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			One touch, and the tide isn’t all that’s rising.

			Eden, Book 4

			When brothel health inspector Jason Remerley finds a uniformed woman waiting impatiently in the Velvet Court parlor, wanting to hire a man’s services, he’s struck by lightning. His intense, immediate attraction compels him to pretend his way into her arms.

			Enough silver, and most men forget about Captain Lera Vanze’s half-burned face. She senses something off about the handsome, ill-dressed prostitute who sells himself so cheaply. But with his first touch, goose bumps turn to shivers of desire—right before the truth drives them in opposite directions.

			Her fury is still simmering when they face each other in a more “official” capacity. She’s joined a warship to stop a terrorist only Jason can identify. Though trust is scarce, they’re swept away in a tidal wave of murderous plots and an explosive attraction that could leave them marooned in an emotional—and very real—minefield.

			Warning: She knows how to wield her sword, he knows just how, when, and where to apply his…mind. Contains deception in a brothel, sex in a cave, a shark with a bad habit, and one very large wave.

		

	
		
			The Highest Tide

			Marian Perera

		

	
		
			Dedication

			In memory of Merri Hiatt, fellow romance writer

			1962 – 2014

			And to Nazia—for the good times, the snark, and talking me down from a ledge.

		

	
		
			I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each.

			I do not think that they will sing to me.

			—T. S. Eliot

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Velvet Court

			The prostitute had clearly never been asked to do what Jason Remerley had requested, and her eyes were wide. Slowly she extended her hands, palms up.

			“Turn them over, please,” Jason said.

			She did so. Nerves or no nerves, the girls of the Velvet Court were well trained and would not dream of refusing most commands. Her skin was smooth and creamy and unmarked.

			Jason pointed towards the window. “I’d like you closer to the sunlight now.”

			“Yes, sir.” She moved to where he indicated.

			“Open your mouth wide, if you would.”

			She obeyed, seeming to be a little more comfortable now. That was clearly something she’d heard before. He bent his head to inspect the inside of her mouth, then took a bottle of rubbing alcohol and a linen cloth from his pockets.

			“What’s them for, sir?”

			“To make sure everything’s as clean as possible,” Jason said as he scrubbed his fingers. They tingled from the astringent bite of the liquid when he touched her neck beneath the jaw, gently feeling for the glands there. Not swollen, so she’d passed all the health tests except the final one. Scouring his hands again, he cleared his throat.

			“Would you please lift your skirt and open your legs?” No matter how many times he made that request, he always felt a little uncomfortable about it.

			The prostitute was clearly on familiar ground, though, and she lay across her bed at once, spreading her folds with her fingers at his direction. Jason took a close look and stepped back.

			“Good,” he said.

			When she smiled, it was clear how young she was, and he wondered how much longer she would remain in health. Not much he could do about that, so he left her room and heard the door close softly behind him. The room was halfway down a long corridor on the house’s upper floor, with the madam’s study at the end.

			Jason knocked at the study door and was admitted. Mary Falikou had already filled out her half of the clearance forms, so he took a seat on the other side of her desk and scribbled a signature across the first document.

			“I have to note,” he said, “that six of your in-house employees were absent.”

			Her lips tightened. “They have the seasonal fever. A lot of people do. I gave them time away from my clients so they could recover.”

			“That is to your credit,” Jason said without looking up from his work, “but I still note that six of your employees have not been examined. Your establishment passes—conditionally. Within three months, I’ll return to make certain the condition has been met.” He would have sent another inspector, but Mary might have tried presenting some of the healthy girls to be retested, something he would notice at once.

			“When within three months?” she asked.

			“We don’t announce inspections in advance.” Jason signed the last page. “However, we’ll schedule it for the afternoon as I’ve done today, to avoid disrupting your business insofar as that is possible.”

			He folded the papers, slipped them into an inner pocket of his jacket and rose. “Thank you for your trouble.”

			Mary seemed to thaw and even attempted a faint smile. “I appreciate your service, Inspector Remerley, and the girls have told me how professional you are with them. In light of that, please consider yourself our client whenever you like. It’s on the house.”

			It was not the first time the owner of a brothel had made such an offer to Jason, so he replied as he always did. “That’s most kind, but I can’t take advantage of your offer. It would be a conflict of interest.”

			She brought her hands together, watching him over the steeple of her fingers. “Thought it might be something like that,” she said. “Hope it wasn’t the girls themselves.”

			“No, they’re most attractive.” But he knew the dry polite tone of his reply wasn’t very convincing. It was the way people complimented a bald and unprepossessing baby a proud parent was displaying for the tenth time. He liked women, but somehow it was difficult to see them as potential lovers after he’d checked them for genital warts.

			Even if that hadn’t been the case, he didn’t want to be with someone who’d been paid for the favor—or worse, someone who was resignedly providing a free service because she’d been ordered to do so. Secretly, he’d hoped that some day, he would meet a woman and know right away that he wanted her, like a lightning bolt out of the blue. He’d imagined an incandescent attraction that was swift yet sure, something which struck only once in a lifetime—if that much—but then he’d told himself to stop daydreaming. Things like that simply didn’t happen, or at least they didn’t happen to ordinary people like him.

			Mary had the good sense not to press the matter further. She got up, but Jason told her he would see himself out and left her study, closing the door behind him. His shoes made no sound on the worn carpet that lined the long corridor. Some of the doors on either side were closed—the employees probably enjoyed their privacy—but half of them were ajar, as if a maid had just finished setting them to rights. He walked past them and went down the stairs.

			He didn’t reach the last step. In the common room, standing a few yards away and looking out of a window, was a woman.

			The Velvet Court’s common room was decorated in evening shades, with a floor tiled in deep grey and walls paneled in folds of blue velvet. The vases were all black, filled with ink-splotches of purple flowers. Against the background of dusk, the woman stood out. Her hair glowed ember-red, done up in a long braid down her back, and although he could only see half her face, the lines of her profile were clear as if they had been sculpted from marble.

			Her clothes were almost as intriguing as her appearance. In stark contrast to the rich colors and glamour of the room, she had on a well-worn white coat and brown breeches, so she looked crisply efficient as well as exotic. He’d never seen a woman in men’s garb before. A foreigner, obviously, but what was she doing there? One arm was bent, knuckles resting on her hip and holding her coat back enough for him to see the saber that hung from her belt.

			Lightning, he realized, had just struck.

			He had stopped when he saw her, and he didn’t think he was breathing, much less making a sound, but the woman turned from the window as if she sensed someone was there. And he saw the other half of her face.

			A burn scar, he knew at once. Dark and thick as armor, except without the smoothness of steel or skin. The injury had missed her eye, thankfully, but it scorched all the way down to her jawline, and while there was nothing at all pretty about the scar, it made her look unusual and real, fiercely alive in the cold, poised surroundings of the Velvet Court. An old quote came to mind: the imperfection that enables perfection.

			Her eyes narrowed a little in a way that suggested she was braced for shocked reactions when people saw the right side of her face. “Do you work here?”

			Surely she couldn’t be there for that. But he didn’t see any other reason a foreigner might come to a brothel.

			“Yes,” he heard himself say.

			The woman’s gaze swept down his body, swift and evaluating. Jason had a moment to feel grateful he didn’t have to wear any particular uniform or badge of office as a health inspector, before his startled better sense caught up with him. What in hell did he think he was doing?

			“And does this establishment provide services to women?”

			That was the kind of question only a foreigner would need to ask. Jason swallowed, pushing doubts and common sense alike away. When lightning struck, one had to react just as swiftly, seize the moment.

			“Of course,” he said. “We wouldn’t turn away half our potential customers.”

			“Good. How much do you charge?”

			Damn. He had no idea, and even if he did, he would have said a lower figure. The woman saw his hesitation, but misinterpreted it.

			“I have silver,” she said. “It’s Denalait money, but still silver.”

			So she was from Denalay. That explained the slight accent yet the features which—apart from the scar—were indistinguishable from those of a Dagran woman. Except for being more beautiful.

			“That will do.” He fell back on years of experience in keeping his voice calm and emotionless, his face as bland as if he were playing cards for high stakes—and no stakes could be higher than this. “Please come with me.”

			He started up the steps, ears attuned to the soft thuds of her boots behind him, more attuned to any creaks from upstairs that would indicate a door being opened. Benevolent Ones, don’t let anyone come out of their rooms, he thought before he wondered if he had truly gone crazy. The Benevolent Ones were probably looking down at the unfolding spectacle with horrified eyes. He’d be fortunate if they didn’t strike him dead for his iniquity.

			Walking as though he was in no hurry at all was an effort, but to his relief no one was in sight when he reached the landing. He went to the nearest open door and glanced in to make sure the room was empty before he stepped aside to let the woman enter.

			He breathed in deeply as she walked past him—keeping a careful space between their bodies, he noticed. A crisp, salty scent clung to her clothes, the smell of sun-warmed wood and sea wind.

			Of course, her people were seafarers and Sandcliff was a port city. He’d even figured out what she was doing in a foreign land, because he had heard of a recent race between Denalait ships and a Dagran vessel, a race which had ended at an island off the coast and had, naturally, been won by the Dagran ship. A thread of disappointment wove itself through an attraction stronger than anything he had felt before, because she wouldn’t be here for long, would she? Soon she would sail back to her homeland.

			Brisk footsteps hurried up the stairs. Jason was inside the room in the next instant, closing the door behind him with a soft click, and to his relief there was a key in the lock. He turned it. If the worst came to the worst and Mary or the house guards started hammering on the door, he might try climbing out of the window. In all his life he had never done anything so unhinged, had never dreamed of putting his career at such risk.

			But in all his life he had never met a woman like her, a woman he wanted so much.

			It was almost a surprise to realize he still didn’t know her name.

			Lera Vanze had heard the Velvet Court spoken of as high class, as brothels went. The common room had certainly lived up to that, but the man didn’t strike her as particularly well dressed, let alone decked out in such a way as to display his wares. He wore a suede jacket the color of doeskin, and dark trousers that weren’t exactly formfitting.

			Then again, it was the middle of the day, so she couldn’t expect the merchandise to get all prettied up yet. Besides, he didn’t really need it. He was lean but tall, with brown eyes only slightly creased at the corners to indicate his age. Everything about him seemed neat—the thick black hair, the clean-shaven jaw, the clothes that had clearly been laundered and pressed. Yes, he would do.

			She looked around the small but comfortably furnished room and sat on the bedspread. Time to get down to business.

			“How much?” she said.

			He hesitated again, and she lifted the coin pouch at her belt, clinking it to show she wasn’t poor. Not that she had any intention of letting the purse out of her sight.

			“A silver,” he said.

			That was it? She wondered if there was something about the exchange rate she wasn’t aware of, because she would have expected to pay three shrikes or more in Denalay. Oh well, nothing like a bargain. She extracted a single silver coin stamped with the likeness of a bird of prey perched on a long thorn. On its other side was the circle of Denalay and the words In Unity Is Strength. With one flick of her fingers, it flew across the room.

			The man caught it and set it on the chest of drawers beside him. He leaned a hip against the piece of furniture and stared at her, his lips parted as though he was caught between speaking and thinking better of it.

			Was her nationality a problem? Surely not; it wasn’t as though she was from Lunacy. Then it had to be her scar. That probably looked worse in the sunlight from the open window than it had in the cool shadows of the common room.

			“How much time does that buy me?” she said.

			“Oh. As much time as we need.”

			Lera blinked. That was unexpected, but perhaps due to the earliness of the hour; the house was sure to become busier during the evening. “I’ll start by telling you what I want, then.”

			“Certainly.”

			She had been an officer for years, so giving orders and knowing they would be obeyed came naturally. “Nothing fancy or acrobatic,” she said. “Nothing where I’ll have to make an effort. Use your mouth and your hands. I’d like to come at least twice, and whether you do or not is your own concern, but if you please me, there’ll be another silver for you. Do you understand?”

			The man had listened without a muscle moving in his face, but when she finished he nodded slowly, as if it was the first time he was hearing such instructions. She frowned. Surely he wasn’t a new hire.

			“I understand,” he said. “My name is Jason Remerley. What’s yours?”

			Lera could hardly believe she had heard right. Her mouth opened involuntarily before she shut it and gave him the kind of look that would have put any of her subordinates back in their place. “I don’t believe that’s any of your concern.”

			Instead of being intimidated, he smiled, as if he thought a complaint from a foreigner wasn’t likely to threaten his continued livelihood. Or perhaps he had enough regulars who were charmed by his presumptuous manner, not to mention the way his smile reached to his eyes, making them warm and candid at once. The look in them made her skin feel strange, as though a light wind had stolen tickling beneath her clothes, raising goose bumps across her flesh.

			“I find intimacy is usually deepened by knowing the other person’s name,” he said. “It would be strange to cry out ‘Oh, you, you!’ at the crucial moment.”

			Lera wondered if she should order him to shut up and get to work, but somehow she couldn’t do so. Not that she was naturally kind, but there was something in his face—an interest that seemed almost genuine, as though he wanted to please her, despite his odd behavior and forward speech. Evidently he hadn’t been jaded by his work yet, but then again she’d already been aware that he was new at this. Time to let him know she wasn’t.

			“There won’t be a crucial moment for you at this rate,” she replied, “and this is a business transaction, not anything intimate. Is that clear?”

			The spark went out of his eyes. “Yes.”

			Lera waited, but all he did was look at her. Had she been that intimidating? “Are you going to take your clothes off?”

			“No.”

			“What?”

			“I’m going to take yours off.”

			He crossed the floor, then went to his knees before her. Without looking up, he sat back on his heels, then picked up her foot and rested it on his lap as he unlaced her boot.

			All right, that was closer to what she had expected. He drew her boot off as carefully as if it had been a silk slipper rather than well-worn leather, and set her bare foot on the rug before he repeated the process with her other boot. She wasn’t surprised to see that both boots ended up standing side-by-side near the bed.

			He got to his feet and slipped his hands beneath her elbows, wordlessly urging her up as well. When she stood, he took the lapels of her uniform coat between his fingers and thumbs, drawing the two halves of the coat away from her body. Lera shrugged it off, and he caught it before it could hit the floor, draping it around the back of the room’s single chair.

			Though the moment it took him to do so was enough time for her to have second thoughts. Certainly undressing her was a sensible first step towards providing her with the service she had paid for, but she had a feeling that being naked while he was fully clothed would leave her more vulnerable than she was comfortable with being. On the other hand, what could she do—ask him to strip? Let him think she had any interest in his body? No, certainly not.

			He moved to face her again. “Turn around, please.”

			“Why?”

			“You have lovely hair. I’d like to loosen it.”

			Loosen her hair. What was next, a foot rub? Oh well, maybe such attention to detail was a requirement in Dagran whorehouses, and she could always tell him to braid it once they were done.

			She turned and felt him undoing her braid. Then his fingertips pressed into her hair, and she jolted as his palms slid lightly over the edges of her ears. She forced herself to hold completely still as he traced circles against her scalp before drawing his fingers down through her hair.

			“Let’s get this over with.” She turned, the loosened mass of her hair swishing against her back and shoulders as she did so.

			His brows lifted. “You paid a silver. You’ll get your money’s worth.”

			That wasn’t what I meant, she thought, but he seemed to realize he had to return to work, because he unlaced the sleeveless vest she wore over her shirt. She pulled it off and tossed it over the chair. One corner of his mouth quirked up.

			“May I kiss you?” he said.

			While she had expected to be kissed, she’d never thought of being asked, so being caught off-guard and unsure made her brusque. “I don’t want your tongue in my mouth.”

			Naturally, he didn’t seem in the least discomfited. “Don’t worry.” He leaned forward and his lips brushed the burned side of her face.

			Lera froze. It was a moment before her throat unlocked and she could speak.

			“I don’t feel anything there.” It was true; the scar tissue was far too thick.

			He had lifted his head, as though he knew better than to prolong the touch or perhaps to see her reaction, though the look in his eyes was soft again. Without speaking, he kissed her other cheek, beside the corner of her mouth.

			That she felt. His mouth was warm, the skin around it closely shaven enough to be only slightly roughened, and she fought an urge to close her eyes as heat flowed through her face in response. It was almost a disappointment when he drew back slightly rather than continuing to kiss her, and his hands went to the buckle of her sword-belt. He lifted her saber in the palm of one hand and glanced curiously at her.

			“Do you know how to use this?” he said.

			“What do you think I carry it for—to pare my nails?” She had heard Dagrans were surprisingly backward when it came to social progress, so perhaps he hadn’t seen any women who were trained to defend themselves. Thank the Unity she would be leaving for home in two days’ time.

			“Let’s see.” He hung the belt over the back of the chair and closed his fingers around her wrists, lifting her hands. The pads of his thumbs traveled slowly over her upturned palms, tracing every crease in her skin, rubbing lightly over the calluses. “Yes, you know how to use it.”

			He explored each of her fingers from base to tip, and she couldn’t stop herself trembling when he lifted her hands to his face and pressed a kiss into the center of each palm. Those weren’t dry, close-mouthed touches either. His lips parted and the tip of his tongue flicked against her skin. She felt warm breath on wet flesh.

			A tingling urgency shot through her nerves, tightening deep in her belly, and she set her teeth to make certain she didn’t give herself away with a sound. Just breathing normally was enough of an effort. Finally he released her hands, his long fingers moving away one at a time as though he was reluctant to let her go.

			“You’re—” She barely recognized her own voice. “You’re not what I expected.”

			When he smiled, he looked genuinely glad, which was another strange thing about a whore who was being underpaid into the bargain. “Neither are you.”

			What is that supposed to mean? Lera wondered, but before she could say that he covered her mouth with his. She stiffened, but he didn’t try to deepen the kiss, only let his lips press down gently against hers before he lifted his head. She had never been kissed so chastely before. Except if he hadn’t even tried to use his tongue as she’d told him not to, why did she feel as though the floor had shifted beneath her feet?

			This has gone too far, a little warning voice said in the back of her mind, but she didn’t know how it could go too far when she wasn’t bare except for her feet, when he’d done nothing besides kiss her face and hands. It wasn’t as though he had scared her—as if any Dagran could do that—or disobeyed her.

			He looked down as he unbuttoned her shirt, and it was a little easier to think with the steady brown gaze off her. A little easier to breathe too. The air felt cool on her skin as the shirt came off, and he draped it neatly over the back of the chair. The thought crossed her mind that it might be the first time she would walk out of a whorehouse looking as uncreased as when she’d gone in, as long as her hair was braided once they were done.

			Now she was naked to the waist except for the wrap she wore around her breasts, which were too full to be left unsupported. His slight frown suggested he hadn’t seen a garment like that before, but he was already reaching around. The wrap came off and her breasts sprang free.

			But once again he didn’t do what she’d expected. Rather than fondling or sucking what he’d uncovered, he slowly rubbed the marks below her breasts, the lines the wrap always left on her skin. Her nipples ached for his mouth, but if he noticed they were taut despite the sunlit warmth of the room, he gave no indication of it as he unbuttoned her trousers.

			She shivered involuntarily. The throbbing need had spread lower. Tugging at the sides of her trousers, he slid them off her hips. Her drawers followed, rustling softly to her ankles, and he drew his breath in as his gaze went over her.

			“Damn, you’re beautiful.” His voice was quiet but rough, as though it came from the depths of his throat, and the deep timbre of it made her tremble again. He was good at his occupation, but she reminded herself that was all it was—a pretense he would have provided to any paying woman. Or man, for that matter.

			“You don’t need to fake it,” she said.

			He looked up, a puzzled furrow between his brows. “Fake what?”

			“The sweet talk. It’s not necessary.”

			The frown cleared. “And it’s not faked. You’re lovely, whoever you are.”

			Someone was breathing audibly, and she had a feeling it was her. The few scars on her body were nowhere near as bad as her face, but he didn’t seem to notice those. Without meaning to, she glanced down. He still had all his clothes on, but that didn’t make a difference; the swollen ridge in the front of his pants was only too noticeable. Her mouth went dry.

			“Lie down,” he said quietly.

			Lera had a feeling she wouldn’t have been able to remain on her feet for much longer anyway. She edged back, felt the side of the bed and didn’t so much sit as fold on to it like a ribbon. Except that put her eyes at almost the level of his groin. For the first time she regretted her instructions to use only his mouth and hands.

			She ran her tongue over her lips. “Get a sheath.”

			“A what?”

			Her gaze flicked up at once, but he looked genuinely confused. Just her luck. Obviously preventatives weren’t requirements in Dagran brothels; that land really was behind the times. It was annoying, especially since she’d imagined pushing him to the bed and straddling him, finding out if his cock felt as good as it looked.

			“Doesn’t matter.” She’d simply have to make the best of what they could do.

			He put a knee on the bed, and she shifted sideways—not very far—to make room for him. He smelled good. No fragrances, only clean linen and a crisp hint of shaving soap and the natural scent of a man’s skin.

			Her own skin felt far too sensitized. His settling beside her made her want to press her legs together or squirm on the bedspread, anything that would relieve the empty ache between her thighs, but she set her teeth and made herself hold still. Over his shoulder she saw an hourglass on the little cabinet beside the bed, but he hadn’t set that going. The room was as silent as the garden outside had been somnolent in the warm lull of the afternoon, as if there was no one in the world except for the two of them in a timeless place—which was a thought as ridiculous as it was fanciful.

			He had been looking at her again, she realized, his gaze roaming over her body as though he was drinking her in with his eyes, but when he raised a hand, it was to touch her hair, fanning it out over the pillows so it gleamed red-gold in the light. Then, as if he had finally positioned her just right, he moved to cover her body with his. Her hips jolted involuntarily at the feel of his erection through his clothes, but if he noticed that he gave no indication of it. There was none of the mocking amusement she might have expected to see in his face, only a desire as sweet as it was strong.

