the sections that had been too far removed from the fire, caught like a tinderbox now.
Darya wasn’t the only one driving a fast retreat in face of the fire. There were other carts, and riders, and civilians on foot. The guards paid them not a second glance – not Darya, and not anyone else.
They were too busy racing toward the fire to inspect carts and check for escapees.
The thought had crossed Darya’s mind more than once that she could abandon the cart and get away from all of this madness – inquisitors and dragons and giants willing to sacrifice themselves for dragons.
She could leap off and flee. She could go wherever she wanted. Even if Raif tried to stop her, he wouldn’t reach her in time. And she might be able to get out of the city, now that there was another fire demanding the City Watch’s attention.
She probably would.
But Darya didn’t leap. If not for Raif, she might have. She didn’t know Hammer, and she didn’t know Cadfael. She felt no sense of guilt that would compel her to honor the dead man’s last wishes, and she feared dragons like anyone of her generation.
Still, as hollow as Raif’s logic seemed to her, she knew he was relying on her. It was his face, and not hers, plastered on wanted posters. It was his face, and not hers, that passing guards might notice.
So she stayed in the cart and guided it through the crowded streets. Fire brigades trundled by. People passed her. She wound her way through the city, following the long arc of the bay.
Soon, the crowds dwindled, and the streets grew empty. She saw the spyglass, the strange rock that Hammer had mentioned as their meeting place.
No one was there. She felt a measure of relief at that. Maybe the fire had spooked whoever this contact was. Maybe they wouldn’t have to go through with this after all.
They could just head out of the city. They could use the cart and get out before the guards returned to their posts.
She drove up alongside it anyway, like she’d been instructed. Raif had said the contact would probably show up once they were already there. She wouldn’t be able to convince him to leave if they didn’t at least try first.
Valia watched the water making its way onto the shore, gently, rhythmically. She’d been born on land, but the sea was where she was most at home. It soothed her. It spoke to her.
She was not so arrogant as to believe she understood it. No one really did, maybe not even the gods. But there were times that she felt she could get a sense of it.
She could feel its brooding anger when the skies darkened and thunder clashed. In moments like this, she could feel its melancholy – soft, eternal, unflinching.
It was almost time to get back on the boat that would take her to the Ice Kraken. She would never see this place again. She felt confident of that. The next drop off would be somewhere else, some other uncharted landmass.
It’s how Black Wyvern kept its passengers safe, by varying its ports. The navy would have had a hard time predicting your whereabouts if you never used the same drop off twice.
It was good, practical thinking. Valia didn’t resent it. And it wasn’t the thought of never seeing this particular island again that she regretted.
She’d told Portia she would wait here, for her. The young woman hadn’t been back.
Which was a good thing. Valia knew that. The world was no place for elves these days, and that’s what Black Wyvern did: helped elves escape death in the wider world.
Still, she told herself, she couldn’t see it. She couldn’t see Portia setting up with a garden and a cottage like Ceridwen. A woman like that, who seemed to attract trouble like a magnet? She’d go mad with boredom.
She found herself smiling. Not at the prospect of Portia’s boredom, but at the thought of all the trouble the other woman had found during their short acquaintance.
How many people could get themselves involved in hijacking a ship, stowing away, being kidnapped, and then defeating a band of pirates – all while coming to terms with a secret lineage and unknown powers?
No one else that she’d ever met.
Which didn’t surprise her. Portia was one of a kind. There was no denying that.
Valia went back to watching the water on its slow, sad journey to and from nowhere. She watched the waves roll gently over the sand. She saw the sand darken with each new round, and lighten as the water drained away.
Over and over. Back and forth, like it had done since the beginning of time. Or at least, since this island had risen out of the sea.
The eastern horizon grew brighter. Faint light appeared over the far sea. Valia thought about returning to the party and taking her leave once and for all.
But that would be putting off the inevitable. There was no point. She didn’t want their thanks or their gratitude. She was only doing what should be done. And she didn’t want to change Portia’s mind.
So what was the point in seeing her again?
No. No, she would return to the ship.