			Then she couldn’t see anything at all, because her eyes had closed of their own volition and his mouth was on her throat. His teeth grazed her skin and his tongue soothed the spot before he blew lightly on it. At her sides, her hands fisted on the bedspread. He kissed his way down her throat, and she drew her breath in, waiting for what would come next.

			Instead she felt his hand on her knee. “Spread your legs.”

			Without even thinking about it, she obeyed. Propped on one elbow beside her, he slid his hand over the inside of her thigh, palm to her skin, making slow circles and moving inexorably higher. She shuddered when he covered the nest of soft red curls between her thighs, and she knew he could feel how damp she was there.

			His swollen shaft pressed against her hip, but he didn’t make any attempt to touch her more intimately. Wondering if he was teasing her, she looked at him.

			“Your eyes are like slates in the rain,” he said.

			At that moment she didn’t care what her eyes looked like. She reached for his hand, guiding one finger to her entrance, then deeply within. Breath rasped out between her teeth. She was so slick that she took the length of his finger easily, and after an instant’s pause, he pushed a second finger into her. He wasn’t smiling any longer, and the taut set of his mouth told her he was as aroused as she was, as close to the edge.

			Then his head bowed to her breast and his mouth closed over the nipple, tongue dragging wetly over the taut flesh before he sucked. A hot tightening thrill shuddered from the spot down to her sex, and as if from a distance, she heard herself gasp. Her hands sank into his hair, holding him to her. Her hips bucked, pushing against him as his fingers moved within her, out and deliciously in, again and again.

			Her flesh clenched fast and unbearably tight before she came apart in release. His other hand was on her mouth at once, smothering cries into guttural groans, but he kept filling her and withdrawing, stretching the pleasure out as she jerked and writhed beneath him.

			And when it finally ended, she lay with her eyes closed, remembering how to breathe as she felt his fingers leave her for the last time.

			Oh, but that’s only the start of it, she thought in a sated yet hungry haze. It had been such a long time since she’d had a man that she’d climaxed quickly, but the next time would be slower, even better. He’d use his mouth, and there were other things they could do which wouldn’t place her at any risk. She almost smiled before she realized he would be able to feel that against the palm which still covered her lips.

			Letting go of his hair, she pushed herself up on an elbow, pleased he hadn’t put a time limit on their encounter. His hand came away from her mouth, and he moved back as if to give her room. Other than his breathing, which came almost as quick and hard as hers did, he looked as unruffled as he had been when they had stepped into the room. Well, she could change that.

			“Take your clothes off,” she said.

			His brows went up. “Are you sure? I can please you without—”

			“I’m sure.” She hesitated—aware, on a level deeper than thought, that she was in over her head—then took the plunge. “And my name is Lera.”

			He inclined his head in a slight bow. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

			Lera had had men before, and many of them had been quite satisfactory in bed, but no one had come that close to making her laugh, and he didn’t even seem to be trying. She bit her lip, struggling to keep her features still.

			“Well, hurry,” she said. “I want to see you naked.”

			His skin reddened, a deep tide of color scorching up to his cheekbones, and Lera stared. She’d actually made him blush? There were a few things which couldn’t be faked, and she’d seen the second one. Unbelievable.

			Before she could say anything about it, he slipped his jacket off and tossed it over the foot of the bed. Something slid out of an inner pocket, but she barely noticed that as she took in the breadth of his shoulders—he was lean enough that he could have used a few substantial meals, but there wasn’t much wrong with the dimensions of his frame otherwise. He got off the bed and unbuckled his belt, but abruptly his gaze shifted to something just beyond her.

			Lera turned her head. His jacket had landed over the baseboard, a few sheets of folded paper scattered beneath the soft brown suede, and she made out the letterhead on the first one. Department of Public Health?

			“What is that?” she said.

			“Don’t—” He made a grab for it, but she was closer and she slid off the other side of the bed with the unfolded paper. She glanced over it, not understanding much and not particularly wanting to, since it seemed to do with diseases and legal terms. She would have handed the unpleasant thing back at once if she hadn’t noticed the signature at the bottom.

			When she looked up from the paper, he hadn’t moved. That alone told her the name on the paper was no coincidence.

			“What the hell is going on?” She kept her voice calm only through sheer disbelief. Was it a trick someone was playing on her in revenge for her winning a race that had spanned an ocean, or was it because she was a foreigner—and a woman—in a Dagran whorehouse?

			Jason ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back from his forehead. “Would you care to sit down?”

			“No.”

			“Then at least give that back to me. If you wouldn’t mind. It’s an official document and I went to some trouble to—”

			Lera threw it at him, though unfortunately it didn’t do much other than flutter to the bedspread between them. “Who the hell are you?”

			“I’m afraid I, uh, didn’t tell you the truth earlier.” He picked the document up, edged towards his jacket and scooped up his other belongings. “I don’t work here. I’m a health inspector.”

			A what? Lera’s thoughts whirled. How on Eden had she ended up in bed with a health inspector? Did the brothel routinely assign those to foreigners, to make sure she wasn’t carrying the plague or something?

			“Go on,” she said through her teeth.

			He cleared his throat. “I conducted a routine check here, and I was about to leave. Then, well, I saw you and thought you were—”

			“—a foreigner you could fool.” Now it all made sense, too, the way he hadn’t negotiated for a high price, had asked her name, had blushed, for the Unity’s sake. Not having drawn the right conclusion from all that made her more furious. “Or did you think a woman with scars like this would settle for anything?”

			“No.” His voice was hard, and suddenly he no longer seemed abashed. “I would never think that. It just seemed someone as lovely as you shouldn’t need to resort to a prostitute—”

			The sweet talk snapped the last of her restraint. She whirled to the chair where he had hung her sword-belt, grabbed the scabbard in one hand and pulled her saber with the other. His eyes widened and he took a step back.

			“That was my decision to make, not yours.” She pointed the blade at him. “You had no right to lie to me!”

			He glanced at the door. “Keep your voice down.”

			“Why?” But at once she knew the rest of the truth. Not content with merely poaching a prospective client of the brothel, he’d had the gall to use the place’s facilities without informing anyone. The day just got better and better.

			“They don’t know what’s going on, do they?” she said. “I ought to run you through.”

			“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t, and I daresay the government of Dagre might appreciate it too.”

			“Oh, don’t even think of hiding behind—”

			The handle turned, rattling as someone worked it repeatedly. “Who’s in there?” a woman’s peremptory voice demanded.

			Lera went still, hardly daring to breathe. The door was locked, but that wouldn’t last for long; the madam of the brothel was sure to have keys which could open it, or the hulking door-guard who’d let her in could smash it down. And then what? Word would spread like wildfire about how a Denalait captain was caught naked in a whorehouse after being tricked by some glorified pox-finder. Her fingers tightened on the hilt of the saber.

			“The window,” Jason whispered.

			“What?” She was careful to speak quietly as well.

			“Open this at once!” the woman outside shouted.

			“We can get out that way,” he said under his breath, and shoved his arms into the sleeves of his jacket. Lera slammed her blade back into its scabbard, no longer caring about silence, and struggled into her clothes as he went to the window. The curtains were held back with long tasseled ties, and he whipped those cords loose before tying them together. Outside, the woman’s footsteps hurried away and muffled shouts echoed down the passageway.

			Lera yanked her trousers up around her hips. No time to lace her drawers or fasten her wrap; those were shoved into the pockets of her uniform coat. She flung her shirt on, doing the buttons lopsided in her haste, then pulled on her vest as Jason knotted the long cord to the curtain rail.

			“You go first,” she said, thinking that if he hadn’t tied a secure knot, he could deal with the consequences. He swung his legs out as she buckled her sword-belt, and he was already climbing as she pulled her coat on. His head disappeared below the window frame. She stepped into her boots, not bothering to lace them up before she grabbed the chair and jammed it at an angle beneath the doorknob. Then she ran to the window and looked out.

			The cord ended perhaps fifteen feet off the ground, and he’d dropped the rest of the way into a flowerbed. Thank the Unity they were on the second floor. She sat on the sill, gripping the cord, and pivoted her legs out, bracing the soles of her boots against the brickwork as she began to descend. At least she’d had a lifetime of doing the same thing under far more dangerous conditions. She swarmed the length of the cord and let herself fall, going limp and rolling as soon as she struck the ground. He reached down, but she swatted his hand away as she scrambled up.

			“Where now?” She looked around. The flowerbeds were surrounded by a spread of tiles ending at a wall that looked easily ten feet tall, topped with iron spikes.

			“Over that.” Jason inclined his head towards it. “Quick, before they let the hounds out.”

			“The what?”

			“I was joking. Come on.”

			He had an utterly perverse sense of humor, to go with his vile mind, but at least he bent over next to the wall to give her a boost. Seething, Lera stepped up on his back and jumped with a little more force than was necessary. Her hands closed around the spikes, and the muscles in her arms tightened into knots. She hauled herself up and swung a leg over the top of the wall.

			Inside the room, something crashed against the door. Lera jolted, but didn’t lose her grip. She thought of simply dropping from the other side of the wall, leaving Jason to deal with the results of his deception on his own.

			Then she looked at him, at the brown eyes watching her, as though he was waiting patiently for her to help him in turn because it had never occurred to him that she would do otherwise. Bracing herself against the spikes, she leaned down, and his outstretched hand closed over hers.

			The door burst open. Lera heaved, gritting her teeth—he might not have been brawny, but he wasn’t exactly light either. Her arm ached with the effort, but he reached the top of the wall and grabbed a spike. She scrambled back and let herself drop, feet first, bending her knees to take the shock of the impact. Jason followed, gasping as he hit the ground, his face tightened in pain. Served him right.

			“Where do we go?” she said. The brothel’s owner might well send servants or guards out searching for them.

			He winced, but nothing looked permanently damaged, and he seemed more intent on the safety of the papers in his pocket anyway. “This way.”

			Favoring one foot only a little, he set off across the street and ducked into an alley between two buildings, turning right when they emerged. They finally stopped in an open courtyard surrounding a fountain, and he didn’t bother to glance behind before he sat on a bench.

			“They won’t search this far,” he said. “If you follow that path north, you’ll come to a thoroughfare which will take you to the docks.”

			Lera would have liked a rest too, but she didn’t want to be anywhere near him. She looked down at herself. To think she’d believed she would walk out of the whorehouse looking as tidy as when she’d strolled in. Her hair was not only tangled but sporting a few souvenirs of the flowerbed and her shirt gaped open at the neck. She turned her back to him, ignoring the surprised glances from passersby, and did her buttons up.

			He cleared his throat. “I suppose you’ll be going back to Denalay soon.”

			You suppose correctly. Lera straightened her coat, slapping it a few times to shake off the dust before she sat on the end of the bench to lace up her boots.

			“Will they give you any difficulty about the race? I’m sure you did your best.”

			That was odd enough to make her turn around. “What are you talking about?”

			He looked confused. “Well, you know. The race. The one we won.”

			“I won it!” Lera took a deep breath and forced her temper back down. She had never met a man so good at infuriating her.

			“Oh.” Jason didn’t look as though he quite believed her. “I mean, congratulations. I was told a Dagran ship had won, but that must have been a mistake.”

			Even if Lera had been able to speak, she didn’t have the time to explain the events which had led to her taking command of the Dagran ship, so she knotted her laces and stood up. Jason spoke quickly, as though he could stop her from leaving by doing so.

			“I’m sorry I lied to you,” he said. “Is there anything I could do to…well, to make up for it? If you’d like a drink or a meal, I could—”

			“Damn!” Lera said as something occurred to her.

			“What?”

			“The coin I gave you.” She looked down at him. “When they find it, they’ll know—”

			Silver flashed in the sunlight. “This coin?”

			Her lips tightened. “Keep it. To remind yourself this was a business transaction and nothing more.”

			Before he could say anything else, she turned on her heel and set off north with quick strides that took her out of the small courtyard in moments. At least she was leaving in two days’ time and would never see him again.

			One of Anthony Yurchand’s guards was stationed at the door of the public house, and another on the landing, which left two of them in the room with him. He’d ordered beer for them, but the tankards had been emptied and he forced himself not to check his pocket watch.

			A sharp knock finally broke the silence. While one guard remained behind Anthony’s chair, the other went to the door and opened it to admit a tall man in a blue-and-gold uniform, a cap under his arm.

			“Captain Garser,” Anthony said, and gestured him to a chair on the other side of the table. The door shut as Garser seated himself.

			“My apologies for my lateness, Minister.” He placed his cap on the table. “What news?”

			Anthony’s plan had been authorized by the Council of Dagre that morning. “Until the Denalaits agree to our request, Sandcliff Harbor will be closed tonight. With a cordon sanitaire.”

			“Quarantine?” Garser said.

			Anthony nodded. “No ship or person will be allowed to enter or leave until every vessel in the harbor is cleared of contagion. I’m afraid that will put you in the position of dealing with any panic or concern among your crew.”

			Garser’s eyes creased at the corners. “I can handle my crew. Will you need us to participate in the cordon?”

			“No. I want Nemesis saved for the real work. Oh, and incidentally, the prospect of contagious disease on board a ship will give us a good reason to evacuate most of the buildings closest to the shore.”

			There was a pause. “What if the Denalaits don’t agree?” Garser asked.

			“They’ll go down with us.” At that point, Anthony saw no reason to sugarcoat the truth to anyone on his side. And as the Minister of Defense, his first duty was to his homeland, so if he couldn’t save thousands of Dagrans, he saw no reason to spare a far smaller number of foreigners. “Their ship will be checked down to the last drop of water in the ballast holds, all of which will take time and exhaust their resources, if their ship isn’t smashed to pieces first. I intend to make this state of matters clear to their scout. He can choose to aid us or let his compatriots die.”

			“I wouldn’t shed a tear for any of them. Those ingrates have been fed and supplied by us for a week, but they refuse us one small request.”

			Anthony sighed. “Much as I hate to defend them, their scout isn’t part of their navy. He seems to be in their intelligence service instead, and as such, he doesn’t take orders from a mere captain.”

			“What is he, fifteen?” Garser’s teeth showed through his beard. “He had damn well better not give me any backtalk, that’s all.”

			“He probably wouldn’t bother,” Anthony said dryly, “since he’ll always have the option of leaving Nemesis and striking out on his own if there’s a difficulty.” That might reduce the likelihood of Garser antagonizing the boy.

			Garser’s eyes narrowed. “So he will. Maybe we should take more than one of ’em on board, make certain he stays.”

			Anthony shrugged. As long as the scout, who went by the peculiar name of Kovir Stripe Caller, agreed or was made to agree, Garser could take the entire Denalait crew with him for all it mattered.

			“You’ll hear from me as soon as there’s news,” he said, in dismissal.

			Garser nodded and rose. “Nemesis will stand by, then—unless they try breaking through the cordon,” he added as an afterthought.

			Anthony could hardly blame him for wanting such an engagement, since the flagship had been fully supplied and prepared for battle ever since they’d heard the news, but he didn’t think the Denalaits would be so recklessly suicidal. Especially in a ship built for speed and nothing else. “I doubt they will. You’ve seen Checkmate, haven’t you?”

			“I’ve seen she’s a fifty-footer with no weaponry to speak of. I’ve also heard she somehow fought off a kraken on the way here.”

			The rumor which had reached Anthony’s ears had included pirates too, as if the tale wasn’t implausible enough already. Though he supposed the Denalaits had needed to somehow save face after their defeat in the race, and he said so as he levered himself to his feet with his cane. “Besides, if they attack us, it won’t be merely a battle they can’t win. It will be a clear violation of the Treaty as well.”

			Garser put his cap back on. “Assuming this Unity who rules their land cares a fig for the Treaty.”

			“They’re still not likely to risk uniting every other land of Eden against Denalay. I think this Unity is the Denalaits’ rather pathetic attempt to appear mysterious and therefore intimidating.”

			“Yes, you’d think the ability to command sharks would be intimidating enough, wouldn’t you?”

			Anthony gave him a sharp look. He’d been informed about the threat to Dagre four days ago, and had hardly slept during that time, so he wasn’t in the mood for sarcasm from anyone. He longed to lie down and close his eyes until they no longer felt as though they’d been sandpapered.

			“There’s evidence for the sharks,” he said, because the scout they needed commanded one of those. He tried not to think of the possibility of that shark—and its master—slipping past the cordon and fleeing to Denalay with the truth. “There’s none for the Unity’s existence.”

			The matter of the Unity had come up when he’d presented his plan to the Council as well, because no one knew whether the Unity could communicate with or influence its people over a two-thousand-mile distance. But as Frederick Locen, the Foreign Affairs Advisor, had pointed out, whether or not the Unity was that powerful, at worst it was a long-term threat compared to what they currently faced.

			Though Frederick had also seized the opportunity to warn them that just as the Unity had apparently ordered the Denalaits to bring all their territory under its rule, some day it was likely to set its sights on the rest of Eden. Something Anthony supposed his successor might have to deal with eventually, assuming the Denalaits ever learned to fight on land.

			His guard pulled the door open and Garser left. Anthony had requested a private room with no windows, so he couldn’t see if it was dark outside yet. Leaning most of his weight on the cane, he flipped open the lid of his watch. Past eight in the evening already. The warships would be waiting to move into position as soon as full dark fell, and his agents in the harbor would be prepared to act. He left the room, his guards falling into step before and behind him.

			Checkmate was a good name for a ship without weapons, he thought as they went down the stairs, a ship whose master would have to rely on wits and guile rather than brute force.

			But he had played that game much longer, and was more accustomed to winning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Plague Flags

			Lera would never have slept late on her own ship—there would have been far too much work to do—but her ship had been sunk during the race. And while the remaining Denalait ship, Checkmate, would take her and her surviving crew back home, she wasn’t exactly needed on board.

			Or wanted, for that matter. Everyone treated her politely, but it was a cool, arm’s-length courtesy that told her how they regarded the trick she’d pulled to win. The worst part was the money. Lera guessed Alyster Juell, Checkmate’s captain, had only pushed his ship to its breaking point and beyond because the victor’s prize would cover repairs.

			She wasn’t sure how he was paying for those, but she was sure he wouldn’t take kindly to an offer of help, or even a loan. Once or twice she’d lain awake trying to figure out how to cover some costs, but she couldn’t think of any way to hide her tracks.

			Reluctantly, she rolled out of her hammock. Checkmate was a small ship, its space strained further by the addition of her crew, and she wasn’t looking forward to the return journey, although the Dagran engineers and welders and carpenters had left the ship looking almost as trim as the day she’d first steamed out.

			Lera washed her face, pulled on her uniform and brushed her hair before she braided it. Then she went topside. No hope of breakfast so late, but there was always an urn of coffee steaming. Today the engine would be checked, and they would take on board all the supplies they needed so they could leave at dawn the next day.

			Before she had reached the top of the steps, she knew something was wrong, and she paused with her head below the hatch, a hand on the hilt of her saber as she listened. She couldn’t hear anything. Yes, that was what was wrong—there were no sounds of new machinery in the engine room being inspected or crates of supplies being carried aboard. Not much likelihood of pirates in a Dagran harbor, but she took the last few steps cautiously and glanced out, ready to duck down if necessary.

			There was no activity on the deck. Most of the crew sat idle but a few of the officers were at the stern, watching something in the distance. Lera climbed the rest of the way out and went to the stern.

			“What’s happened, Reimond?” she said to her second officer.

			“Harbor’s been closed down, sir.”

			“Take a look at what’s out there.” Vinsen Solarcis pointed at the mouth of the harbor.

			Lera snapped a spyglass out to its full length. She could see ships blocking the way out and, with the spyglass, the names painted on their hulls were clear. Visionary, Vanguard and Dawn, very pretty, but what exactly were they doing?

			Then her gaze traveled up and she saw the flags each ship flew—yellow as a cat’s eyes, plain oblongs of fever-bright color.

			“Plague warning?” she said, startled.

			“Quarantine, they call it.” Vinsen shoved his hands into his pockets, fists balled. “The harbor’s closed until every ship can be searched.”

			“That’s ridiculous. Once they clear Checkmate, we should be allowed to leave.” Lowering the spyglass, she looked around at the other ships in the harbor—two dozen fishing trawlers and cargo carriers, whalers and private barges. It would take days to search them all.

			Vinsen shrugged. “Alyster said the same thing. No one’s permitted to go ashore, by the way, and he pulled every string he could to be allowed to speak to the harbormaster. You’d have thought he had leprosy, the way they acted.”

			Lera glanced at the docks. The guards stationed at regular intervals along the wharves were only too obvious, and the warships at the harbor’s other end all had open gunports, which meant they were armed with cannons. No going past those. Checkmate, outnumbered three to one, had been built for speed rather than battle and didn’t have so much as a catapult on board.

			The Dagrans had a lot more weaponry, which in itself was odd—who called out three warships for what should have been a routine examination? And if no one was allowed to disembark, would the Dagrans provide them with water and food while they waited for however long it took?

			“Something’s not right here,” she said.

			Vinsen tilted his head towards the shadow of one of the huge funnels and Lera went with him. “I wanted to find out if a newly arrived ship was suspected of carrying disease,” he said. “Otherwise why lock the harbor down so tightly?”

			Lera nodded. Vinsen held the same rank she did, but he’d lost a ship along the way as well, and although he never spoke about either that or his dead crew, she could see the effects in his eyes, in the new lines on his face. If anyone deserved a safe journey back home, he did.

			“Then I found Kovir is missing.”

			“Missing?” She didn’t like the sound of that at all. Kovir, a scout bonded to a tiger shark, had been assigned to Checkmate in Denalay, and he’d survived everything that had happened to them along the way.

			“No one’s seen him,” Vinsen said. “Or the shark.”

			Lera wondered what to make of that. Like all Seawatch operatives, Kovir was cautious when it came to the monster he controlled, and he would have kept the shark as far as possible from people unused to her. But unless he’d decided to go out swimming or hunting, he should have been on board.

			So they couldn’t go ashore or send their scout to find out more. If there had been other Denalait ships in the harbor, they might have run up code flags to communicate, but they were alone. The Dagrans had no magic at all on their side, but they had cannons, and Lera had no intention of looking down the wrong end of one.

			“I suppose all we can do is wait until Alyster comes back.” She tried not to let her frustration show in her voice. “I hope he didn’t go alone.”

			“No, he’s not a fool. He took Thom and Reveka with him.”

			His first officer and doctor could be relied on to back him up, but Lera felt at a loose end. If this was what less than half an hour of waiting did, a week in harbor wouldn’t bode well for her. Since there was nothing she could do, she went to the galley to see if there were leftovers, and while she was chewing a heel of dry bread, she heard the gangplank go rattling out.

			She thought it was Alyster returning, but instead the two men who came aboard wore Dagran clothes. Vinsen went to meet them—obviously he’d been left in charge in Alyster’s absence—and she swallowed the tasteless mouthful of bread as she went closer. She wasn’t going to be left out of this.

			Before she could cross half the distance to them, she recognized the taller of the two men.

			His back was to her but she didn’t need to see his face. The brown suede jacket stretched across the span of his shoulders and the neatly brushed dark hair were only too familiar. Vinsen had been studying a sheet of paper, but he handed it back to the Dagran and said something she didn’t hear. The man nodded, turned around and saw her.

			“Who are they, Vinsen?” she said.

			The wary tone wasn’t lost on him, and although his voice didn’t change, his eyes narrowed with equal suspicion. “According to their identification papers, this is Senior Health Inspector Jason Remerley and his aide.”

			Had he known she would see him again when he had given her his real name before? The surprise had gone from his face, leaving it like the lid of a locked box, but that made her more determined to find out the truth.

			“May I speak to you alone?” she said to him.

			Both Vinsen and the aide—if not the entire crew—were looking intently at them both, but Jason just inclined his head in a slight bow. “Certainly.” He turned to his aide. “David, you have the checklist. Start with the hold and I’ll join you.”

			Lera turned on her heel and led the way to the nearest deserted spot. Not one of the cabins, because she wasn’t going to be alone with the man again, but the starboard gunwale. It wasn’t actually deserted, but one look from her sent anyone nearby moving to a safe distance, out of earshot. She turned, resting her fingers along the rail so her hand wouldn’t go to the hilt of her saber out of reflex, and tilted her head up so she could look him squarely in the eyes.

			“Does this have anything to do with what happened yesterday?” she said.

			If she had hoped to throw him with bluntness, it didn’t work. His brows went up a little and that was all.

			“You don’t really believe I have the authority to close down an entire port, do you?” he said.

			“I’m asking because there’s something very strange about all this.” If there had been any means of sending word to Denalay quickly, Lera would have grabbed it, but the gold she’d earned by winning the race was more or less useless in this situation.

			“Not allowing anyone to leave a harbor even after they’re cleared of disease—is that how it’s done in Dagre?” She kept her voice calm, but phrased her questions carefully, trying to strike where he was most vulnerable. “Apparently we have to wait until every ship has been inspected and we can’t go ashore. How much time will this take? Our crews will be hungry before long.”

			She could tell he was uncomfortable by the way his gaze dropped, but when it rose again to meet hers, his face looked more closed than before. “I’m sorry, Lera, but we have orders to perform—”

			“Captain Vanze.”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“I didn’t give you permission to use my name. When you’re aboard a Denalait ship, you speak to the officers with the respect that is their due.”

			His mouth tightened, but he spoke evenly. “I apologize, Captain.”

			“What were you saying?” Lera asked as sweetly as she could.

			The muscles along his jaw looked like ropes. “We have orders to perform a Priority One inspection of this ship and its crew. That means the most thorough search for any signs of disease.”

			“Oh, do we have to strip for you? That’s becoming a habit.”

			“I don’t remember inviting you into that brothel.”

			“And I don’t remember asking to have a health inspector’s fingers up my—”

			“All right, stop.” He looked sideways as if counting cobblestones on the wharf.

			“But it might even happen a second time. How wonderful.”

			When his gaze flicked back to her, his eyes snapped like the air just below a thunderhead, but his words were cold and controlled. “Much as I enjoy trading pleasantries with you, this is taking me away from my actual duties.”

			“And you’re avoiding the point.” Lera folded her arms. “What is really happening here?”

			“As a representative of the Dagran government on official duty—”

			“You wouldn’t tell me if you knew.”

			“Precisely.” He bowed. “If you’ll excuse me, Captain Vanze.”

			After that there seemed nothing more she could do, so Lera sent Reimond down to see what the Dagrans were doing. He reported that they had opened the few crates of supplies in the hold and were looking in the ballast tanks.

			“Let’s hope they fall in and drown,” she said grimly.

			He grinned. “They’re lowering little glass tubes into the tanks.”

			“What in the world for?” She’d never understand Dagrans, not if she lived to be a hundred.

			“I don’t know. Then they bring the tubes up, write something on them and put them away.”

			Lera shook her head and went back to finish what remained of her belated breakfast. Halfway through, Vinsen shouted for her and that brought her topside in a hurry. Vinsen hardly ever raised his voice.

			He was on the deck with Kovir, and any relief Lera might have felt at knowing their scout was safe vanished when she joined them. Kovir seemed the same as usual, dressed in the long-sleeved watersuit all Seawatch operatives wore in the field. The sharkskin of the suit gleamed wet and a glass mask was slung around his neck, but his stance was far too rigid and his eyes wide. It was obvious that despite all his Seawatch training, he was only seventeen.

			“In the captain’s cabin,” she said, and led the way belowdecks. Whether Alyster minded or not, it was the largest room still available, and the lack of furniture made it that much more spacious. Vinsen shut the door and Kovir didn’t waste time.

			“A Dagran asked to speak with me,” he said, “and told me the Council of Dagre needed my assistance in a certain matter. If I cooperate, the quarantine will be lifted.”

			Vinsen’s brows came together. “So this is all a pretense?”

			They’re nothing but a hive of liars. Lera forced herself to speak calmly. “What do they want you to do?”

			Kovir sat on the floor as if he couldn’t remain standing for much longer, resting one elbow on his drawn-up knee. “Travel with a ship of theirs to find someone out beyond the Sea of Weeds.”

			The maps were kept in a corner of the room. Vinsen selected one, crouched and unrolled it across the floor. “Here it is.” He tapped the shaded area south of them. A few little islands were scattered below that part of the sea. “It’s not that far—a steamship should make the journey in three days, maybe four.”

			“But we’re not going to give in to them,” Lera said. “Not after this farce.”

			“Well…”

			She stared at him.

			Vinsen shrugged tiredly. “I want to leave this place, and we’re outnumbered. But it’s up to Kovir to decide.”

			That was true. Lera knelt beside Kovir so his attention was drawn to her. She didn’t normally touch people, and Seawatch operatives weren’t the type who needed a pat on the shoulder, especially if they were wearing sharkskin, so instead she spoke as gently as she could.

			“Take as much time as you need to think about it,” she said.

			“I don’t think I can, Captain.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The man who spoke to me said time was running out.”

			Lera forgot all gentleness. “Who in all hell was this lying bastard?”

			“He said he spoke on behalf of the Council, and that’s all he told me.”

			No way to prove that the man giving Kovir terms—or call them what they really were, an ultimatum—was actually from the Dagran Council, but then again, they weren’t fools. They needed a way to plausibly deny their involvement in such a sordid mess. She met Vinsen’s eyes and knew he’d had the same thought.

			“We could wait for Alyster to return and request a meeting with the Council to discuss this,” he said finally.

			“If they meet with foreigners, if they’re willing to negotiate terms at all and if there’s time.” She felt more frustrated than ever. “Why would they need a scout? They have a fleet too. They shouldn’t need us to settle their internal disputes.”

			“Apparently they do. One of us, anyway.”

			Kovir turned his head to look at her. His hair was plastered to his forehead, and he smelled of rotting fish guts. She guessed he’d been confronted as he’d returned from hunting or training with his shark, probably at the mouth of the harbor before he could reach Checkmate.

			“It’s not the first time they’ve asked me,” he said.

			“What?” Each time she thought she’d heard the ultimate in low, devious behavior from the Dagrans, they proved her wrong.

			“It was a different Dagran the first time, but he spoke in the name of the Council too.” The tone of his voice never changed, and she realized he was indifferent to such requests whether they came from the Council on high or the entire population of Dagre down on their knees to plead with him. “Same request, only without any implied consequences, and he said they would pay well.”

			“What did you say?” Vinsen asked.

			Kovir looked mildly surprised. “I said no. What else could I say? I take my orders from Seawatch, and I want to go back home, not dance to a foreigner’s tune.”

			Lera let her breath out slowly. “They want you.”

			“Badly enough to close down a port and pay for your services.” Vinsen rolled up the map and tossed it back into the corner. “Not badly enough to tell us why.”

			She got to her feet. “They will.”

			Jason had already decided his aide would conduct the inspection of the crew, because matters between him and the Denalaits were strained enough already. The ship seemed fine to him—it wasn’t old enough to have developed mold or woodworms—so if the crew was healthy too, any suspicions of disease must have originated from another ship in the harbor.

			That bothered him, because he hadn’t been told anything—not what signs and symptoms to look for, nor what the sickness could be, which naturally made the search that much more meticulous and long-drawn-out. He wanted nothing more than to leave, but he kept working as carefully as he always did during an inspection of the highest priority. Once the hold was finished, he went up the steps to the next level, where the crew’s cramped sleeping quarters were located.

			Lera barred his way. “I need to speak with you.”

			The low sweet voice was just as he remembered it, in stark contrast to the sharp words—but even those sounded familiar. He steeled himself and nodded. He could take whatever she cared to dish out.

			She tilted her head towards the nearest passageway, and he followed her halfway down it, where she stopped and turned to face him. A window at the end of the long corridor didn’t let in much light, turning her hair to a subdued smolder.

			“Our scout was approached twice by men who claimed to speak on behalf of the Council of Dagre,” she said without preamble. “These men wanted our scout to accompany a Dagran ship on a mission. When our scout declined, because he wanted to return home with us, he was told the quarantine would be lifted if his cooperation was secured.”

			Hell. Jason had known something was happening below the surface, but he hadn’t expected it to be quite so…well, drastic. What do I say now?

			Lera’s tone hardened. “Our lands have been at peace for some time, so we did not expect Dagre to curtail our freedom under false pretenses. Much less try to force a seventeen-year-old to serve a foreign government. If you don’t resolve this matter before sundown, we will. And we’ll take our chances with the Council of Eyes and Voices for any consequences that follow, because we’d rather be put on trial by our own people than be manipulated by Dagrans.”

			Bloody hell. Jason didn’t know a great deal about ships, but Checkmate didn’t strike him as capable of taking on three warships.

			Lera did, though. Her voice was as steady as the foundation of a fortress and considerably harder, so he was aware Sandcliff Harbor was on the verge of something from which there would be no going back. She meant every word of what she said, and people would die if he didn’t take action.

			But he was still a representative of the Dagran government, and would not embarrass his homeland before a foreigner.

			“Thank you for informing me of this,” he said. “Was there anything else?”

			For a moment there was no sound or movement in the corridor except for someone’s breathing and the silent dance of dust motes in the light from the window. Then she pushed past him and strode away, footfalls ending in the slam of a door.

			Jason released a sigh and went to find his aide. After a few quiet instructions, he went topside and walked down the gangplank towards the docks. The guards glanced at him and one moved to stop him, but after he’d given the password he was allowed through the cordon.

			He paused there, looking around at all the usual business and bustle on the docks—inns and couriers and financiers, the pall of smoke hanging over the east side of the cove where carpentries and forges clustered. Except a lot of those doors were shut. That was understandable when the harbor was closed, but people were retreating down Port Street, the main thoroughfare which led away from the harbor.

			Jason strolled into Port Street and asked two or three of those people where they normally worked, studying his official papers as if to make sure their names were on a list as he did so. They were employed in the harbor, he found out, but they had been told to stay away—well away—until they had authorization to return.

			So the harbor was being evacuated. If there really was some contagion, scattering those people to the four winds was an excellent way to disseminate disease through the land. Jason shoved his documents back into his pocket and went to the telegraph office.

			Thankfully that was still open, though he had thought it would be—quick communication was too important to be abandoned, especially in a state of emergency. He had a little money and one Denalait coin which wouldn’t have bought anything, but official communiqués of up to fifteen words could be charged to the Department’s account.

			Please inform actual purpose quarantine stop Denalaits restless but cleared stop release question mark Remerley, he dictated. Then he sat on a stone bench outside the office to wait for a reply.

			It was noon by then, but that wasn’t why he was sweating. He took off his jacket and folded it on the bench beside him. From where he sat, he had a good view of the Denalait ship. The problem with checkmate is that someone will lose the game shortly. If there was any chance of both sides walking away, going home, he had to take it.

			The tiny courtyard before the telegraph office was carved and designed as a sundial, and a thin wedge of shadow crept across it as he watched. Within the hour, though, an operator came out to hand him a scrap of paper with a brief reply.

			Checkmate remains until further orders from Defense Ministry stop

			Jason crumpled it and tossed it to the stones, then reconsidered and returned it to the telegraph office to be disposed of. Lera’s claims, while they hadn’t yet been confirmed, did seem to be somewhat substantiated. The question was what he could do about it.

			He’d been to a banquet or two, but no one had ever placed him far from the foot of the table, for obvious reasons. Commonborn, he was neither related to nor acquainted with anyone in office high enough to petition under those circumstances. He had to deal with it himself, and there was no point in appealing to the Department of Public Health, not when the Ministry of Defense was involved. But what in the world could he say to the Ministry?

			If the Denalaits requested a meeting, the Ministry might or might not consent to speak with them. For all he knew, the Ministry only wanted a yes or no reply to the terms posed earlier. He had to give them an incentive to meet with the Denalaits, and to do so soon, before the powder keg that was Captain Vanze blew the harbor sky-high.

			If he told the Ministry there was likely to be blood in the water come nightfall, Checkmate would be surrounded by the harbor guard and the crew disarmed—or, more likely, killed in the resulting battle. No. If he said he would spread the news of what he had discovered, he’d be in gaol before the hour was out. No, he didn’t like the sound of that either.

			But there was one thing which might work. He considered it, decided it was worth a try and went inside again, only to find that he couldn’t condense his message to fifteen words and the telegraph office didn’t work on credit. That emptied his pockets except for a few pennies and the coin Lera had given him, but he paid for his message and had it sent to the Ministry.

			Denalait vessel Checkmate positive repeat positive for plague typhoid consumption stop recommend immediate removal from harbor and armed escort to Denalay stop notification of harbor authorities to proceed unless crew needed to discuss mitigating circumstances stop Remerley.

			The operator’s brows went up when she read that, but she had been too well trained to react otherwise. Jason told her he would return shortly for a reply and went to the only tavern still open. He’d missed lunch, but his stomach was knotted too tightly to eat and he couldn’t afford a meal anyway, so he drank beer, looked at the ship in the harbor for what felt like the hundredth time and went back to the telegraph office. There was a reply terse even for a telegraph, recalling him to the central office in Crusaid, which was a day away by carriage.

			Well, that was to be expected. By then it was late afternoon and he was hungry, but he stayed where he was, watching the harbor—partly because he wasn’t looking forward to what would happen in Crusaid and partly because he wanted to see if his ploy had worked.

			But mostly because he wanted to see Lera for one last time. Sighing, he tilted his head back to look up at the sky.

			Of the nine Benevolent Ones, Arvane was the patron of lovers—though as the priests were careful to point out, Arvane had nothing to do with happily married couples. Fickle and reckless, Arvane was probably the least benevolent of the gods. But he was always ready to bring lovers together, and the more shattering that encounter, the better he liked it.

			Somewhere, Jason knew, Arvane was laughing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Flagship Nemesis

			“I’ve been informed that someone will speak to us before nightfall,” Alyster Juell said. “Nightfall meaning nine bells.”

			Lera glanced at the hourglass in its wrought-iron cage. That was still one hour off, so she didn’t hurry with her evening meal, which they ate topside. Checkmate rocked slowly in the harbor. She had done her best to think of some way past the warships, but nothing had come to mind; Checkmate was a swift little ship and that was about all that could be said for her. If the worst came to the worst, she’d suggest to Kovir that he slip through the blockade on his tiger shark and return home. At least the Admiralty of Denalay would know what had happened to the rest of them.

			Kovir ate in silence, as he always did. The meal was soon over, coffee steaming in tin mugs, but the ship was quieter than the darkened buildings and closed establishments in the harbor. A dead spread, Lera thought, then told herself not to be morbid.

			A line of lanterns glowed on the docks where a fresh relief of guards stood at duty, and on the other side of the bay, the lanterns were so far that they looked like fireflies pinned to a black card. She leaned on the rail, steam rising from her mug, but before she could finish the coffee, a small group of men walked out from among the shadows of buildings and approached the guards. There was a brief exchange too distant and quiet for her to hear, and the guards let the men through.

			Lera straightened up. Alyster must have seen that, because he joined her, and they watched as the men headed for the still-extended gangplank. They stopped at the edge of the dock and waited until Alyster went to the head of the gangplank.

			“May we be permitted to come aboard, Captain?” one of them called out.

			“I doubt we have a choice in that matter.” Alyster stepped aside. “Welcome aboard Checkmate.”

			“Thank you,” the man said, and two guards went ahead of him, two more bringing up the rear as he made his way up the plank. The steel of their breastplates gleamed in the light of lanterns on the deck, and longswords hung at their hips. The man who had spoken wore no weapons, but with him was a captain in the Dagran navy.

			“This way.” Alyster took them down to his cabin. Lera, Vinsen and Kovir followed, while two of the guards took up position in the corridor outside, one was stationed at the window and another one blocked the door which led to Alyster’s bedroom. The Dagran captain looked around as if for a chair, but all the furniture had been burned to feed the engine on their way there.

			The man waited until Vinsen had closed the outer door before he spoke. His clothes were finer than any she had ever seen, but dark hollows surrounded his eyes.

			“My name is Anthony Yurchand,” he said, “and I have the honor to be the Minister of Defense for Dagre. This is Captain Alan Garser of the frigate Nemesis, the flag of our fleet.”

			Lera looked the captain up and down, which took a moment longer than she had expected since he was well over six feet tall, and striking in their uniform of deep blue and gold. He studied her just as candidly, a faint smile on his face.

			Alyster made the formal introductions as well. “I’m Alyster Juell, master of Checkmate. Captain Vinsen Solarcis, Captain Lera Vanze. And I believe you know Kovir Stripe Caller of Seawatch.”

			Anthony Yurchand nodded. “I won’t waste your time beating about the bush, Captain. We need Kovir Stripe Caller for an assignment no one else can carry out. We can and will pay well for his efforts.”

			“Why don’t you tell him about it?” Alyster gestured at Kovir, who stood as far apart from everyone else as he could while he watched and listened. Insofar as a Seawatch operative could show emotion, he looked slightly discomfited, as though he would have preferred to stand there unnoticed even when the discussion was about him. Anthony turned to him.

			“Kovir.” His voice was so courteous that Lera distrusted him at once. “I don’t think there’s anything I have to offer you that you need, so I can only say this. We are hunting a ship commanded by a madman who holds the lives of innocent people in his hands. We have to save those people. Will you help us?”

			Kovir frowned. “Who is this madman?”

			“His name is Richard Alth. He was allied with a faction which opposed the Council of Dagre. Three years ago they attempted to actively incite rebellion with a bastard granddaughter of the last king of Dagre as their figurehead. They meant to crown her queen and marry her off to Richard to be certain of his support.”

			Typical of Dagre, Lera thought. That was what happened when people ruled through right of blood rather than because they had earned their positions. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, they went on to believe that marriage somehow meant a right to rulership as well.

			Anthony went on. “That was dealt with, but this seems to be Richard’s attempt at retaliation. His ship is loaded with tons of explosives, which is why we’re not simply launching a fleet after it. We need to find it and stop him.”

			Tons of explosives. For a moment no one said anything, and all Lera could think of was a hold packed with more destruction than a volcano, a great dark mass waiting for the single spark that would bring it to devastating life.

			Then Alyster shook his head a little as if trying to wake up from a nightmare. “Find it? Do you have any idea where this ship might be?”

			“A dozen miles beyond the Sea of Weeds,” Kovir said, and Anthony nodded.

			Alyster frowned. “How did you know?”

			“Why, he told us,” Anthony said.

			“What?”

			Anthony sighed. “He is a spoiled stupid whelp who has never been thwarted in his life and who doesn’t take too kindly to being put in his place. He sent us word of where he is and said that unless we met his demands…” He allowed that to trail off—a little too dramatically, Lera thought.

			“What demands?” Alyster asked.

			“Gold.”

			Alyster looked incredulous. “Where is he planning to spend this gold?”

			“I know, Captain. I know. But that gives us a chance. We want to send Nemesis to him—with the gold—and neutralize him as a threat.”

			That didn’t make any sense to Lera. As Alyster had pointed out, even if Richard Alth got his hands on every grain of gold in Dagre, there was no land of Eden where he could spend it. Perhaps he planned to sail off into uncharted waters looking for another continent, but if she’d been him, she would have demanded plenty of food and water, rather than gold.

			Besides, if his family had been backing a claimant to the throne, surely they weren’t poor.

			“What kind of ship does he have?” Kovir asked.

			“A three-masted schooner named Princeps,” Anthony said. “We’ve confirmed that’s missing, as are the explosives—stolen from a manufacturing plant. So we have to assume there are teeth behind the threat. As for Princeps, the ship has six cannons.”

			When Alan Garser grinned, a flash of white teeth showed through his closely trimmed blond beard. “Nemesis has twenty-two.”