She heard footsteps on the stone behind her, and she grimaced. Was it time to go already? She turned to see who had been sent to pilot the craft.
But it wasn’t the pilot she’d met earlier, or anyone come to take his place. It was Portia.
The young woman smiled, a bit shyly, Valia thought. She’s going, then. She’s come to bid me farewell.
“Hey,” Portia said.
“Hey,” Valia returned, forcing a smile.
“I thought about what you said. About how things were, and how they are.”
Valia nodded but didn’t say anything. She was pretty sure she knew where this was going, and she felt it was the right choice for Portia. Even if it wasn’t what she wanted to hear.
“You know, you put your life on the line for us all the time. That’s pretty heroic.”
That wasn’t what she’d expected. She floundered for a moment. “Well…uh…I’m sorry it’s necessary.”
Portia nodded. “Me too. I’m sorry I was part of why it was necessary. But you know, I was thinking about that too.”
“Oh?”
Portia closed the distance between them, and took a seat beside her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of the young woman’s body. They were almost touching. She stared out at the water and the glow of the rising sun.
“Maybe it’s a good thing,” she said in a moment. “Your organization, Black Wyvern – Command is terrified of them. They sent me, and an inquisitor, and at least one other knight.”
“Probably more,” Valia said.
“Exactly. Which means, they’re determined to shut you down.”
“They can try.”
“They will try.” Portia turned back to face her. “Maybe having an inside woman is exactly what you need. A spy.”
Valia shook her head. “No. That’s way too risky.”
“I don’t think so. They already sent me here.”
“Yes, to shut down Black Wyvern. If you head back emptyhanded, they’ll think you’re either incompetent or suspect yourself.”
Portia grinned at her. “That’s the beauty of it, though. I don’t head back emptyhanded. I give them a suspect.”
Valia shook her head again. “Anyone you point the finger at is dead – worse than dead.”
“So we give them someone who deserves to die. Someone who, obligingly, is already dead.”
She’d thought this through. Valia could tell by the pleased note in her tone. She’d arrived at an answer, and she was more than satisfied with it. Despite every instinct warning her against it, she asked, “Who?”
“Captain Luca. He had an elf in a secret compartment on his ship.”
“He was a trafficker, not part of Black Wyvern.”
“Yes. But Command doesn’t have to know that, do they? And you know what? Ceridwen gave me the moniker of the buyer in Portbridge, the one who Luca was going to sell her to. The Hawk.
“We can go there. We can find this Hawk and take care of him too. Command wants Black Wyvern agents? Well, we can give them agents, Valia. As many agents as they want.”
Valia started to shake her head, opining about the risk Portia would run, the fate she’d face if ever Command caught her.
Portia laid a hand on hers and held her gaze. “I know the risk. It’s mine to take, isn’t it? If you can risk your life, can’t I? Don’t I have as much stake in this as anyone?”
Valia found her will to argue vanish, and with it, for the briefest moment, her ability to speak too. She cleared her throat. “Well, if you’re sure…”
Portia nodded. “I am.”
Valia nodded. “Okay. Then, I suppose we should find our pilot.”
Portia leaned in a little closer, so that their shoulders were touching. “He’ll be here soon enough, won’t he?”
“Will he?” was all Valia could say.
Portia smiled and ran a thumb across the back of her hand. “Too soon, maybe. Stay. Watch the sunrise with me.”
So Valia stayed and watched the sunrise; and all too soon, the boatman arrived.




Chapter Thirty-Seven

They’d waited by the spyglass for a quarter of an hour. Raif had joined Darya on the beach, and so, to her dismay, had Cadfael. The dragon seemed to understand something of the situation.
Whether he had indeed gotten instructions from Hammer, or if he simply intuited his actions from their behavior, she couldn’t say. But her experience with animals was limited, so a creature capable of as much independent thought as this tiny dragon rather unnerved her.
Still, she was not entirely unmoved by its plight. Now and again, it would cast doleful golden eyes at her or at Raif, or make a pitiable sound in the back of its throat. She had the impression that it missed Hammer.
That it understood the man’s fate.