			“And hellfire.” Anthony sounded almost cheerful.

			“But the other ship is loaded with explosives,” Kovir pointed out.

			Exactly. Which meant it was unlikely Nemesis could simply pump cannon-shot into its enemy and expect to return home. Lera decided that if she had been in charge, she would have taken Nemesis and another ship, a sacrificial pawn with a few cannons and sailors who were prepared to die for their duty—though, truth be told, that didn’t describe too many of the sailors she knew. Still, such a ship could destroy Princeps while Nemesis stayed at a safe distance to mop up anything left over at the end.

			Anthony nodded. “It is. Kovir, we are aware how much of a challenge this mission will be, so even if you choose not to undertake it, we will lift the quarantine and disperse the cordon. But if you do…well, whether you succeed or not, you’ll be richly rewarded.”

			Here comes the carrot, Lera thought. Kovir didn’t look any more interested than he’d done previously, but he did ask the same question she was wondering.

			“How?” he said.

			“The prize for the recent race.” Anthony pursed his lips. “The half of the prize Captain Vanze walked off with, anyway—a thousand eagles, was it? We’ll match that. And confer an honorary title upon you. You’d be the Earl of Loftmark, with all the privileges and benefits of such a station.”

			Might as well confer an honorary pastry upon him, Lera thought, he could at least eat that. “I’d like to think about this,” he said.

			“By all means, though time is of the essence. Nemesis leaves tomorrow, at dawn.”

			“I won’t need that much time.”

			Anthony smiled. “I’ll be in the harbormaster’s office until I receive word.” He inclined his head. “Captain. Captains. Kovir Stripe Caller. Thank you for hearing us out and have a pleasant night.”

			Alyster left the cabin to escort his visitors and their guards off the ship. Checkmate had taken on supplies of candles days ago, and those in the cabin were burned down to half-mast before he returned.

			“What would you like to do?” he said to Kovir. “I mean—do you want to talk it over with us or be alone for a while?”

			Kovir looked at the window and clasped his hands behind his back as though he wasn’t sure what to do with them otherwise. Lera thought he would have preferred to be given an order, one way or another, rather than be told it was up to him to decide what to do.

			“They weren’t telling the truth, were they?” he said after a pause.

			Vinsen made a contemptuous sound. “I doubt it. Why would they pay so much to find a ship, even one carrying explosives?”

			Lera couldn’t think why either. Also, if Richard Alth really was bent on vengeance and aware he could never return to his homeland unless he was in chains, why didn’t he simply sail Princeps—under a different name—into the nearest harbor and destroy that instead? He might get away safely, too, if he ignited the explosives from a distance. It was odd that instead he had retreated beyond the Sea of Weeds where he couldn’t hurt anyone except the innocent people on board his ship.

			“Maybe his ship is carrying a prisoner related to the Council,” she said, “and they’re willing to pay well for that person’s safe return. We could speculate all night.”

			“I’ll go,” Kovir said abruptly.

			Alyster studied him. “You’re sure?”

			He nodded. “If they were willing to go to these lengths for our help, they’re desperate—and we can’t be sure they’ll just open the harbor to let us go. Besides, if I were a prisoner on a ship that could blow apart at any moment, I’d want someone to help me.”

			There was a look of resignation in Alyster’s eyes, as though he was mentally preparing for Kovir not to return, but he spoke with a quiet pride. “I hope they realize just how good a man they’re getting.”

			“Oh, they will,” Lera said. “Because he’s not going alone.”

			They all turned to look at her. “You too?” Vinsen said, but he didn’t seem surprised. Lera knew there was no one else who could have done it; Vinsen was still recovering from what he’d gone through during the race and Alyster had to remain with his ship. Whoever accompanied Kovir had to have a rank high enough to command respect even on a Dagran vessel.

			Besides, no one really needed her on Checkmate.

			Kovir shifted his feet. “I’ll be all right, Captain Vanze. I’ll have my shark.”

			Lera started to say, You’re only seventeen, and stopped herself in time. After Alyster had paid the boy a great compliment, she would be cutting him back down, which was hardly a good way to begin a mission. He couldn’t be allowed to go off with foreigners alone—that wouldn’t cast Denalay in the best light—but she tried to think of a better reason.

			“You’re representing Seawatch,” she said. “I’ll be standing in for the navy.”

			Alyster nodded. “She might as well, Kovir. We can’t leave harbor until you’re back, and it’ll give at least one of us something to do.”

			Lera slid her hands into her pockets. “Let’s go,” she said to Kovir. “We’ll let them know what we’ve decided and then try to get some sleep.”

			Jason’s limbs felt stiff after hours spent seated on the bench—thank the Benevolent Ones it wasn’t winter, otherwise sitting out there would have been a great deal less pleasant—but despite that and the emptiness in his belly, he was pleased to see the small delegation going to Checkmate. Maybe matters would be resolved now. At least, he hoped those guards hadn’t strode onto the ship with any other intentions. That possibility began to prey on him, so he was relieved to see them all leave with no signs of bloodshed.

			Now what? He supposed he should begin the long journey to Crusaid—afoot, since he didn’t have any money for a carriage—and he didn’t look forward to what would happen at his destination. Deliberately claiming a false find to the Ministry of Defense was going to land him in water far hotter than anything in that steamship’s engine.

			He got up, stretching cramped limbs and unknotting his shoulders, then took one last look at the ship before he could start for the nearest road.

			Lera was at the top of the gangplank. She hadn’t noticed him—he was a short distance from the docks and well out of the lanternlight—and she was talking to a young man who accompanied her as she went down the plank. The guards on the docks let them both pass. He wasn’t sure where she was going, but with her long strides she was soon out of sight.

			Jason sat down. He told himself he was being ridiculous, waiting there like a schoolboy who had seen a girl for the first time, but it was only for that night. After he was sure she’d returned safely to the ship, he would leave as well.

			The row of lanterns burned on the dock, one beside each guard, and occasionally there was a shimmer as a moth flew to the glass. A shadow fell across the stones as another guard appeared and paced the length of the cordon, pausing only to give quiet instructions to each man.

			One by one, they gathered up the lanterns and followed him away from the dock. Jason straightened, leaning a little to watch them leave. That was a good sign. He got up and came out of the shadows now there was no chance of the guards seeing him and possibly arresting him, especially since he was no longer officially assigned to work the harbor. Lera and the young man had left the harbormaster’s office, heading for the ship, but she stopped when she saw him.

			“Go on, Kovir,” she said to her companion. “I’ll be along shortly.”

			He left. Lera’s pace slowed as she approached, as though she wanted to speak to him while still keeping a deliberate distance between them.

			“The quarantine’s been lifted,” she said without preamble. “Did you have something to do with that?”

			“Not much.” He could see very little of her in the near-darkness, but he would always remember the sound of her voice, velvety beneath the crisp direct tone. “So you’ll be going back home soon.”

			“Actually, no. I’m going to be enduring—I mean, enjoying Dagran hospitality a little longer.”

			“Oh?” Jason hoped only polite interest showed in his voice, but his pulse quickened. She was staying. Maybe he could share a meal with her, or show her the rose arbor in the public gardens.

			“Yes. Me and Kovir, we’ve been invited to join Nemesis when she leaves tomorrow morning.”

			Nemesis? In the course of his work, Jason had learned not to show what he thought or felt, but he couldn’t help frowning. Even he knew what the flagship was called, so he wondered why that ship needed two Denalaits on board. Though he supposed if she wanted him to know the purpose of their mission, she would tell him.

			“I wish you a safe journey, then,” he said.

			“I hope we have one, and thank you for whatever you did.” She hesitated. “But were you waiting here to see me?”

			Tired though he was, he heard the change in her tone, but it took him a moment to realize what it was—prickly suspicion that didn’t bode well for him. “No, of course not.”

			There wasn’t enough light for him to see her expression, but her silhouette was clear enough under the moon as she looked around pointedly at the dark windows, the closed places of business. “Then why?”

			Jason tried to think of a plausible story, but by then he was so ragged-edged and hungry that his usually active imagination failed completely. Plus, if he didn’t talk fast, she might pull that saber again.

			“I think I’m about to lose my position, if not my job,” he said.

			“What?” To his relief, she didn’t sound tense and wary now. “Why?”

			“I sent a telegraph to the Ministry saying that if they didn’t meet with your people to discuss terms, I’d do my best to have Checkmate sent back to Denalay under armed escort.”

			“Unity.” Her voice was hushed, but before he could decipher what she meant, she continued in a more back-on-solid-ground way. “Would it make any difference if I spoke to your superior officer? I mean, your…master?”

			Despite his weariness, he couldn’t help smiling. “The departmental coordinator? No, it wouldn’t. Besides, it’s too late. You’ll be gone before the office opens in the morning.”

			Her boot went taptaptap on the cobblestones before she spoke again. “What are you going to do for the night? Don’t you have a place to stay?”

			Jason had a sudden back-off feeling. “I’ll find somewhere.” He turned to leave.

			“Wait!” Lera called out. “Do you have money?”

			“I’m not taking anything from you.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. You need it, and I owe you.”

			“I said I’m not taking anything from you. We’re even.”

			“We’re what?”

			Sighing, he leaned one shoulder against the nearest wall. “You were upset because I lied to you. This makes up for it, I hope.”

			“Nothing will make up for that.” Her voice was more tart than a green apple dipped in vinegar, though it softened a little when she went on. “But why don’t you sleep on Checkmate tonight?”

			Jason hadn’t expected that. “Checkmate? You’re not the captain of the ship.”

			There was a soft explosive sound of breath. “I’m offering you shelter for one night, not a place in the crew. There’s enough room, so unless you’re planning to eat mice and sleep under that bench, come on. The captain won’t mind giving you a meal and a roof over your head once I let him know what you did.”

			Jason considered, but he already knew she had a point. Refusing a handout from anyone, least of all a woman, was a reflex action, but he’d be a fool to turn down something that was both repayment and generosity. He was in enough trouble already without being picked up for vagrancy, and the thought of food had his stomach rumbling.

			“I’ve never much cared for mice,” he said. “Lead on, Captain.”

			She turned on her heel, and Jason fell into step beside her, easily keeping pace as he decided he would eat as much supper as he could hold, and more. That would sustain him while he made the long journey back to Crusaid the next day.

			He thought about her journey too, and whether she would come back unharmed from it.

			Lera woke so early that she wasn’t sure she had slept at all. After she had washed and dressed, she climbed up to a quiet deck and hesitated for only a moment before she went to the galley. Being awake in the dark before anyone else sometimes brought back unwanted memories of mornings in the valley where she had grown up, when she had run out to see to the milking as the sun crept over the hills, making icy streams glitter like glass.

			The best way to deal with that was to busy herself with work, so she started a fire and hung a char-blackened pot of water over the flames. She stared at the ragged orange flickers of heat, but footsteps on the deck made her turn around. Jason had come up from the hatch. He inclined his head as if to acknowledge her presence, but he didn’t come any closer.

			The sight of him distracted her from her thoughts, but it brought a whole new tension she didn’t want to deal with either. As she’d expected, Alyster had allowed him to string up a hammock in the fo’c’sle, but she’d lain awake in her cabin for some time, thinking about inviting him into it. One night with a man she’d never see again, a small pleasant experience before she went on another mission. Surely it couldn’t hurt.

			She’d even forgiven his lying to her, because he’d done his best to make up for it. What held her back was the suspicion that he wouldn’t take her invitation as a brief interlude for physical release alone. Chances were, he’d get emotional and compare her eyes to slates and expect more than she was prepared to give.

			Though even after what must have been a difficult day and a night in a hammock, he drew her eyes. He hadn’t had a chance to shave, but the start of a beard was a rough, masculine contrast to the soft suede of his jacket, and the stubble didn’t hide the angles of his cheekbones and jaw, much less his mouth.

			She must have put too much wood on the fire, because the flames burned hotter than she had expected and bubbles plinked in the pot. But that gave her something else to do, and she wrapped a rag around the pot’s handle as she lifted it off and dumped in a fistful of tea leaves. Everyone in Dagre drank that, so Alyster was saving their little remaining coffee for the journey home.

			She’d made the right decision by staying away from Jason last night, of course. Not only was he Dagran and a landbounder, there was an unpredictable streak in him. For all his calm demeanor, he seemed more than capable of desperate measures when he thought those were required. That was the problem with quiet, controlled people. When they finally did something unexpected, a lifetime’s worth of lunacy was unleashed, and it took everyone else by surprise.

			The tea had brewed long enough—she hoped, because she had no experience with making it—so she poured out two mugs, sweetened them and carried them over. “You’re up early.”

			“Thank you.” He took a mug. “Long way back to Crusaid. I want to give myself enough time.”

			Since that was the limit of Lera’s conversational prowess, she sipped her tea. It was scalding, but the sting was less unpleasant than being self-consciously silent. At moments like that she always felt aware of the thick scarring on the right side of her face, the barrier between her and the rest of the world. She studied the steam rising from the surface of her mug.

			“May I ask you something?” Jason said quietly. “Why are you needed on Nemesis?” In the pause that followed, he added, “You don’t have to tell me if it’s confidential. I just wondered.”

			Well, it was something they could talk about, though Lera had learned to be closemouthed unless the information in question was something people were authorized to know. Then again, after the way they’d been treated she didn’t owe the Ministry of Defense anything, and Jason could hardly do much with whatever she told him, given that Nemesis would be leaving in a few hours. He looked out to the mouth of the harbor as he drank his tea, which helped too, since she didn’t have his gaze resting on her any longer. She realized the three warships had moved away during the night, leaving the way clear to the open water.

			“Have you ever heard of Richard Alth?” she said.

			His head turned as if she had dropped her mug to smash on the deck between them, but when he replied, his voice was as calm as always. “Everyone’s heard of Richard Alth. You’re going after him?”

			He was lying again, Lera knew at once. Or if not actually lying, then keeping the truth from her, as if he thought she was too naïve to notice. She wondered if she had made a huge mistake in telling him anything about their mission, and the thought that she’d miscalculated once more with him was unbearable. I should have let him sleep under that bench.

			“Keep it to yourself, would you?” Her voice came out taut.

			“You learn discretion very fast in my line of work.” He was clearly able to take a hint, because he finished the rest of his tea and left his mug in the galley. “Be careful.”

			She gave him a cool look and turned aside. Behind her, the gangplank rattled a little as he went down it, but she didn’t relax until the footfalls had died away. Thank the Unity he was finally gone.

			Jason stepped off the foot of the gangplank. Richard Alth. Of all the names he hadn’t been prepared to hear.

			Perhaps it wasn’t so surprising. He knew Alth had fled Dagre, so unless he’d found shelter in some other land, which didn’t seem likely, he was at sea. One of the ships moored in the harbor might well be ready to bring him back to justice. All that was reasonable and expected. But Lera traveling with that ship and telling him about Alth without even being aware of his past…was not.

			That was the kind of twist of fate which made him wonder if the Benevolent Ones really deserved the first part of their name.

			It was still too dark for him to see the start of the Port Road, but he was familiar enough with the harbor to face in that direction. Walk. Keep walking and don’t stop. That was the road he had to take to go where he’d been ordered to be.

			Yet he felt the same way as he had when he’d stood on the staircase in the Velvet Court, aware what he was supposed to do, but making a very different choice anyway. Whenever he was near Lera, she seemed to have that effect on him, whether she realized it or not. Since he’d met her, the steady course of his life had been altered, as though an unseen river had cut into his path.

			He turned and headed towards where he guessed Nemesis might be moored. The warships had dropped anchor on the other side of the harbor after they had moved out of their close defensive formation. He had plenty of time to start the journey back to Crusaid, and he could take a look at the flagship. That was all. Set his mind at ease that the ship Lera was traveling on could take anything Richard Alth might send at it.

			He stayed in the shadows of the buildings, partly because of the harbor patrol and partly because several lanterns glowed on the deck of a warship, but those lanterns gave enough light for him to see both the lookouts on the deck and the ship’s name: Nemesis. There seemed to be six or more sailors on watch, and he frowned. Was that normal for a ship in harbor?

			Perhaps it was, for the flag of the fleet, and he was close enough for a good look. Nemesis was imposingly large, gunports studding the hull. At the prow were brass nozzles in the shape of stylized dragon heads, with long open muzzles that Jason guessed were spitfires. The Council was clearly taking no chances.

			Time to leave.

			Except he wanted to be on the ship. That at least had nothing to do with Lera, because all he needed to do was remember what had happened when he’d been fifteen, and how his father had died.

			He knew his father would never have wanted him to hate Richard Alth, much less sacrifice what was left of his life to repay the man. Especially since he’d done that once already, to spectacular effect. But if he helped bring Alth to justice, it might ease the pang of guilt he always felt when he thought of his father. It might even help him keep his job. If he could find a way to be of use—

			How, exactly? his better sense asked, and he had no answer. He wasn’t a sailor. Even his experience in health-related issues was useless; Nemesis probably had a full complement of medical staff, and wasn’t likely to need any assistance in that regard. Besides, he’d be a fool to risk his life on board a warship, for any reason. He turned to leave.

			A quiet scuffling sound made him pause. He looked around, but nothing was visible in the darkness.

			There was a quick muffled slap-slap, like someone bolting from one hiding-place to another.

			It didn’t seem likely that anyone would try to rob him so close to a lit-up and guarded warship, and the sound was soft as though it had come from several yards away, but the skin on the back of his neck prickled. He put his shoulders to a wall. A wedge of light slanted beyond the edge of the building behind him, but that was far too dim for him to see anything clearly.

			Soft thuds echoed in the dark, the sound of running footsteps. A thin figure stumbled forward over loose cobblestones and fell a few feet away from him. Even in the poor light, he caught a glimpse of long, tumbled hair. A girl?

			Someone burst out of the shadows, a dark shape much larger than the girl, and stopped over her sprawled body. Closing a fist around her arm, the man hauled her up.

			Her other arm whipped around. Jason heard a clink, and the man jerked back with a roar that echoed off the walls. The girl kicked out sharply, and the sound ended in a harsh, choking gasp.

			The girl spun around, poised to flee, and something clinked again. That time, she was close enough to the light that Jason saw what it was—a shackle on her left wrist, with a chain hanging from it.

			“This way!” He kept his voice low, but the girl must not have seen him at first, because she started violently. Behind her, the man dropped to his knees, still struggling for breath.

			Jason ducked around the side of the building, and a moment later the girl followed. “Where?” she said.

			He could see her less clearly out of the light, but he smelled her. Blood, coppery and pungent, clung to her like a miasma, though other than her fast breathing, she didn’t seem hurt. Where, good question. Go forward and she’d be seen by men on Nemesis; go back and she’d run into the man she’d…incapacitated. Left or right, and all she could hope to do would be to hide and evade the harbor guard.

			Then go up.

			“Climb,” he said, and cupped his hands. She stepped in them at once, without question or hesitation, and caught the gutter of the roof overhead. Jason moved so she could put a foot on his shoulder and pull herself up the rest of the way. He heard her chain clink as she scuffled out of sight.

			Before he could do anything else, torches glowed ahead, and he heard Nemesis’s gangplank thump and rattle as men hurried down it. They’d heard the shout and were converging on his position. The faint coos of half-asleep birds overhead were almost drowned out in more shouts. He kept his back to the wall and his hands at his sides as the men reached him.

			After the darkness, the light of their torches was painfully bright, though through the stinging in his eyes, he noticed the glint of drawn steel. His throat went dry. The men were from the warship, so they weren’t likely to just skewer him, but three of them surrounded him and the rest started fanning out through the maze of streets and alleys. Someone called out nearby, and he guessed they’d found the injured man.

			His eyes were adapting. An officer who towered over the rest of them approached, a deep-blue uniform almost black in the near-darkness, buttons and trim glowing like gold. The men moved aside for him.

			The look he gave Jason was equal parts suspicion and disdain. “Who are you?”

			Stay calm. “My name is Jason Remerley and my identification papers are in my jacket. Left side.”

			The officer slid a hand in, pulled out the papers and looked them over in the torchlight. His expression didn’t change, as if Jason might have murdered the real Jason Remerley and stolen his identifying documents.

			“Did you see a girl anywhere here?” he said. “Medium height, slender, long black hair.”

			“Who is she?”

			In the next moment his shoulders struck the wall. The officer pinned him there with a large hand gripping his shirt, and Jason didn’t need to look down to know the other hand had drawn something sharp. The torches were so close that sweat broke out on his skin.

			“You’re not in any position to ask questions, Remerley.” The officer’s eyes were colder than his voice. “If that is actually your name. I don’t care what papers you have if you’re loitering near my ship.”

			He’s not going to kill me. Jason held on to that lifeline. As long as he stayed calm and didn’t try to fight back, an officer of the Dagran navy would not gut him like a fish. Though it occurred to him that if the officer ran out of patience and decided that codes of conduct be damned, he would probably get away with it. Hell, they could always claim the girl had killed him.

			The girl. He didn’t need to say a word. One look up would be enough, and yet he couldn’t simply sell her out without knowing why she had been on the run from a shipful of armed men, much as he wanted to be on that ship himself.

			Except the jab of a steel point to his belly told him he didn’t have a choice. “Tell me who she is and I’ll tell you where she went,” was the best compromise he could make.

			A fist tightened in his shirt, twisting the collar around his throat until he could hardly breathe. “She’s an escaped prisoner who killed a man. That’s all you need to know.”

			“On the roof,” Jason managed to say. The edges of his vision had turned red as if blood had been seeping into his eyes. But when the officer released his shirt, he gulped in a breath and his sight cleared. One of the men climbed up a drainpipe.

			The dagger had never left Jason’s stomach, and the officer didn’t look away from him either. “Lossian, be careful,” he said.

			“Aye, sir,” the man replied. The rest of them had already moved to surround the building, but they stood a little distance away from the drainpipe, as though bracing for Lossian to be knocked off it. Jason made a mental note to listen to his better sense right away next time, assuming he lived past that morning.

			Lossian swung himself up to the roof with an ease Jason envied and was gone from sight, though he called down a moment later. “There’s no one here, sir.”

			Jason’s blood went cold. Had the girl escaped? She’d certainly seemed resourceful, but how had she done it? The nearest buildings were perhaps five or six feet away; could she have jumped?

			Every stare lowered from the roof to him, and the accusation in their faces was only too clear. Naturally they thought he’d stalled to buy her time. What now?

			He wrenched his attention away from the dagger and looked up. “Is there a hatch?”

			That was the only thing he could think of, if the roof was flat-topped enough for Lossian, but his hopes were dashed at once. “No. Nothing but a pigeon coop.”

			The cooing sounds he’d heard earlier. “Is she in that?”

			The creak of the door swinging open was barely audible—if the men hadn’t been silent, Jason would never have heard it—but a scuffle broke out at once. Pigeons shrieked and fluttered wildly as Lossian swore, and at the officer’s nod another man shimmied up the drainpipe. Before he could reach it, though, there was a dull heavy thud.

			“Got her, sir.” Lossian sounded breathless. “Folded up inside that like a snakeling in an egg.”

			“Good work.” The officer lowered his hand and gave Jason’s identification papers back. The suspicion in his face had given way to well-bred distaste, as if he had narrowly missed stepping on a dog dropping.

			“Whatever you were doing here, you can leave,” he said. “You were fortunate that she didn’t kill you and that I won’t call the harbor guard.” He shoved his dagger back into its sheath as if to punctuate that and turned to leave.

			“Wait.” Jason spoke before he could hesitate or reconsider. “May I speak to you? On your ship?”

			He added that last part quickly, because it might be that much more difficult for them to get rid of him if he was actually on board. Benevolent Ones knew he needed every advantage he could get, no matter how small. Above, Lossian started slowly down the drainpipe with a crumpled body over his shoulder, a chain swaying with every movement, and the officer didn’t bother to glance back as he walked away.

			“It’s about Richard Alth,” Jason said.

			The officer stopped in his tracks.

			No one spoke except for a few murmurs among the crew as they returned to the ship, where another officer at the head of the gangplank saluted and stepped aside. The men dispersed after receiving an order to stand down, and Jason followed the officer down a hatchway and through a narrow corridor to what seemed like the end of the ship. The officer showed him in to a large cabin lit by a dozen candles.

			The silence was starting to unnerve him a little. “I take it you’re the captain?”

			“Alan Garser.” Tossing his cap to the table’s surface, he shut the door. “What about Alth?”

			Think this one through. “I grew up on the Alth estate and was tutored along with him. I know him fairly well, and I’m prepared to use whatever I know against him.”

			The captain pulled out a chair and gestured Jason to do the same. “When did you leave his estate?”

			“When I was fifteen.”

			“His decision, I take it?”

			Jason nodded. “The last I heard, the Council’s army ended his rebellion and ran him to ground, but he escaped by some clever trick.” Richard Alth’s getaway had turned him into a folk hero in some parts of the land, and there was talk that he had become a pirate, which Jason supposed made him all the more dashing.

			The captain got up, opened the door and leaned out enough to shout for someone to bring them a hot drink. Jason hoped that was a favorable sign. Surely he wouldn’t bother drinking with someone he was going to dismiss in a moment.

			“And how did you know this ship was going after Alth?” he said.

			“I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to reveal that.” Jason fell back on the dry, factual, government-employee tone he’d perfected. “All I can tell you is that I knew Alth, I want to see him brought to justice and I offer you my services in any way you might find useful towards that end.”

			“What did he look like?”

			Of course, he had to prove he was telling the truth. He pictured himself back in a sunlit schoolroom, sitting at a desk with a careful space between him and a boy the same age, albeit infinitely more wealthy and wellborn. But damn, he’d have changed since he was fifteen.

			“Tall,” he said. “Blond hair. Brown eyes.” Beyond that, he couldn’t be sure.

			The captain clearly wasn’t impressed. He drummed his fingers against the table and looked around as if silently asking the furniture, Can you believe this? Something on the table seemed to catch his attention, and he pulled out a map. He laid it before Jason, blank side uppermost.

			“Can you draw a picture?” He tossed a pencil down.

			That was an odd request, but Jason knew better than to refuse. “I can try.”

			“Do that. I’ll return soon.” Captain Garser went out, and the cabin seemed both quieter and larger.

			Jason made himself as comfortable as he could in the chair and started sketching, trying not to remember the last time he’d done that. He’d had a talent for painting when he was younger, but it had contributed to his being evicted from the Alth estate, and after that he’d never so much as put charcoal to paper. His fingers felt rusty as a result, and the fact that he was drawing Richard Alth didn’t help either.

			The door opened, but it wasn’t the captain. Instead, a man Jason guessed was the steward brought in a tray with two steaming cups. Another man entered and sank down on the opposite side of the table, resting bare elbows on its surface before he reached for a cup. His hands were red and damp, as though they had been scrubbed clean recently, and a rust-colored fleck or two stained his nondescript clothes.

			Jason hazarded a guess. “Are you the ship’s surgeon?”

			The man nodded. “Dr. Strant.” He wrapped his hands around the cup. “Do have some. It’s cocoa with rum and red sugar.”

			That did sound tasty, and he didn’t know how long it would be before his next meal. So he finished off the rest of the cocoa and his sketch as well, though not before making several corrections. Dr. Strant slumped back in the other chair and said nothing.

			The captain finally returned, shrugging out of his coat so fast that his steward made a grab for it before it could hit the floor. He went to the tray, reaching for a cup before he realized both were empty.

			“It’ll be time for breakfast soon enough,” Dr. Strant said. Jason glanced at the window and saw it was almost dawn. The sky in the east, towards Denalay, looked as though a fire had been lit below the horizon, its light limning the clouds with gold.

			The captain sat down, rubbing the back of his neck. “How is Trevor?”

			“He died.” Dr. Strant compressed his lips and glanced down as if thinking how to convey the rest of his news. “She’s stable. She recovered consciousness and her condition will be monitored.”

			The captain glanced at Jason. “Trevor got in her way and we found him bleeding on the deck. But we need her.” He held out his hand.

			Guessing he wanted the sketch, Jason passed it over, and the captain stared at it for a long moment before he dismissed his steward. “Would you know Alth if you saw him today?” he said once the door had closed. “Would you recognize him?”

			That explained the sketch. Jason considered, then nodded. “Unless he’s changed a great deal in seventeen years, I should be able to recognize him. Especially if I can hear his voice too.”

			Captain Garser’s stare was hard and unblinking, to the point where Jason wondered if he had said something wrong. His shirt felt damp against his back, and it wasn’t only from dredging up the past. No, he wasn’t imagining the dislike in the captain’s face.

			“I wouldn’t have you so much as scrubbing down the deck if Trevor was still here,” Captain Garser said finally. “But I suppose we have no choice.”

			Dr. Strant cleared his throat. “Trevor was Alth’s aide and secretary,” he said. “He left Alth’s employ before the rebellion was crushed, and went to the Council to tell them everything he knew, so he was pardoned. But he was also required to travel with us to identify Alth.”

			Jason had studied military campaigns as part of his history lessons, but he’d never before heard of such care being taken to make certain of an enemy’s identity. “Was there some question about his appearance?”

			Captain Garser grimaced. “When the Council forces brought Alth to heel, he hired a lookalike who dressed in his clothes, and that man ended up being killed in his place. It wasn’t until the body was brought back to Radiath that the ruse fell through. The Council doesn’t plan to let him try that a second time.”

			“I see,” Jason said, though he didn’t think the Council needed to go to that extent, because Richard was not the kind of person who needed to play the same trick twice. Not that he had any intention of saying so. “I’ll do what I can to help.”

			“You can start by never hiding the truth from me again.” Garser leaned over and slapped a hand down flat on the sketch, so hard it made the cups rattle. “Thanks to that little bitch, I didn’t even have time to say farewell to my wife, but at least I was able to visit the telegraph office to confirm your identity.”

			Oh, damn. Garser curled his fingers into a fist and the sketch crumpled slowly between them.

			“So much for that hogwash about justice,” he said. “You’re here because you pulled a fast one with the Ministry and you didn’t know where else to go. Try anything of the kind again on my ship and I’ll have you thrown overboard.” Releasing the ruined sketch, he straightened up. “Welcome to Nemesis, Mr. Remerley.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Leaving Harbor

			Lera had very little to pack—a spare uniform and a hairbrush, which made a small bundle. Kovir didn’t have much either—his sharkskin suit, a pot of grease, a mask and flippers. Though she thought it was time for him to start carrying a shaving kit as well.

			It was so early the sky was a field of ink except for a pale smudge low in the east, a hint of light brushing the underbellies of clouds with white gold. The crew of Checkmate gathered to wish them the best of fortune and the blessing of the Unity, though Lera didn’t think the Unity had much power or influence in another land.

			She tucked her bundle under her arm, adjusted the angle of her white hat so it slanted over one eye and went down the gangplank with Kovir. Nemesis was at the other side of the harbor, Captain Garser had told her, and although it was dawn before the two of them reached it, she mentally shrugged. The ship could hardly leave without Kovir, after all.

			Garser ran a punctual ship, and steam already drifted from the two tall copper funnels. They were the only thing Nemesis seemed to have in common with Checkmate. Lera paused to peer into the water, but either that was so opaque it hid the paddlewheel or the ship had a completely different method of propulsion. Cut into the hull were ten gunports, closed tightly. She knew the danger with keeping those open was that if the ship heeled over for any reason, the gun deck risked being flooded—and pulling the ship down farther with the weight of water, not to mention drowning everyone stationed on that deck.

			She asked for permission to come aboard, identifying herself and Kovir, and they were invited to board by a man who introduced himself as Patrick Deldeon, the first officer. The usual small crowd of dockworkers, families and gawkers was there to watch, and as soon as the gangplank was drawn in, the mooring ropes were cast off. Lera noticed no one was waving them farewell, and it wasn’t the early hour which was responsible for the somberness.

			Below the deck the engine rumbled. Four tugboats had already moved into position, ropes extended to Nemesis, and like pilot fish to a shark, they guided the warship out, maneuvering carefully past other vessels. In the growing light, the mouth of the harbor showed clear and unobstructed.

			At first she’d been resentful that more warships weren’t being sent with them, but a moment’s thought had shown how dangerous that could be. If enemies of Dagre wanted to attack a strategically significant harbor or port city, what better way to do so than to lure the warships away from home waters first? So a distant threat was likely to make the Dagran fleet guard its shores that much more closely, sparing only one ship—hopefully the best ship—to deal with the new problem.

			The tugboats cut their lines and scurried out of the way. Lera went to the stern to watch. She saw Garser high on the quarterdeck, but he wasn’t shouting orders to take the ship out; he didn’t need to. The crew moved like well-oiled parts of a machine themselves. The wheel spun, steam billowed up from the funnels, and from either side of the stern, water churned until it turned white, frothing to the surface. Kovir watched as well.

			Nemesis passed through the mouth of the harbor, and the sea opened up before them. Lera felt an odd tugging in her chest, as if she was leaving behind something vital to her. Whenever she had sailed out before, she had been on her own deck, and she was only too aware that she was a guest on Nemesis. The sailors went about their tasks, but they gave her surreptitious looks, since women weren’t exactly common on Dagran warships.

			Garser came to see her and Kovir as soon as the ship was under way. “I should have welcomed you aboard myself,” he said, “but I hope my first officer made up for that shortfall. Would you care to see your cabin?”

			Just one cabin, then, but Lera hadn’t expected anything different—space on board warships was always limited. After she and Kovir stowed their possessions, Garser took them to his cabin for a quick breakfast.

			“There’s a passenger I’d like you to meet,” he said to Kovir as they finished their meal. “A representative of the Science Institute.”

			“What’s his purpose on board?” Lera said.

			“Her purpose.” Garser smiled. “We may not need women to fight our battles for us, but that doesn’t mean they’re confined to the kitchen and the nursery. Her name is Charlotte Rheme and she’s here to test out some new invention. Come, I’ll introduce you to her.”

			Lera had hoped to see the invention, but everything Charlotte had brought aboard was still packed in chests or wrapped in canvas. “You’ll get to see it soon enough,” Garser said. “And use it, too, if everything goes as planned.”

			If the Dagrans were playing coy, the last thing she would do was show any interest in the game, so she said nothing. Charlotte asked if she could speak to Kovir alone, so Lera left the two of them and went topside. Old habits died hard, and she didn’t feel comfortable being away from the deck too long.

			She looked around, taking in some sights that were familiar—rowboats in their davits, a crow’s nest high on the mainmast—but a steam engine meant less work on the deck. All the activity was out of sight, just as the method of propulsion was beneath the surface.

			The sun was well over the horizon by then, making brass and copper gleam, and flags snapped out in the wind. When she glanced behind them, the harbor was out of sight already and the twin white wakes dispersed as the sea closed behind them.

			Time to see what lay ahead of them instead. She turned to start forward, but stopped in her tracks. A man stood at the prow, leaning on the rail, and although she couldn’t see much else at that distance, he wore a brown jacket that stood out among the officers’ deep blue-and-gold and the lighter blue of the deckhands.

			No. It couldn’t be him. She was imagining things, that was all—there was absolutely no reason for him to be on board the ship. He was far away by then. Anyway, it was ridiculous that one Dagran could have had such an effect on her. She had no intention of every tall, dark-haired man in brown making her remember him, and the sooner she got it all out of her system, the better. Maybe she’d see what Garser thought of women in the captain’s cabin at night.

			After she made sure the man wasn’t him.

			The stays running from the funnels to the sides of the ship were high overhead and she didn’t need to duck to avoid anything, but she thought that if they had been in the way, she would have walked right through them without noticing. She made herself move without any haste as she climbed up to the prow, but before she reached it, he turned as if about to leave and saw her.

			It was him. Lera felt an odd little jolt behind her ribs, but she didn’t allow that to check her stride. One glance around to make sure they were out of earshot of anyone else, and she approached him. He clearly hadn’t shaved that morning, and his hair seemed to have been finger-combed, not that she gave a damn what he looked like.

			“What are you doing here?” she said, relieved her voice sounded so matter-of-fact.

			“I volunteered to join the ship early this morning.”

			She looked at him blankly. It had been bad enough seeing him on Checkmate, but at least he’d had some excuse for being there. On Nemesis, he was a landbounder with no useful skills at all. If the ship’s security hadn’t been so tight, she would have thought he’d lied his way aboard somehow.

			She folded her arms. “I’d ask why, but I wouldn’t be able to believe a word you said.”

			He smiled, though there wasn’t much humor in it, and his brows rose. “Shall I tell you the truth, then? How I actually know Richard Alth, and why he hated me?”

			Damn it all. Lera longed to decline with icy grace and walk away, but both the Dagran government and Jason were so secretive that when she finally did catch a glimpse under their shells, she wanted to learn more. She supposed she could always listen; she didn’t have to tell him anything or make concessions in return.

			“Go on,” she said as indifferently as she could.

			“I grew up on his family’s estate. My father rented a cottage—well, it was more of a single room—and worked on the land. Plowing, harvesting, digging ditches, herding animals.”

			Lera had grown up in a cottage twice that size, but she tried not to remember that part of her life. She focused on the inconsistency in his story instead.

			“Then how did you manage to become a health inspector?” she asked.

			“My father was determined I’d have a better life. He worked hard to keep us both fed and sheltered, and every penny he earned above that went to my education. I was lucky too—when the lord found out I could read and write, he had me take lessons along with his son.” He laughed quietly. “Though I was more of an incentive than a companion. As in, ‘if this lowborn peasant boy can learn geometry, you damn well will too, and better’.”

			Lera silently thanked the Unity she had been born in Denalay. Not that it was a perfect land—far from that, she knew from experience—but at least there was no such hidebound, unfair caste system that considered someone’s blood more important than their ability.

			“So that’s why he hated you,” she said.

			“No. I eventually became better than him at some subjects—mathematics and art, mostly—but he always beat me hands down at history and science. We were never friends, but if I hadn’t done something stupid and unkind, I might still be living on his land.”

			Lera tried and failed to imagine what he could have done, because he didn’t strike her as being either foolish or cruel. Whatever it was, it must have been awful, if it had warranted his eviction. The mistake she had made, the one which had earned her the scar, might not be so bad in comparison.

			It took an effort to keep the interest out of her voice, to speak as flatly as if she was asking the time. “What did you do?”

			“Do you want to trade?” Jason said.

			Lera blinked. When had they been discussing trading? “Trade what?”

			“All Captain Garser told me was that we’re hunting for Richard’s ship, Princeps. Obviously there’s more to it than that. If you can tell me anything more, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know about my history with Richard.”

			For a moment she couldn’t believe she had heard that—it was as unreal as when she had first seen him on Nemesis’s prow—and then incredulity gave way to something more stinging than a beebite. So that was the reason for the tale. He’d manipulated her once more, and to think she’d actually been under the stupid impression that she wouldn’t have to make any concessions to him. Nothing would make her divulge a word to him.

			“You’re only here because I was fool enough to open my mouth to you when I should have kept silent,” she said. “Aren’t you? I told you about Richard Alth so you hotfooted it to this ship. Well, it won’t happen again.”

			Jason looked uncomfortable, though he still met her eyes. “I didn’t say anything to Captain Garser about how I’d heard—”

			“If you did, I’d shove you down the head.” She turned to see the distance they’d traveled from the harbor.

			If she had been the captain, she would have put him off on a boat so he could have rowed back. It would have taken him the better part of the day, but he would be safer there than he would be on board. She didn’t like him, but that didn’t mean she wanted him to die, because too many of her crew had been killed during the race, some before her eyes. They’d known the risks when they’d signed up, but this man wasn’t even armed.

			But Garser must have had his reasons for dragging a landbounder on board like so much ballast. Or cannon fodder.

			“Look, I don’t want to cause any difficulty for you.” His voice was low and tense, and something in it made her glance at him involuntarily. “But this might be the only way to get my job back after what I did. I’m sorry I asked you to tell me more. That won’t happen again either.”

			Keeping a wary distance between the two of them, he walked around her and went down to the deck.

			Jason was careful to avoid her after that, which wasn’t difficult since he stayed away from almost everyone. He wondered about the girl presumably still imprisoned somewhere on the ship, and he wished he could have told Lera about that, but he’d ruined their last conversation about as completely as he’d done their first meeting. And he certainly wasn’t going to risk the little freedom he had by searching for the girl himself.

			The one person on the ship he felt comfortable speaking to was from the Experimental Development branch of the Science Institute. Charlotte Rheme was the kind of person who would study equipment closely for flaws and point out the most minute mistakes in chemical formulae, but she had no such reservations about people. She seemed to take his presence on the ship as a sign of his trustworthiness, and was happy to discuss her work with someone who had the time and patience to listen.

			“So this is a good opportunity to test the rebreather’s performance under field conditions,” she said, holding up the bulky apparatus for his inspection.

			Jason looked it over with no enthusiasm, grateful he wouldn’t be squeezed, strapped and tied into any of it. On the other hand, that was an opportunity to find out more about the warship’s real mission, and he took advantage of it.

			“What problems do you anticipate in its use?” he said.

			“The fact that there’s enough air for a quarter of an hour at the most, and the user only becomes aware of the supply being exhausted once the effects make themselves known.” She tilted her head in a that’s-a-pity gesture. “Underwater, those effects are, shall we say, not insignificant. But we’ll discuss it further with him after we’ve found Princeps.”

			Jason guessed the user had to be Lera’s Denalait companion Kovir, because there couldn’t be any other reason for his presence. He supposed Captain Garser intended to send the boy underwater to sabotage Princeps in some way, but he didn’t see why a Dagran couldn’t have done the same thing, and he said so.

			Charlotte looked surprised. “Didn’t you know he’s bonded to a shark? He can move faster and detect more underwater than our best divers.”

			Recruiting their best divers wouldn’t have bordered on a diplomatic incident or ended in him nearly losing his job, but Jason only excused himself. This was much more complex than finding a ship or engaging it once it was located, and he spent some time trying to see how the pieces all fit together.

			A knock at the door that afternoon got him out of his hammock, but it was a midshipman with a message for him. “Captain Garser invites you to take supper with him in the great cabin at seven bells, sir.”

			“Oh.” Jason was taken aback; supper, in his present state? But he accepted, put his pride away and asked the midshipman to lend him a razor. At least he’d be washed and shaved.

			He was at the great cabin on time, and Captain Garser rose to greet him, offering him a chair to the right of the table’s head. Lera had been placed at the left, so Jason sat down, making a determined effort not to look straight ahead. Her hair was vivid in the candlelight, and he thought of how soft and thick it had felt under his fingers, like a fox’s fur.

			The doctor, the first officer and Kovir had already taken their places, so Charlotte was the last to arrive. Once she was seated, Garser poured rum with an enthusiastic hand. “Gentlemen, and ladies,” he said when each of them had a full glass. “To our safe journey through the Sea of Weeds.”

			“Our safe journey!” The toast echoed around the table, and Jason silently asked the Benevolent Ones for unhindered passage back as well. The steward served the soup, a clear mussel broth with salmon eggs floating on its surface, but before Jason could enjoy any of it, Garser turned to him.

			“Do you know anything of the Sea of Weeds, Mr. Remerley?” he said.

			All eyes turned to Jason—except for Lera, who seemed intent on her soup bowl—and he put his spoon down as he tried to think. Edenography had never been his forte, but he could hardly say that it sounded like a sea with a lot of plants in it. Thankfully, a line from an old poem came to mind.

			“It’s strewn with wrecks caught fast in a green net,” he said, and finished the rest of his rum.