Of course, that might have been her fancy taking over. Still, she’d say, “There, love, you’ll be alright, then,” when she’d hear it. Or, “Hush, my dear. You’ll be safe soon enough.”
She began to wonder at the truth of her own prediction as the time passed. They may have been mere minutes, but they felt like hours to her.
She found herself wondering if the inquisitor had gotten away. She must have, she supposed. Who else would have lit the building on fire? No, that must have been the inquisitor’s work.
Which meant Augusta, and Spyros, and all the rest were probably patrolling the city even now.
Looking for them.
The thought sent a shiver up her spine, and she cast an anxious gaze upon the darkened bay.
She saw no sign of a rescuer, though.
“Maybe we should try to get out through the gates,” she said to Raif. “While the guards are busy with the fire.”
“Hammer said his contact would be here.”
Darya sighed. She’d known Raif to be stubborn early on in their acquaintance. She’d never imagined his stubbornness might get her killed, though.
“If he doesn’t –”
“He will. Hammer said so.”
“And if he doesn’t?”
Raif didn’t answer, because at that moment a sound wafted across the bay. They both heard it, at the same time.
An engine. Some kind of motorized watercraft, approaching at high speed.
She scanned the waterline again, seeking it. She saw nothing, but Raif nudged her. “There,” he said, pointing to a tiny shape on the far horizon. “It’s a boat.”
She squinted, and in a minute, let loose a sigh of relief. It was a boat, and it was headed for the spyglass – fast.
“The contact.”
Raif nodded. “We’ll be out of here soon.”
Darya nodded, feeling a trifle guilty for having doubted him in the first place. “Well done, Raif.”
He smiled at her. “I couldn’t have done it without you. You know that, don’t you?”
She didn’t reply to that. The tenderness in her tone made her feel guiltier than before. Raif was perhaps the only friend she had left in the world. But her feelings for him ran no deeper than that.
That tone made her think that maybe his did. She didn’t like that.
But the motorboat drew her from these thoughts – the boat, and Cadfael’s reaction to it. The dragon started to whimper. Then, quite suddenly, it darted behind the pair of them, cowering as if to hide.
Their attention shifted fully to Cadfael. Now and then, they’d cast a glance at the approaching boat, but most of their attention was devoted to reassuring the dragon.
They’d more or less gotten the little beast’s trembling under control when the boat pulled up alongside the spyglass.
Raif stood and called, “May the goddess grant you strong winds.”
A woman’s voice answered, “And fair seas to you.”
Darya frowned, turning her focus from the dragon to Hammer’s contact. She thought she remembered the big man mentioning a man, not a woman. More than that, though, she would have sworn there was something familiar about this particular woman’s voice.
But the contact, whoever she was, wore a dark cloak with a heavy cowl. It obscured her face. She could see nothing but a glimpse of pale skin and light hair.
“Come on,” Raif said. “Let’s get moving.”
The pair hurried toward the boat, coaxing Cadfael after them.
“Are you Hammer?” the woman asked.
“There’s been a change of plans,” Raif answered. “Hammer is dead. We’re coming with you.”
The woman didn’t say anything to that. She just bobbed her cowled head.
Cadfael hesitated at the edge of the water. It seemed he would go no further, until Raif knelt and lifted him. His scaly body squirmed, and he cried in a piteous way.
“It’s alright, little mite. It’s alright,” Raif said. He scrambled into the boat and set Cadfael at the stern. Then he turned and offered his hand to Darya.
She took it and settled into one of the board seats.
“Hold on,” the woman at the helm ordered.
Again, the voice sounded familiar. But the woman had turned away from them, and the cowl hid her face. Then the boat began to move, and Darya clutched her seat. She had never been on a boat before, much less a motorboat. The movement terrified her.
It seemed to terrify Cadfael as well, for the dragon began to make a sound somewhere between a scream and a plea.
“Keep it quiet,” the woman ordered. “Or they’ll send someone after us.”
Raif set to quieting the wyvern. Darya focused on herself – taking deep breaths, to quell the churning of her insides.