			Garser chuckled and passed the bottle on another circuit of the table. “How dramatic.”

			Jason felt needled. “So there are no wrecks?”

			“Oh, weeds grow faster in the Sea, and there are certainly derelicts. But that’s due to the confluence of wind and current—both are calm in this particular latitude, so the kelp grows tall and sailing ships are becalmed. At least that’s not a concern for a steamship.”

			Jason noticed the slight emphasis on that, and apparently he wasn’t the only one who did. Lera tilted her head.

			“Will the weeds interfere with the propellers?” she said.

			Garser smiled warmly at her. “You know your ships, milady.” The smile grew broader. “I mean, Captain Vanze. They may indeed, but perhaps young Kovir’s shark might be of use there.”

			Kovir set his glass down. “I’m not sending her anywhere near a working propeller.”

			Jason couldn’t imagine any of the midshipmen of Kovir’s age speaking like that to the captain and getting away with it. Garser leveled a sharp look at Kovir and signaled the steward to serve the next course.

			“But nothing may happen,” he said. “Last year about this time, the Queen Anne crossed the Sea and returned with no difficulty whatsoever, and she’s a frigate much like this.”

			“Interesting,” Lera said. Jason glanced at her, but she had turned to address Garser, resting one elbow on the table like a barrier between her and everyone else. Mostly him. “That Dagre has done away with the feudal system and yet some ships still bear traditional names.”

			“Oh, a few remembrances of royalty past won’t hurt anyone. Are there no ships in the Denalait fleet named after your leaders, Captain Vanze?”

			Lera licked a drop of rum off her upper lip, and Jason wondered if she’d done that deliberately. “We only have the one, and it needs no such glory.”

			The steward served cuts of venison cooked in wine, though Jason didn’t have much of an appetite when he realized Garser was taking more of an interest in Lera. His next question to her was about the mysterious presence which supposedly governed Denalay.

			“I’ve heard no one has actually seen the ruler of your land.” He refilled her glass. “Is that true?”

			“Only the Council of Eyes and Voices can look upon the face of the Unity.” Lera’s tone suggested she’d memorized that explanation at her mother’s knee and, as a result, saw nothing odd or interesting about it. Jason didn’t understand at all. He believed in the Benevolent Ones, certainly, but he would have been instantly skeptical of any person who claimed to have a special, secret connection to the gods that no one else could share.

			“How intriguing,” Garser said. “They’ve seen the Unity, but you feel no wish to do the same?”

			When Lera smiled, one corner of her mouth curved up while the other stayed where it was, trapped by the thick barrier of scar tissue. “You can look at the noonday sun through a spyglass, Captain. Why don’t you do so?”

			Garser’s grin turned to a deep chuckle. “Well said, Captain Vanze.” He lifted his glass. “To the Unity!”

			“I’ll drink to that,” Lera said and clinked her glass against his. Jason wondered if she knew Garser was married. Perhaps she did and it didn’t matter; they were both away from home, after all. Garser didn’t flirt too obviously with her—he wasn’t that rude a host when there were others at the table—but it seemed only too noticeable to Jason.

			He tried to enjoy the rest of the meal, because the pear tart with sharp cheese was delicious, but Lera showed no indication of leaving the table when he finally thanked Garser for the excellent meal and the steward showed him out. Kovir was quick to follow, which made Jason feel a little better; the Denalait boy hadn’t seemed thrilled to be eating at the captain’s table either.

			“Are you going to your room?” he asked, for lack of anything better to say. From behind the closed door of the great cabin, he heard Garser’s rumbling laughter, and his ears strained for the sound of Lera joining in. Assuming she laughed, which wasn’t exactly a given. Why couldn’t he have fallen for some nice, ordinary woman instead of a foreign hellion?

			“No,” Kovir said. “I’m going topside.”

			Jason would have liked to do the same thing, to watch the stars and feel the wind on his face, but music drifted down from the deck and the sailors began an old song. He’d heard that one before—it was about a man who saw a mermaid rise out of the sea.

			Her kiss was the taste of the mist and foam,

			Her touch stole the memory of his wife and home.

			Her cool silver blood was a witch’s potion,

			Her arms took him down to the deepest ocean.

			And locked like a pearl in a guarded vault

			Her sweet swelled breasts hid a heart of salt.

			He shook his head sharply. No, he didn’t need to think about anyone’s sweet swelled breasts, especially not tonight.

			“Is your shark nearby?” he said instead.

			It sounded like a stupid question, and he knew he’d only asked it because he was still distracted by everything that had happened in Garser’s quarters. But evidently inquiring about the shark had been the right thing to say.

			“Always,” Kovir replied, and there was more warmth in the one word than in anything he’d said at the dinner table. “If you’d like to see her, I’ll be at the starboard rail tomorrow after breakfast.”

			Something to look forward to, Jason thought, and sure enough Kovir was at the right side of the ship the next morning. If the rebreather had been unusual, Kovir’s clothes were completely outlandish. He was covered from neck to wrists to ankles with a kind of leather Jason had never seen before, a smooth brown hide patterned with faded darker streaks. A wet glass mask hung around his neck, gleaming when he turned, and more water dripped from his hair and outfit, though if he was in any discomfort he didn’t show it.

			Jason joined him, but a quick, cautious glance showed nothing out of the ordinary in the water. He leaned a little farther over the rail, in case the shark was swimming in the shadow of the hull.

			“Isn’t it here?” he said finally.

			“She’s close.” Kovir didn’t seem especially interested in elaborating on that and turned to look toward the prow. “The Sea of Weeds is close too.”

			Jason could see what he meant. Strands of seaweed already threaded their way through the waves, and against the water, the fronds stood out clearly—brown and green and reddish-gold. They bobbed in the froth churned up by the propellers, and here and there the weeds grew densely enough to weave themselves into mats which lay thick on the surface. With a shriek, a seagull fluttered down and alighted on one of those, beak diving down to peck at the tangled weeds.

			Something like the halves of a huge bear-trap snapped shut around bird and plants alike. Both were gone in the next moment. A heavy form slapped water aside as it fell back into the waves, but it twisted gracefully once it was beneath the surface. Half-rolling, it swam parallel to the ship, pointed dorsal and stripe-dappled back flashing into view before it was nothing more than an indistinct shape below the waves.

			Jason had all but leaped back from the gunwale when the shark’s jaws had come together, and his heart hammered as he peered over the rail again. Kovir looked as though nothing could ever take him by surprise, least of all a shark.

			“I told you she was close,” he said.

			“Is she likely to grow any more?” Jason pushed his hair back from his forehead, feeling dampness on his skin. “Until today, the largest fish I saw was a freshwater pike, stuffed with mushrooms and served at a banquet.”

			There was no change in Kovir’s expression, but he actually sounded pleased when he replied as briefly as always. “No, she’s reached her full size.”

			“And you ride on her back?”

			“Every day before dawn. But I’ll do it more often once we enter the Sea, to guide and to guard.”

			His voice quietened and grew solemn, as though the last phrase had been the words of his house. If there were such concepts in Denalay, which Jason couldn’t be sure of. He didn’t have anything else to say, so Kovir went to the nearest hatch, leaving a damp trail behind him.

			Jason stood at the prow, watching the water before Nemesis turn gradually green, and hoped Kovir was indeed able to do what he had just said, because the poem he’d read about the Sea had been called “The Poison Garden”. And where there was a garden, there was sure to be a serpent.

			By nightfall, they were at the Sea of Weeds.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Wild Sargasso Sea

			Kovir hated the rebreather.

			He said nothing, because Seawatch operatives didn’t complain, but his head might as well have been stuffed into a sausage skin. The hood with its attached glass mask smelled strange, and a flexible tube that tasted stranger went into his mouth. The tube led into another complicated part of the equipment strapped to his chest, but that wasn’t as heavy as the cast-iron cylinder he had to carry on his back. He couldn’t walk ten paces with it on.

			Charlotte paced a circle around him, twisting and poking and adjusting various parts of the apparatus. “You know,” she said to Captain Garser, “if we could put a harness on the shark, we could attach two air cylinders to it and the weight wouldn’t be a concern.”

			“She’s not a pony,” Kovir mumbled through the tube in his mouth, but no one seemed to hear him. He was grateful it was just before dawn, when there were fewer people on deck to gape.

			They had reached the Sea of Weeds the night before, but Garser had decided not to enter it at that time. Kovir thought that was sensible, though as Lera pointed out in their cabin, the decision might have had something to do with the derelict they’d sighted. When they had dropped anchor for the night, the derelict had been so far away it was little more than a clump of greenery poking up from the sea, like a tiny island.

			It seemed slightly closer now, though, and before he’d been ordered into the rebreather, Kovir had taken a look through a spyglass. He made out two masts wrapped in weed, and rigging that had turned to a sheet of fronds that seemed to twitch despite the lack of wind.

			The ship’s engine had been stopped the night before. Bluffly confident though he might appear, Garser was not taking any chances, which was why Kovir would be sent to both scout ahead and test the rebreather. The prospect didn’t scare him, because Seawatch training emphasized never feeling fear—the sharks were only too quick to sense that and respond to it. Besides, even if the rebreather malfunctioned several yards below the waves, he had his shark. He could remain in control long enough for her to bring him back to the surface.

			“How does it work?” Jason said.

			Charlotte looked pleased to have been asked. “The design is of course proprietary, but the principle is simple enough. To a certain extent, air is safe to breathe after it has been exhaled, as long as the waste gases are removed from it.” She touched the tube leading out of Kovir’s mouth. “That conveys exhaled air to a chemical chamber, and after it’s been purified it can be breathed again. Though not over and over.”

			“Are the chemicals safe?” Lera said suspiciously.

			“Oh yes. Well, as long as nothing tears open the chestpack. Sodium hydroxide is a caustic—”

			“Another advantage of such a system,” Garser cut in, “is that rebreathers don’t produce bubbles, so they’re not likely to give away your position to someone watching from above. But we’re wasting time. Kovir, are you ready to start?”

			Kovir went to the gunwale where a rope ladder hung ready. Climbing over the rail was an effort, and by the time he managed that—thankfully without needing assistance—he was sweating beneath his watersuit and the thick coating of grease that covered his skin. Unable to bend his head far enough to see the rungs of the ladder, he felt for each with his flippered feet as he moved down. He also touched the shark’s mind to make certain she was calm, in case she took it into her head to attack the air cylinder.

			The waves closed over his head and most of the weight disappeared.

			Oh. He’d forgotten about the buoyancy effect of the water. He felt the solidity of cast iron at his back, but the straps no longer dug into his shoulders, and although the air both smelled and tasted funny, he didn’t have to surface for a breath. He could stay down without any ill effects and scout underwater without having to constantly monitor himself for signs of air deprivation.

			Kicking out, he pushed away from the hull, and the shark swept past him, slowly enough that he could grasp her dorsal fin as he swung himself on to her back. Although he was starting to enjoy the rebreather, he forced himself to ignore that, because the shark was excitable enough already without him making her any more so.

			She was used to their morning routine, though, and that helped settle her despite the unfamiliarity of his new appearance. Flicking her tail, she moved forward past the stalled ship and into the green.

			With the sun shining down, turning the water above them to the palest of blue, it was like being in a forest. Fronded columns of kelp rose on all sides, swaying lightly in the wake of their passage, and clouds of tiny fish flittered past. The shark wove easily through the maze of green, and Kovir held her to a steady sweep of the Sea. It was dense—visibility was limited to whatever was directly before them—and he anticipated frequent cleaning of the befouled propellers, but there seemed no danger otherwise.

			From the corner of his glass mask, he saw a humanoid figure on the seabed beneath them.

			Turn. He imagined the shark slewing as he did so, and her body veered an instant later. She spun on her axis as the jolt of surprise reached her through their link, but Kovir regretted his loss of control. Obviously what he’d seen had been a statue or figurehead, probably fallen from a derelict ship and now robed in sea moss. Well, with the rebreather he could swim down and take a closer look, perhaps retrieve anything valuable.

			The statue was gone. He took the shark lower, her belly ruffling a thick stand of purple podwrack, and did a slow circle of the area. There was no sign any ship had been wrecked nearby.

			Kovir inhaled and exhaled, letting the shark have her head as he looked all around. He didn’t imagine things. Seawatch operatives weren’t fanciful. So what had just happened?

			Great spreads of watergrass fanned softly beneath him. Feathery fronds whispered. Shadows moved and darted in unseen currents, and he was only too aware of how far beneath the surface he was, so deep the horsetails went from red to the color of long-clotted blood. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched, that the seaforest knew him for an intruder.

			The shark felt his uneasiness at once, and she swam in a tight circle, muscles tensing beneath her thick, scarred hide. The skin between Kovir’s shoulder blades prickled. He turned his head as far as he could to left and right, trying to see for certain if there was anything to be afraid of. The fish had all disappeared, but that was what fish generally did when an agitated shark was in the vicinity.

			Maybe his reaction was the result of being in such an unfamiliar place. Or the air in the rebreather was used up and he was feeling the effects. Yes, that was probably it, so he imagined them both rising to the surface. The shark seemed only too happy to comply, and they broke through the waves seconds later.

			Kovir pulled off the mask, sucking in gulps of air, and let the shark feel his relief and satisfaction to both calm and reward her. Then he composed himself before she took him back to Nemesis.

			Charlotte was pleased at the success of the rebreather—he’d been down for the whole quarter of an hour, though it had felt like longer—and Captain Garser lifted a hand as if about to clap him on the shoulder, but apparently thought better of it, to Kovir’s relief. He hated being touched by people he didn’t know very well.

			“Anything to report?” Garser said instead.

			“No, sir.” Seeing a green statue that disappeared was no better than imagining mermaids, and Kovir had no intention of becoming the laughingstock of a Dagran vessel.

			“Good. Cook’s saved some breakfast for you, but we don’t have enough for the shark, I’m afraid.”

			“She doesn’t need it,” Kovir said. Seawatch did everything possible to make certain sharks didn’t connect humans with food. Besides, if his shark expected tidbits in return for obedience, he would have to carry meat when scouting—and knowing her, she would probably spill him off her back and go straight for the meat.

			Charlotte helped him unstrap the apparatus. The cast-iron cylinder was lowered to the deck, and the hood finally came off. Kovir went down to his cabin and Lera vacated it so he could peel off his watersuit, but once he was cleaned off and dressed, she came back in with his meal. He thanked her and ate as the boilers rumbled into life in the engine room beneath them.

			“Did you see any of those derelicts more closely?” she said.

			“No, sir.” The masses of kelp had been disconcerting enough without coming up beneath the looming dark hull of a ship, a once-living thing turned into an outpost of the forest. He didn’t want to imagine what those derelicts would be like inside.

			The ship lurched slightly around them, but the tiny jolt smoothed itself out into the usual steady propulsion, and Lera got up. “I’ll be on deck. Better rest while you can. Even at full steam, it’ll take us a day and a night to cross the Sea.”

			Kovir nodded, but after she had gone he lay in his hammock with his eyes half-open. The ceiling of the cabin above him fragmented into softly stirring fronds, and all around was the whisper of the Sea as his mind locked with the shark’s and his senses fused with hers.

			She felt as though something was watching, too.

			It was a relief, Lera thought, when the ship moved again—not only because it made good speed but because staying motionless under the sun would have been intolerable after long. She wondered if that was how the crews of the derelicts had died—trapped and held to desiccate slowly in the summer heat.

			Best not to think about them, though as Nemesis surged farther into the Sea, she realized how fortunate she was to be aboard a steamship. Watching through a spyglass, she could make out a schooner far to the right, its sails long since rotted away and tendrils spilling from its gunports. Another ship, on the opposite side of Nemesis, was close enough for her to recognize it without the spyglass’s help. The curved stern and single mast meant it was a trireme, with a brutally effective ram mounted on the prow below the waterline—exactly where it would strike other ships.

			Now the trireme lay in the water at a slight angle, every scrap of paint long since flaked away from its rotting wood. A blanket of weeds covered it, glistening in the sun.

			Nemesis continued its course, plants spattering away from both sides of its prow. Garser stood there, watching ahead, but some of the off-duty crew had gathered in the shadow of a funnel, talking in low voices. Lera went closer to listen.

			She stopped as soon as she heard Jason’s voice and stayed where she was, half-hidden behind the funnel. “It may be completely random,” he was saying, out of her line of sight. “Not influenced by anything we do or fail to do.”

			A few dissatisfied mutters and silence greeted that, but Charlotte spoke up. “If you consider the number of derelicts we’ve seen, they can be counted on the fingers of one hand. The number of warships which have passed safely through the Sea of Weeds is far greater, so statistically speaking, we should be fine.”

			No one seemed to like that either. “Yes, ma’am,” a deckhand said, “but what if we’re one of those who—”

			“What d’you think, Captain?” another man said, and leaned sideways to face Lera. There were stirs and rustles as everyone else turned to look in her direction as well.

			Lera didn’t mind being the center of attention when she was on her own ship, but with all eyes on her, she felt as though she’d been standing entirely too close to the funnel—or inside it. Since she couldn’t hide any longer, she stepped out, and the Dagrans moved as if to make a space for her, not that she had any intention of joining them. Particularly since she could see Jason now, and was pretending not to do so.

			“What do you make of it, Captain?” A younger man pulled his cap off. “Why some ships get caught fast and overgrown but others don’t?”

			Lera tried to think. She wasn’t the most imaginative person, especially not when she was the focus of all eyes, but the young man looked up at her as if he didn’t want to be disappointed. “Something the ships are carrying, maybe?”

			“Plants do display chemotaxis,” Charlotte said. “In other words, they can grow towards certain chemicals. However, we’re not carrying anything that seaweed would need but would be unable to obtain from the ocean.”

			Well, that had been her best effort and she had nothing else to offer, so she shrugged. Much as she didn’t want to admit it, she thought Jason was right—it was probably random, like a lightning strike. The crew would hate that, because it meant there was nothing they could do, but they had to accept it. In any case, by this time tomorrow they would be well clear of the great web of weeds. She went back to the gunwale to keep watching over the side.

			“Ma’am?” someone said behind her. It was the young man who had spoken to her earlier, his cap still clutched before him. He twisted it in his hands, looking for all the world as though the crowd of his friends had pushed him forward to do something the rest of them didn’t want to do.

			“Yes?” she said, trying to sound encouraging.

			“Excuse me, ma’am, but what happened to your face?”

			For a moment she didn’t believe she had heard correctly, except the flush creeping up the young man’s skin was more vivid than a sunburn and he looked down at the deck. She glanced sideways at the prow, where Garser’s back was turned as he stared ahead.

			“You wanted to know what happened to my face?” She pitched her voice as loudly as she could, until it felt as though it came from the base of her belly and reverberated off the brass funnels like a bell. Everyone stared, a tool of some kind clattered to the deck, and Garser turned around as she continued at the same volume. “I used to ask personal questions of complete strangers. One of them didn’t like it.”

			The young man went red to the roots of his hair. He muttered some sort of apology to her feet, turned and bolted back behind the funnels. Someone snickered, but there seemed to be no other sound or movement on the deck.

			Lera wished she could feel some sort of vindication, but her face prickled and the sun didn’t warm her any longer. She had long ago grown used to what she saw in a mirror and she hadn’t even hated the people responsible for it, but there were times she longed to look normal, and that was one of them. Turning, she straightened her spine, threw back her shoulders and looked out over the Sea with her head held high. Just come anywhere near me now. Anyone.

			An officer called out a sharp order and the gathering on the deck dispersed. Garser made a small correction in their course. Wind dried the dampness on the back of her neck, and the scent of frying pork stole from the galley, not that she had any appetite. Then she heard heavy footsteps cross the deck towards her.

			She knew who it was at once. Only two men who had witnessed the spectacle would have approached her—Garser, because that was his ship, and Jason, because he had the gall to do anything. Sunlight glinted off the gold trim of Garser’s uniform and made the royal blue look all the deeper in comparison as he stood beside her. She turned her head a fraction to acknowledge him.

			“The men have a wager,” he said. “Each of them pays a half-silver into the pot. Whoever correctly guesses how you became scarred takes it all. I thought it was best you learn about this from me.”

			Lera either knew or guessed that every new recruit to her own crew had wondered about her scar as well. She’d once overheard a speculation that pirates had done that to her, though it had been quickly sunk when someone else had pointed out that pirates wouldn’t have stopped at just disfiguring her.

			What hadn’t occurred to her was that money would ride on the answer. Her chest tightened as if the air had grown thick and difficult to breathe, but her pride kept her from showing any reaction. She didn’t swallow or clench her fingers on the rail.

			“Do you approve of this?” she said.

			Garser’s brows shot up. “Did I say I approved, Captain Vanze? My duties don’t involve supervising the men’s leisure time, but I do expect them to treat you with the respect you deserve as a guest on board, no matter what they say and do out of your hearing. So I’ll make sure such incidents are not repeated. It should never have happened in the first place. Paul is a young fool and I apologize on his behalf.”

			Lera turned back to watching the Sea. She supposed if Paul had been smarter and more patient, he might have tried to wangle his way into her confidence rather than blurting out what everyone wanted to know. All of her face felt as stiff as the right side.

			Garser seemed to take the hint and moved away, but much as Lera appreciated her solitude, she felt very much alone. She didn’t mind that when she was on her own ship, with plenty of duties to see to, but it was different being a guest on a foreign vessel.

			Rather than joining the crew at the galley, she kept her distance from them. In any event, it wouldn’t hurt her to miss a meal or two. Half a lifetime on sailing ships had turned the muscles in her limbs to whipcords, and she would have liked it if all her body had the same hard trimness. Instead her breasts were the reason she kept her uniform coat on at noon, and no amount of climbing through the rigging had reduced the flare of her hips.

			The water had disappeared entirely by then. Nemesis cut a swath through plants, like a plowman through a field of tall grass, and progress slowed. Lera guessed that was more due to the sheer thickness of the weeds rather than the propellers being fouled, because Kovir wasn’t called for. By then she was hungry enough that it distracted her from watching, so she went down to her cabin to wait until dinner.

			The continual, muffled roar and clank and gurgle of the combustion chamber, boilers, pistons and crankshafts was as loud as always. No ship was truly silent until it was dead, but a steamship was so strident that she tried to exert herself as much as possible during the day, to make herself tired enough to sleep despite the sounds. It was just as noisy then, but she could see from the window that the ship moved as if through sludge.

			The sun dipped to the horizon and the Sea swallowed it up. With a sound like a deep rattling sigh, the machinery stopped.

			Lera rolled out of her hammock. By the time she was topside, the last wisps of smoke were drifting from the funnels, which reflected the multiple gleams of the lanterns hanging from the ship’s single mast and along the stays. Kovir was already in his watersuit, which Seawatch operatives wore like a uniform whenever they anticipated action, but he wasn’t wearing the rebreather.

			“I can stay on the deck while I have her clear the propellers, Captain,” he said when she asked him if he was going over the side. That was good. Even weed-infested to the point where nothing was visible below the surface, the water hadn’t bothered her during the day, but now she felt surrounded by a jungle. The air smelled pungent, and the usual whsh of waves, a sound as familiar to her as her own breathing, was changed too. Soft wet scratchings filled the night instead, as though thousands of minute tendrils were rubbing against the hull from all sides.

			The sooner we’re out of this, the safer.

			Kovir’s eyes took on a distant blankness, his face losing what little expression it usually possessed. Garser and Charlotte watched him, but there was no sign of Jason anywhere, which Lera thought was also good. He belonged belowdecks at a time like that.

			She glanced over the rail. Impossible to see anything, even a fifteen-foot-long shark, through the great spreads of weeds, especially since the red in the western sky had darkened to crimson by then. Then again, the propellers were far enough below the surface that the shark would—

			Kovir jerked, stumbling back. As Lera caught the movement in the corner of her eye and spun around, he gasped as though an unseen pillow had been pressed down over his face.

			“She—can’t breathe.” His voice was soft and choked.

			“What?” Lera said.

			“I—she can’t breathe. It felt like sticking my head in an oven.”

			“She’s in the water, right? How can she not breathe?”

			Charlotte frowned, but on her it was clearly a look of concentration. “It must be the plants. They use up the air dissolved in the water too, and in the dark, they’re not replenishing any of it—”

			“Have to get her away.” Kovir struggled for breath.

			The rustlings all around the ship grew louder, like wordless whispers. In the light of the lanterns, she saw Garser open his mouth as if to speak but then he shut it, probably realizing Kovir wasn’t going to condemn his shark to a slow death by suffocation.

			“We’ll have to wait till morning,” she said. “Then we can send someone down to clear the propellers.”

			Garser’s look told her he didn’t like someone else making those kinds of decisions on his ship, but he nodded curtly and that was all the agreement Lera wanted or needed when it came to the safety and well-being of Denalaits. Once Kovir seemed to have recovered, she turned her attention back to the Sea. The normal sounds of waves turned to heavy liquid slitherings in the dark, but if that was all it could do, they could outlast it until daylight. Night terrors always seemed smaller come the dawn.

			The ring of lanterns at the ship’s periphery glowed, but the light traveled for no more than a foot or two. After that, it might as well have fallen into ink. The lookouts stood at their positions and the rest of the crew waited, but the enforced inactivity seemed to be taking its toll, and she heard the officers on the quarterdeck talking in low voices.

			Garser certainly couldn’t fire cannons at the weeds holding the propellers fast, she knew, so that option was out. Hellfire, then? No, because although the coppered hull protected Nemesis from the worst of that, hellfire floated on water, so it would only burn what was on the surface. And perhaps he might not want to disturb the Sea… Well, any more than it was disturbed already.

			“Captain?” Kovir said hesitantly, which seemed odd for a Seawatch operative. “There’s something I didn’t tell you before. When I was below earlier, with the rebreather, I thought I saw a man.”

			“What?”

			Kovir looked around as if to make certain no one was listening and quieted his voice further. “I couldn’t be sure, because I didn’t see him a second time. All I can tell you is that he was in green.”

			“Why didn’t you…” Lera began, but she knew the answer. Never mind that now. If he wasn’t imagining things—and she had to assume he wasn’t, to prepare for the worst—there was some sort of person in the Sea of Weeds, controlling it. Perhaps that was why the Sea attacked some ships but allowed others to pass safely through. But who in all hell was the green man, and what could she do to stop him? The shark had been driven off, so Kovir couldn’t send it after him.

			Wishing she could just fight him and be done with it, she put one hand on the hilt of her saber and went to the gunwale. On her own ship, she might have tried shouting a challenge to the master of the Sea, but the last thing she needed was to rattle a Dagran crew. If anyone heard Kovir’s tale of a Green Man, he might well be thought of as crazy, but in that case it was all the more important for her to be seen as his sane counterpart.

			She put her free hand on the rail and leaned cautiously. Nothing to be seen except the dark coils of weeds less than twenty feet below the rail. They moved as though the Sea was a great cauldron stirred slowly by unseen hands, and they were in the pot to be boiled.

			Wait. Lera stiffened, her hand tightening on the saber’s hilt. She shouldn’t have been able to see the weeds at all—it was dark and Nemesis was far too tall a ship. Unless the Sea was rising.

			Which meant the ship was sinking.

			Jason knew better than to be on the deck, because he was much safer in his cabin, but he felt more claustrophobic than secure. With the engine dead—no, stopped—he heard the jungle beyond the glass and wood and copper of the ship.

			He tried to ignore the fact that they were held motionless and surrounded. It would have been different if there was something he could do to help, but he supposed the crew and the Denalaits would soon have the situation under control. Though it was odd how nothing seemed to have happened to the Queen Anne, the other frigate Captain Garser had mentioned.

			Was there some fundamental difference between that ship and Nemesis? It couldn’t be the propellers or the engine—that wouldn’t explain why some of the derelicts had been sailing ships.

			If it wasn’t the ship, then could it be the crew? Something they hadn’t done, like making an offering to the Sea, an appeasement? Someone in their midst? He just hoped it wasn’t him, because one myth he did remember was of a man who’d sailed away against the will of the gods, only to have the entire ship punished because of him. That man had ended up being thrown overboard, if he recalled correctly, and eaten by a sea monster into the bargain.

			Someone else, maybe? He thought of the girl, and wondered if she could have brought that on them in retaliation. No, that was ridiculous. The world had moved beyond such superstitious fears, and she was no more a witch than the other women on board.

			He frowned. Was that it? The fact that Nemesis, unlike other ships of the Dagran navy, had women on board?

			That seemed tenuous at best, especially since there was nothing to support his theory. He couldn’t think of a reason why the Sea might react that way to women. It was a depth of water filled with hungry weeds, not something sentient which cared what gender its prey was.

			The liquid scratchings outside seemed to have grown louder while he’d been thinking. That was odd; surely he hadn’t left the window open. He took the single candle in the cabin and approached, seeing the reflection of the flame in the glass grow larger as he did so, but the window was shut tight.

			Then something gleamed as it trickled down the wall.

			He knelt and held the candle to eye level. A few delicate white lines worked their way between the planks of wood.

			Frowning, Jason leaned closer, bringing the candle with him until the heat was unpleasantly strong against his cheek, though the white filaments seemed to dislike that too. When the flame touched them, they writhed before crisping away.

			Roots, sinking into the ship from outside. Jason got to his feet, the flame swaying with the movement. Even giant seaweeds didn’t need to support their own weight, so they had nothing like the thick strong roots of trees, but that kind of rapid growth wasn’t natural. And the roots might be everywhere, a web spun over the ship’s hull. He looked uneasily at the dark window, hoping nothing would burst through the glass.

			Best to report it, in case the captain wasn’t aware of it, and that would get him out of the small, enclosed space too. Relieved to be able to do something, he left the cabin.

			The moment he was outside, he knew the situation was worse than he had expected. Deckhands rushed along the passageway, carrying weapons. He flattened himself against the wall at an order to make way, and the first officer hurried past him, shirt flapping free of his waistband. Even in a crisis, Jason wouldn’t have expected to see an officer on Nemesis dressed sloppily.

			He followed the first officer up, but before he could say anything about the roots, the officer was on the quarterdeck, talking urgently to Garser. A muted smolder of red hair caught Jason’s attention as Lera joined them, and he made himself look elsewhere. Kovir stood beside a funnel, looking as though he wasn’t sure where he wanted to be either, so Jason went over to him.

			“Are you all right?” he said. Sweat sheened the boy’s face, as though he was sick. Perhaps that was why he hadn’t been able to use his shark to free the propellers.

			“No,” Kovir said. “Why are you topside?”

			Jason wondered whether to say anything—perhaps the first officer had already reported the problem to Garser, in which case the captain might appreciate keeping the matter quiet until they figured out a way to remove the roots. Before he could decide, rapid footsteps sounded on the deck and Lera came up to them.

			She turned to him without preamble, a furrow carved between her brows. “Are there any myths or rumors you’ve heard about a person living beneath the Sea?”

			It was the last thing he had expected her to ask, but she didn’t strike him as the type to lend credence to myths unless she had some evidence for them. Both she and Kovir were the kind of people his father would have called solid, something Jason had spent a good deal of time trying to be.

			“What kind of person?” he said.

			“Kovir thought he saw some sort of Green Man below the water earlier, and I’ve heard tales of forests having protective spirits—triads, I think they’re called. So maybe the Sea of Weeds has one too.”

			Jason had heard tales of finfolk and sirens, but he didn’t think those—if they existed at all—were responsible for what was happening. A memory from long ago stirred, and in his mind’s eye he saw the herd of cattle on the farm where he’d grown up.

			“I have an idea,” he said. “Come with me.”

			He thought she would refuse, since she hesitated until he was halfway down the ladder. After that, she caught up, climbing swiftly down after him.

			“What’s doing this?” Her voice was low but peremptory, and he felt sure that under any other circumstances, she would have caught his sleeve to make him stop and tell her. Good thing she didn’t want to touch him, then, he thought as he made his way to Charlotte Rheme’s cabin.

			The door opened to his knock. Unlike his quarters, Charlotte’s were well lighted, but she’d positioned the candles about the room’s periphery as if the light would somehow hold the jungle at bay. Jason went in without waiting for an invitation, and Lera followed him.

			“What’s happening?” Charlotte said tensely.

			“Lieutenant Deldeon said those weeds are growing up through the gunports and the sluices in the stern head,” Lera told her, and Jason thought that explained the lieutenant’s disheveled state. “The crew is cutting away whatever they can, but…”

			But it was like building a house over a spread of seeds and having them sprout all at once in a single night, growing tall as they engulfed whatever was in their way. “Tell me,” he said to Charlotte. “Is it possible there could be an…entity below the Sea that’s trapped us, and is doing so because it wants mates?”

			“Mates?” She repeated the word as if not sure she had heard correctly, and from Lera’s expression, she couldn’t believe he’d dragged her from topside for that.

			“Other ships taking this route wouldn’t have women on board, let alone three of them,” he said. “And Kovir saw some kind of Green Man under the Sea when he was scouting. Like the pagan deities people worshipped in the past.”

			Understanding dawned in Charlotte’s eyes. “The old gods of the forests and the fields, the ones symbolizing the fertility of the land.”

			Jason nodded. Maybe there had been substance to the ancient beliefs that still held sway in certain parts of Dagre. “And fertility would mean taking mates, as many as possible—like a stag or a stallion.”

			“Whether that’s so or not,” Lera said, “what can we do about it? Because if there’s a Green Man, Kovir’s not going to send his shark hunting him—it—in the dark. If a shark could even kill something like that.”

			“Do the derelicts have anything to do with this?” Charlotte asked.

			“It might keep its mates aboard those,” Jason said, thinking aloud. “That’s the only reason I can see for them to be afloat while we’re sinking. But they’re scattered over the total surface area of the Sea, so we couldn’t target them. Besides, destroying them wouldn’t stop the—”

			“Wait,” Lera said. “If this Green Man needs to keep his mates above the surface, maybe we could lure him out of the Sea with…what he wants.”

			“You mean, with one of us?” Charlotte’s voice changed when she answered.

			“I’ll go,” Lera said.

			Just like that, two words to say she would leave the ship, striking out on her own to confront whatever threatened them. Not that he was surprised—he’d known from their first meeting that she was fearless—but taking on what might well be a god was more dangerous than defying the Dagran government.

			“But what then?” Color rose in Charlotte’s face, and it was clear she didn’t like her moment of hesitation, but also that she had a reason for it. “Our gunports will be below the waterline by the time you leave.”

			“I won’t need a cannon.” Lera looked around. “But I want one of those.” She pointed at a rebreather folded neatly on top of a chest.

			“Make it two,” Jason heard himself say. “I’ll come with you.”

			Lera started to tell him to stay behind, then paused. She couldn’t risk Kovir’s life—especially since he could be just as useful on the ship. Charlotte was obviously afraid, and she’d bet good money Garser wouldn’t spare any of his men.

			Not that being the only choice left meant she had to take Jason with her, because the last thing she needed was deadweight. He might be clever enough to figure out a thing or two, but she’d bet good money he couldn’t fight another person, let alone some kind of sea god.

			Oh well. If he gets killed it’s his own fault.

			“Get the rebreathers ready,” she said. “I’ll speak to Captain Garser.”

			She hurried out, climbed the ladder three rungs at a time and shoved her way past anyone who didn’t spring aside for her until she reached the quarterdeck. No point in telling Garser all the details, especially since it was bound to sound crazy, coming from her; she didn’t have Jason’s or Charlotte’s command of big words and scientific ideas.

			All she had was the ability to state, straight out, what she was going to do. “I’ll try to draw the Sea’s attention away from you,” she began, and told him what she needed.

			Garser listened, and Lera thought the condition of the ship might have something to do with that. All around the deck, his crew hacked at weeds that crawled over the gunwale, up the stays, along the shrouds. Roots sank into anything within reach. For every tendril that was chopped away, a dozen more rose from the water to grasp at Nemesis. The ship was going down by inches.

			“All right,” Garser said when she had finished. “Patrick, fetch the powder. Quick, before the gun deck’s flooded.”

			“I’ll need a cannonball too,” Lera remembered to say as the first officer saluted and hurried away. She noticed Kovir at her elbow. “And your shark will have to tow the boat, because we’re sure as hell not rowing in those rebreathers.”

			Kovir looked as though she had asked him to pull the boat himself, and Garser spoke. “If we unleash the hellfire,” he said, “that might give the Sea enough of an enemy that it doesn’t notice the shark.”

			“Thank you,” Kovir said, as politely as always, and Lera sent him off to the other end of the ship while she went back down with four men at her heels. Jason had already put on one of the rebreathers, and she did the same, wincing as loose strands of her hair were caught and yanked in tightening straps. The hood covering her made her feel like a prisoner on the scaffold—or the executioner.

			The men who had followed her carried the cast-iron air tanks topside. Lera kept her balance on the deck with an effort she’d never needed when a ship swayed in the grip of the wind. Here there was nothing except thick motionless humidity, but the boards were slick with sap and lopped-off tendrils that still twitched from time to time. The thought of letting those touch her bare skin was disgusting enough without the idea of becoming some sort of plant herself, her blood running green for the rest of an unnatural life. Sooner than that, she’d swallow all the gunpowder on board and eat a flame.

			She made her way to the stern, where Patrick Deldeon was waiting. The deckhands had hauled one of the boats over the gunwale, tearing the weeds away from it, and chopped through the thwarts enough to wedge a large iron-banded keg into the bottom of the boat. “We filled that with shrapnel as well as powder,” Patrick said, and when Lera looked at him blankly, he explained. “Pellets, nails, pieces of scrap iron and broken clay. Perhaps twenty seconds after you light the fuse, those will rip through anything nearby.”

			Managing a nod, Lera climbed aboard, and Jason joined her after grabbing a lantern. The men hauled on the ropes, lifting the boat off the deck, though she noticed that the ropes were being overgrown as well, covered with a fine coat of sea moss. She doubted the weeds could get past the layers of wood and copper, but they clung to the hull, dragging the ship down inexorably.

			Though since Nemesis rode so low in the water, the boat didn’t have far to fall. It landed with a slosh as thick as treacle, and she hoped any plants under it had been pulped. Patrick turned towards the prow, cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Ready!”

			Iridescent fuel spurted from both sides of the prow. The crews turned the spitfires easily, spraying the Sea while keeping the hellfire as far as possible from Nemesis’s hull. A pallid slick settled over the weeds and someone tossed a torch overboard.

			With a whuff, the hellfire ignited. Ice-blue flames shot up and flashed sideways in all directions. For a moment the night seemed as bright as noon.

			Then the Sea boiled. Huge though Nemesis was, the warship lurched with reaction. Thick weeds exploded from the waves as though fighting to get clear before they were burned. Pods burst apart in the fierce heat, sizzling and hissing, and a cloud of fetid vapor rolled in from the Sea.

			Something’s wrong, Lera thought, but before she could figure out what that was, a fin sliced its way through the Sea, heading for them. She tossed out a rope tied around the boat’s prow, and the shark slewed towards it. Even as weeds began to creep over the sides of the boat, the shark’s tailfin lashed.

			The rope went taut as the shark’s teeth closed on it, and the boat slid through thick water. Behind them, she heard a soft sound like rotted cloth ripping slowly, and knew it was the weeds tearing away from Nemesis to follow the boat instead. It wasn’t moving fast—the shark might have been swimming through mud—so it was only a matter of time before the Sea closed its fist around her.

			She slashed at any weeds which clutched the sides of the boat, but those weeds seemed not just thick but endless. The swift slices turned to chops that made her pant with the effort. Jason caught up an oar and slammed it down on the weeds with heavy spattering blows.

			The boat slowed further, the shark’s fin barely visible through the solid mat that spread across the surface. She knew what had happened—plants below had sunk their roots into the sides of the boat, producing enough drag that the shark could no longer tow it. They were perhaps fifty feet away from Nemesis now. The fin disappeared beneath the water.

			Sweating beneath the rebreather and her clothes, she caught the lantern as it rocked with the slight swaying of the boat—Unity help them both if that fell on the keg and broke—and she saw what was wrong. What was missing.

			“The cannonball,” she said through a dry mouth. “I was going to use that as ballast to take us out of the blast zone, but they forgot to put it in—”

			Jason flung the oar at the remaining weeds and pulled his own air tank off his shoulders. He twisted a lever and the top of the tank slid off. When he shoved it below the surface, ignoring the weeds that coiled around his wrists, water gurgled in, filling the tank in moments. He dragged it back up, trailing strands of dark green, and slammed the top back on.

			Good enough. For a lying, scheming bastard, he did think fast in a crisis. And he didn’t put his own safety above anyone el—

			In a deep bubbling rush, the kelp burst out of the Sea behind them.

			It climbed through the air. Half a dozen columns of weed twined together. They came together in what might have been a roughly humanoid shape, easily seven or eight feet tall.

			The Green Man, Lera thought, though what loomed over them was faceless and featureless. Even through stunned shock, she knew in a cold corner of her mind that the Sea’s guardian had behaved intelligently, keeping them like a shield between it and Nemesis.

			She fumbled the lantern open. Fronds burst out from the Green Man, threshing the air. Not daring to look away from him, she slid shaking fingers over the powder keg until she felt the fuse.

			She shoved it into the flame, ignoring the scorching heat on her fingers. The fuse caught at once. Twenty seconds. Twenty seconds to get underwater before—

			Jason grabbed the lantern and flung it at the Green Man.

			Glass shattered and burning oil splashed over the weeds, but it was so little compared to the bulk of the Green Man that it only seemed to make him angry. He rose farther out of the water, huge and towering over them, an old, old god with roots that went all the way down to the bottom of the Sea. The flames hissed out, drowned and stifled. His arms, more of them than she could count, reached out for her.

			“Now,” she said, and thrust the regulator past her teeth. Jason’s ballast tank lay across the thwarts, too heavy to wear. With all her strength, she heaved it overboard, wrapping the strap around her wrist at the same moment. Her other hand caught Jason’s arm and they went over the side together.

			Viscous water closed over her head. The weeds swarmed her, a thousand bristling leeches trying to wriggle into every gap in the rebreather. She had expected to be dragged under by the weight of the ballast tank, but she hadn’t realized the weeds would pull her farther down.

			Blind in the water, she forced herself to breathe through her mouth, only too aware Jason didn’t even have that slight advantage. She twisted her hand, struggling to work the strap of the ballast tank loose before they sank into the colder, sludgelike depths.

			Thunder roared far overhead, a muffled whoom. A shudder drove though the water. Abruptly the weeds went limp, and Lera felt the ballast tank slip away as well. She kicked hard and rose, though she didn’t need to haul Jason with her. Even in water darker than ink, she could tell he was clawing his way up, fighting to reach the air.

			Her head broke the surface and she heard him do the same. He coughed, choking out water and sucking in breath after shaking breath. Any longer below, and she knew he would have drowned.

			She looked around. Plants draped themselves over her shoulders, but they were like dead snakes, no longer under the Green Man’s sway. The great mass of kelp was shredded, and a few fragments of burned wood floated on the wash.

			The air smelled thick and acrid, of scorched green and hot smoke, but she was too relieved to care. She spat out the regulator and treaded water as a low rumble sounded. Nemesis’s engines were starting up, and the hull began to rise slowly from the water, though she guessed it would be a little while before the ship could move freely.

			Jason was no longer gasping for breath, so she knew he could speak. “Are you hurt?” she said.