The shore and the city seemed to grow further away by degrees, with the burning warehouse an ever smaller beacon in the night sky.
Darya began to feel at ease. The pulsing in her temple slowed, the flipping in her stomach lessened. They were really doing it. They were escaping.
They’d be free – far beyond the inquisitor’s reach.
“Alright,” the woman at the helm said, turning back to them. “It’s time.”
“Time?” Raif asked.
The woman shifted her cloak. The cowl fell back, not entirely, but enough to reveal a face Darya knew: pale eyes that looked grayish blue in the moonlight, fair skin and hair so light it looked like snow.
“Olga?” she said, as much a question as a statement. She knew the answer. The evidence of her own eyes confirmed it.
But she didn’t know how, or why, her flatmate had appeared here of all places, now of all times.
“What are you doing?”
The other woman smiled, a mirthless look. Only then did Darya notice why she’d adjusted her cloak. It had been to draw a pistol.
A pistol that, right now, was aimed at Raif.
“I have to admit,” Olga said, “you had me fooled at first.”
“What?”
“All those months, I thought you were just a common whore. But Black Wyvern?” She tutted. A mocking sound that rose over the engine. “Clever girl.”
“Black Wyvern?” Raif asked. “The dragon?”
“Does he not know?” Olga asked.
“What does this have to do with Black Wyvern?” Darya asked, her voice terse. “Who are you, Olga?”
“Never mind who I am. I’m here to put a stop to you.”
“You’re with the inquisitors?”
Olga snorted. “Of course not. Your Southern stooges couldn’t find their own noses if they weren’t attached to their faces.
“The Queen sent me.”
Raif glanced between the pair of women, incomprehension in his face.
But Darya understood. “You’re from the North.”
“Of course.”
“Why?”
“To put a stop to this.” Olga gestured with her pistol toward the dragon. “And to get him.”
Darya’s mind raced. Black Wyvern. She’d assumed it was just a code name. But now, she understood. It was more than that. They weren’t just there to smuggle elves out of the country.
They rescued dragons too. Dragons like Cadfael. Somehow, though he didn’t seem to understand how, Raif was involved. Hammer had been involved.
Only instead of rescuing Cadfael, they’d delivered him directly into the hands of this Northern spy.
“I’m going to give you a choice,” Olga said. “Jump and try to get to land; or I shoot you.”
Cadfael bellowed at this.
“Silence, wyrm,” Olga ordered. “Stand down, or I’ll put you down.
Smoke rose from the wyvern’s nostrils.
“Down,” Olga warned.
But Cadfael didn’t stand down. On the contrary, he released a blast of fire that engulfed the woman.
Darya gasped, glancing away. Olga might be a spy and a cutthroat. But she had never wished her dead.
To her surprise, Olga’s laugh sounded a moment later. “Nice try. But I’m wearing wyvern steel. I’m impervious to your attacks, monster; but you’re not impervious to mine. Do that again, and I’ll make you sorry.”
“Olga,” Darya said, “please, I don’t know what you’re doing –”
But Olga seemed done talking. She snapped the pistol onto Darya now. “Enough. Jump, or I shoot.”
Darya didn’t jump. She didn’t know how to swim. To jump would be to die, slowly instead of quickly.
Olga seemed to read the decision in her eyes. She shrugged and started to pull the trigger.
Raif saw it at the same time Cadfael did. The dragon belched out another stream of fire. Raif leaped toward Darya.
She felt his body collide with hers. She heard a shot sound. She felt them both falling through the air, and then cold rushing over her body.
A stunned moment later, she realized she was in the bay. She sputtered and kicked and tried to pull herself up. The boat went racing on, away from them.
She called for Raif between gasping breaths. He didn’t answer. She cast her gaze this way and that.
And then she saw him, floating face down in the water. A patch of something dark stained his back, and at the center sat a hole – a tiny, circular bullet hole.
Cadfael was gone. Raif had taken the shot meant for her. He was dead or drowning. And she, who could not swim, was adrift at sea.
The adventure continues!
The adventure continues in book two, Inquisitor’s Bane.
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