			“No.” He glanced around at the Sea as though he was bracing for the remains of the Green Man to erupt from its surface. The water was undisturbed on all sides, soundless except for the steady growl from Nemesis in the distance. There was no sign of the shark, but she supposed it was needed to clear the propellers of weeds.

			“Thank the Benevolent Ones it’s gone,” Jason said finally. “And thank you, too. For believing me.”

			In the near-darkness, she couldn’t see his face but the gratitude in his quiet voice seemed genuine enough. That made her uncomfortable, because it wasn’t something she expected or wanted.

			“I’ll try not to make a habit of it,” she said. He laughed, though Lera knew the only reason she’d been willing to act right away was because Charlotte, who was as neutral in the matter as possible, had found his idea believable. That, and anything was better than sitting on her hands.

			The wet chop of axes into the remaining weeds went on and on, inching Nemesis out of the water. Lera began to feel cold now that the rush of battle had ebbed out of her blood, and a small fish kept nibbling at her ankle. She didn’t think it was actively trying to eat her, but it made her kick out sharply every now and then. The ship took its own sweet time to build up the head of steam it needed to move, but finally its prow turned in their direction, smoke billowing from its funnels.

			As it moved slowly towards them, she let herself relax, because for what felt like the first time in an hour, she didn’t need to keep monitoring their surroundings and trying to drive away the damned fish. But the respite made her start thinking instead, and something odd plucked at her memory, something to do with Charlotte.

			“Three women,” she said.

			“What?”

			“When we were in Charlotte’s cabin, you said there were three women on board. Who’s the third one?”

			She wasn’t deeply curious about it—officers had wives, after all, so it was probably one of those ladies whom she hadn’t seen yet. But Jason said nothing, and she didn’t need to see him to know his expression would have gone fixed and closed, settling into the polite mask she’d seen before. She could almost hear his thoughts as he tried to come up with a convincing lie, so she beat him to it.

			“Why is that a secret?” From the corner of her eye, she saw Nemesis approaching, but she might only have this moment to find out, because as soon as they were on board, he could avoid her. She wanted to be patient and diplomatic, but something about his manner—or maybe it was everything they’d gone through since entering the Sea of Weeds—snapped her restraint. “Can’t you ever tell me the truth?”

			A rope was flung out from the warship, and Jason caught it, tossing her the end. “Ask your friend Captain Garser,” was all he said before Nemesis hauled them in.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Mermaid’s Kiss

			Dr. Strant examined Lera closely. She hadn’t been hurt, but from the way he recorded her pulse and lifted her eyelids to peer under them, she could tell he wasn’t sure about potential side effects of what had happened, and was fully prepared for seaweed to sprout out of her mouth.

			Finally he cleared her to leave the infirmary. Exhausted as well as soaked to the skin, she went to her cabin and forced herself to hang up her clothes instead of leaving them in a pile on the floor. The cabin stank of cut seaweed, a smell she knew she would loathe for the rest of her life, but the whole damn ship probably reeked of that, and she was tired enough to sleep anyway. She went over to her hammock.

			Something about its shape made her stop when she was still a few feet away. Candle in hand, wearing only her drawers and a loose undershirt because the nights were so warm, she stared at the hammock. It curved as though it was already carrying a weight, and the floorboards were dark and sodden below.

			Lera drew her saber and approached, only to leap back as she saw a cluster of weeds where she would normally have curled up for the night. Her heart pounded, and she swallowed through a dry throat, glancing at the window to make sure it was closed. Though once she prodded the mass with the tip of her saber, she realized the weeds weren’t moving. They had all been lopped off and carried there.

			Her temper flared so high she forgot weariness and fear alike. Someone detailed to cut away the plants from the ship had dumped them in her hammock—perhaps in retaliation for her reply to Paul when he’d asked about her face, perhaps because she was a foreigner and a woman and they resented the fact that she had saved their ship. She shoved the blade back into its scabbard and went for her dry clothes.

			Then stopped with her hands fisted in the clean linen of her shirt. What was she planning to do? Complain to Garser? What could he do, without knowing who’d played that nasty little trick—punish his whole crew? No, he’d make a meaningless apology while thinking of her as the kind of person who couldn’t take a prank. Sailors could be rough to both new recruits and to those who didn’t fit in, she’d seen that for herself. She just hadn’t been the target of it for…well, for a long time.

			The spark of anger flickered out, leaving her more tired than before—and worse, lonely. Homesick for her lost ship, for her crew, for a home she’d never really had. She bent her head, biting her lip and willing herself not to give in to that.

			Footsteps outside made her start. They passed by her door, but it could easily have been Kovir, and she wanted to get the place back in order before he came in. He had enough to deal with already.

			She pushed open the window and, teeth set, threw armfuls of plants out. There were spare hammocks in an iron-banded chest, and she strung one up after she had scrubbed the last residue of the oozing weeds off herself. When she finished, her skin was pink and aching.

			Wrapped in an old sheet darned in places, she climbed into the hammock. She was so tired she slept immediately and didn’t dream, which was something to be thankful for, and by morning they were almost out of the Sea of Weeds. When she went topside, she took one final look behind, at the long fronds that stirred in their wake and sifted the water.

			She dunked a piece of ship’s biscuit—no one called it hardtack in Dagre—in her cup of tea, both to soften the biscuit and to drown any weevils in it, then ate her breakfast before she went to the prow to watch the ocean. Two crags on the horizon were grey and humped as the backs of whales, but when Garser offered her a spyglass she saw another tiny island thickly clustered with blue-leaved trees.

			“Uninhabited,” he said when she mentioned it to him. “Well, as far as we know—there could always be someone marooned or turned pirate. But those islands are all too far from the mainland, you see.”

			Lera thought of how many times she’d sailed her ship Wrack into the archipelago to fight pirates—and those islands were much farther away from Denalay. It seemed a waste to have islands simply lying there, all their resources untouched, but different lands had different priorities.

			Now that they were past the Sea of Weeds, Garser and his lookouts kept constant watch for any sign of other ships, but routines on Nemesis were still unchanged, so that afternoon the ship’s laundry was done. All garments were dumped into a barrel with some sailors’ soap, and the barrel trailed behind the ship so the jostling cleaned the clothes.

			In her cabin, Lera took off the coat of her spare uniform and rolled up the sleeves of her shirt. Her trousers and shirt were in the barrel, but a pail would do for her underclothes, because she had no intention of allowing those anywhere near a pack of animals so pathetic they resorted to vile tricks behind her back. Kneeling on the cabin floor in a pool of sunlight from the window, she plunged her hands into the suds.

			Productive work always made her feel better, but more importantly, it helped her think what to do. Not about the little gift in her hammock, but about what Jason had told her the night before. He’d clearly let slip that information without intending to do so, as if there was some mystery about it.

			She took her irritation out on her clothes, rubbing them together until her knuckles ached. Unity, but she hated the secrets and lies in Dagre. In Denalay that was the only secret—the Unity—and everyone was in the dark about that, so it wasn’t as though she was the only person who didn’t know. Though she had her own idea about the Unity and felt sure that when everyone eventually found out, there would be nothing surprising about the revelation.

			For now, though, she had to find out about the third woman on board.

			Much as she didn’t want to do anything Jason had suggested, especially given his sarcastic tone when he’d spoken to her, she had to admit going to Garser was the only option. Besides, she wouldn’t have wanted any visitors on her ship questioning her crew if there was a problem. So she wrung out her linens, hung them on pegs in the wall and wiped her hands on the sides of her trousers before she went to knock on Garser’s door.

			He was writing in his logbook, but when she said she preferred to speak to him alone, he flashed her an easy smile and dismissed his steward. Pushing the book aside, he leaned back in his chair, clearly waiting for her to continue.

			Lera hadn’t taken a seat, although he’d offered her one as soon as she had entered. Behind her back, she clasped her hands, and only realized a moment later that she’d assumed the at-ease position, her back straight and her feet slightly apart.

			“Captain,” she said, “is there another woman on board besides myself and Charlotte?”

			The smile faded. “Where did you hear that?”

			“So there is one.” If there had been someone secretly traveling on a ship of hers, Lera would have assumed it was an agent of the Admiralty sent to report on her crew’s obedience and loyalty, but on a foreign vessel she couldn’t be sure. One thing was for certain, though: if the woman had been stationed to watch her and Kovir, she’d make an end to that.

			Garser’s eyes became blue slivers. “Remerley told you.”

			Although she had no liking for Jason, Lera didn’t want to get him into trouble. “Not intentionally.” Get back to the point. “Who is she?”

			Garser adjusted the logbook’s position so it lined up with the edge of his table. “She was promised in marriage to Richard Alth.”

			Lera remembered what the Minister of Defense had told them about the rebels using some descendant of the last king of Dagre as their figurehead. Though he’d said nothing about the woman being sent with them.

			“Does Alth know she’s on board?” she asked.

			“Oh yes. He wanted her as well as the gold. So we brought her, not that I have any intention of handing her over.”

			“Because once we’re within the blast radius, she’s the only real shield you’ll have.”

			His eyes were still narrowed, but the look in them was more speculative than annoyed, and his mouth curved faintly as though he liked what he saw. “Which is why she’s kept under lock and guard.”

			Lera could only hope Alth would consider his ladylove’s safety more important than the destruction of Dagre’s flagship. One woman in a land as male-ruled as Dagre wasn’t much of a defense at all, especially if Alth somehow held thousands more hostages on his side. But it wasn’t her place to point any of that out to Garser, so she only nodded.

			“Thank you, Captain.” She turned to leave.

			“You don’t disapprove?” Garser said.

			Surprised, Lera stopped. “Why should I? It makes sense.”

			Garser got up from his chair and went to stare out of the window, his back to her. “That I’m holding a young woman against her will, because she didn’t want to come with us.”

			He was no longer looking at her, and that should have put her at ease, but it didn’t. There was something a little calculated about his question and his stance, and she didn’t think any Dagran captain would give a toss about a foreign woman’s opinion regarding his orders. Besides, if he really had been disturbed about what he was doing, there would have been more tension in the set of his broad shoulders and the line of his back.

			Still, maybe she was being cynical. Her few friends had sometimes told her that, so she decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. “You’re following orders and trying to save lives,” she said. “We do what’s best for the majority, even if individuals pay a price for it.”

			Garser said nothing for a moment—he might have been watching the waves beyond the glass—but then he turned. The slight smile was more noticeable now.

			“Worked on ships all your life, Lera?” he said.

			She didn’t miss the fact that they were apparently on a first-name basis. “Since I was fifteen.”

			His gaze left her face, and before she could tell what he was looking at, he had crossed the floor to her. She held her ground, but he stopped a safe distance away, reached for her wrist and lifted it as if to examine her fingers.

			“Your hands are chafed.” Releasing her, he went to the cabinet below the china washstand and knelt to open it. “I have an ointment that might—”

			“What do you want?” Lera said.

			Still on his knees, he turned around. “I thought it was obvious, but since you like to get to the point—you.” When he straightened up in one fluid movement, she couldn’t help thinking he was quite graceful for such a large man. “Would you like to take supper tonight in my quarters? We’ll have pigeon pie, and strawberries afterwards if the mess boys haven’t eaten them all.”

			“I don’t think so.” Speaking flatly wasn’t difficult, because she was only too aware it would be a mistake to get involved with him. He placed his orders first—as well he should—and might not hesitate to sacrifice her and Kovir if Dagre’s safety hung in the balance. She needed to keep enough of a distance to be aware of any indications he might do so.

			Besides, she wasn’t interested. Garser was a good-looking man, but he didn’t arouse her at all. She tried to imagine him naked in her bed, leaning over to nibble at a strawberry placed artfully between her breasts, but she thought she would rather just eat the strawberry by herself.

			He raised a brow. “Because I’m Dagran?”

			“Because I can’t see any reason why you’re doing this, unless you’re trying to win the pot.”

			“The…oh, Benevolent Ones.” The slight frown disappeared as he shook his head. “I’m not sure which I find more insulting—that you think I’m paid so little I need to win ridiculous bets, or that you don’t think you’re attractive enough for a man to want you.”

			Nice try, Lera thought, and joined her hands behind her again, deliberately pulling her shoulders back. Her spine arched, her full breasts pushing against her coat, and Garser’s gaze went down as she had known it would.

			“Oh, I think I’m pretty enough for a lot of men.” Her tone was light and mocking. “The question is, what makes you believe you appeal to me?”

			“I’ll show you.”

			Three quick strides took him across the room, and this time he didn’t stop when he was an arm’s length away from her. Because her hands were behind her, she couldn’t bring them up fast enough before he gathered her in his arms, and his body pressed warm against hers.

			She didn’t need more than a moment to know she’d been right. In his embrace she felt restrained and trapped, but before she could tell him to let her go, his head lowered as if he meant to kiss her. The words strangled in her throat, and she turned her face to one side. His mouth came down on her unscarred cheek, and his beard felt both soft and scratchy against her skin. The best she could have said of the sensation was that it wasn’t unpleasant.

			She braced her feet so her hips were angled as far away from his lower body as possible. “How long is this going to take?”

			Thankfully he wasn’t fool enough to keep groping her after that. He tensed, but he peeled his arms off her and stepped back, an unreadable expression on his face. Lera kept her features blank as she smoothed a crease out of her coat.

			“You know,” he said, “in Dagre, we have a name for women who entice men and then want to stop.”

			“Oh, we have a name for such women in Denalay too.” She went to the door and said over her shoulder, “They’re called selective. Good afternoon, Captain.”

			After that she hesitated in the empty passageway outside, then went to knock on Jason’s door. The door opened, but she forgot all about the woman when she saw Jason, because he wore nothing but a sheet wrapped around his waist. The sheet was long enough to reach his ankles, though once Lera had seen that, she realized she’d actually looked down.

			Her face felt scorching. She didn’t dare to meet his eyes, so she settled for a knot in the wall to the far right, though staring at it promised a crick in her neck. Keep tracing the knot’s shape, she told herself, but instead she saw Jason as if his image was imprinted on her vision.

			Which was ridiculous. She’d seen enough men without even the benefit of a sheet, so what difference did one more make? It wasn’t as though he had anything those men didn’t. No scars, for one thing. Though she had enough for both of them. No hair on his chest, either—stop it!

			Thankfully all those thoughts had flown through her mind in a matter of instants, because she heard him clear his throat as if he’d been startled too, but was past it now. “My clothes are being laundered,” he said.

			“Could I come in?” Lera asked the knot.

			“Of course.”

			She heard him move back to give her plenty of room, and once she was in, the door shut. Cautiously she detached her attention from the knot and tried to look around without her gaze once alighting on him.

			Except for the officers’ living quarters, the cabins on a warship were typically small and bare, so she wasn’t surprised to see nothing in the room except for a hammock. Not that she intended to sit down; it wasn’t her cabin, after all. She stood with her shoulders to the wall, fidgeted with her hands and clasped them behind her back before she looked straight at him for the first time since she had come in. Eyes. Nothing lower than the eyes.

			“I didn’t mean to intrude while you were, uh…” Don’t say naked. “…here.” Brilliant. Move on. “But do you know who the third woman on board is?”

			Jason shook his head. “I just happened to see her once. Why?”

			“She’s the one who was going to marry Richard Alth and be crowned ruler of the land.”

			He didn’t reply, but that seemed to be due to genuine surprise for once, rather than his usual bloody-minded stubbornness. There was a pale flicker of movement far below eye level that she strongly suspected was the sheet sliding below one hip, but he caught it at once, tugging it back into position as if in reflex, his mind clearly elsewhere.

			“You know her name?” she asked, to distract herself from looking at him. Odd how Garser had never mentioned it.

			“Everyone knows it. There was a very popular barroom song about Queen Meghan the First—and Last.” He pushed his hair back from his forehead with his free hand. “I didn’t know who she was at the time, but she tried to escape from this ship. I’m afraid I stopped her and she was dragged back.”

			“Well, there’s no need to regret it, because we need her on board.” Lera wondered if that was the Dagran chivalry she’d heard about. Though she couldn’t help thinking that for all Jason’s faults, he could always be depended on in a crisis. But something about his answer didn’t make sense, and she saw what it was.

			“Wait a moment,” she said. “She was trying to escape? She must have known she was going to be returned to her future husband. Or was that…”

			“…why she tried to escape?” Jason finished. His voice was cool and flat, but she heard the undertone in it as easily as she would have sensed a current. “Looks like she considered that the greater of two evils, doesn’t it? To the point where she killed a man who got in her way.”

			Unity. Lera struggled to keep her features blank, because her first thought was how easily that man could have been Jason. Especially since he wasn’t armed, wouldn’t know how to use a blade if he’d had one and certainly wouldn’t have attacked a woman.

			As for the woman, it was best not to start thinking of her as an innocent prisoner being turned over to a cruel fate, which was probably why Garser had never used her name. Best not to think about her—just accept that this was how Dagrans handled their internal disputes and move along.

			Suddenly realizing how long the silence in the cabin had stretched out, she shifted her feet on the floor. “I should leave. Thank you for, uh, telling me this.”

			“Don’t mention it.”

			The words were polite, but the undertone was there again. That time she deciphered it for what it was, a cool sardonic edge that brought her gaze straight to his face, to the brown eyes watching her. “After all,” he went on evenly, “I’m not the one who told you about her—Captain Garser did.”

			“How did you know?” She felt prickly at once, though he could hardly have been listening outside Garser’s door in his current state of dress. Undress. Damn it, she wasn’t going to think about that.

			Jason shrugged one shoulder. All her determination didn’t make her blind, so in her peripheral vision she was aware of the muscles shifting under smooth skin. “Who else would have?” he said. “Besides, you’ve just come from him, haven’t you? I can smell his cologne.”

			Oh hell. Was it that obvious? Without thinking, she raised a hand, self-consciously rubbing her palm across her cheek where he’d kissed her.

			He breathed out—silently, but the movement of his bare chest was clear—and looked away. “Thanks for confirming it.”

			The flatness of his tone brought a jolt of temper so hot it burned away embarrassment, and it took all her self-control not to show that as she lowered her arm. She’d put him back in his place, she’d do it damn quick and then she’d go to her cabin to change into a uniform that smelled better.

			“You have some gall.” She put as much contempt as she could into her voice. “As if what I do with a man is any of your concern.”

			He’d made a good show of acting like he was some detached observer miles above the messy physical things that people like her and Garser did, but either her tone or her words seemed to bring him back down to Eden. His gaze was on her at once, sharp and snapping like new pine in a fire.

			“It doesn’t matter to you that he’s married?” he said.

			Married?

			Lera blinked, stunned into silence and trying to recall if Garser had said a word to her about being married. No, she would have remembered that. Unbelievable. He looked down on her for calling a halt, but he was happily cheating on his wife.

			If it was true. Jason wasn’t exactly neutral in the matter, she had to remember that, and he wasn’t any more naturally honest than Garser. He was probably hoping she’d be shocked and devastated, and then he could share her indignation at the villain who had wronged her, and then he could comfort her with what he hadn’t gotten to do in the brothel. Not a chance. Even if she was livid with Garser, she’d deal with that herself. It had nothing to do with Jason.

			“If he doesn’t care, why should I?” She tried for her most careless tone, as though she seduced married men every day of the week. “And why do you?”

			“You know why.”

			That time there was nothing cool or sarcastic in his voice. It sounded as if the words had been dragged out of him and as if he was determined not to say or reveal anything else. Not that he needed to. She knew why, all right. He’d wanted her from the time of their first meeting, just as he wanted her now.

			Her pulse beat faster, and she managed to swallow through the tightness in her throat, but she had no idea what to say in reply. She would have turned away at once if he had made an obvious pass at her as Garser had done, but she couldn’t refuse what hadn’t been offered. Her being in his cabin was her doing, not his.

			As if he’d had the same thought, he moved towards her and reached for the door’s handle. She crushed an urge to back away from him, which would look as though she was afraid, or to step closer, which would be worse, and stayed where she was with an effort of will as he opened the door. Of course he did that in such a way that he was behind the door, but anyone passing by would have an eyeful of her.

			“Want to leave?” he said quietly.

			She had never broken her unwavering lock with his eyes, and she searched them for any hint of a challenge. What she saw in his face instead was a desire that made his mouth a taut line and all but crackled in the air between them. She felt as though he was more aware of her body than she was of his, as if she was the one who stood nearly naked on the bare floorboards. Except his control was as strong as hers. If she chose to walk out, he would let her go.

			Without looking away from him, she reached for the door and her fingers brushed over smooth hard wood. She didn’t know if she meant to anchor herself with that, something solid to hold on to while she walked out, but her body decided before her mind could. A twitch of muscle, a flex of fingers, and the door swung shut.

			Click.

			Jason’s eyes dilated, dark with need, and he met her the rest of the way. His free arm went around her waist. Her body jolted from the touch, though that only made her press more closely against his tall frame, and her skin prickled as if a tide of sensation both hot and cold at once had rushed beneath it. The sheet might as well not have existed.

			Her head tilted back and her eyes closed involuntarily. Feeling his body pressed against hers was overwhelming enough without seeing him as well. Her senses filled with the scent of his skin and the sound of his breathing as his head bent to her.

			Her lips parted, but he kissed the side of her face, barely grazing the smoothness of her cheek before his mouth found her ear. He took her earlobe between his teeth and heat spread like ripples from his mouth.

			She turned her head, searching blindly for him. Instead he kissed her throat, his tongue flicking hot and wet, before he breathed softly on her skin. She gasped, shaky with desire that thudded through her, and her hands went up to grasp his shoulders. Her palms flattened, fingers pressing hard into muscles that felt harder as she pulled him close against her.

			“Ah, Lera.”

			The whisper was raw, his voice deepening to a growl, and it made her lean into him, needing more. His thigh pressed between her legs, and she twisted just enough to feel his erection, hard as an anchor against her belly. He shuddered, and his teeth found the softness of her throat in retaliation. Then he sucked on her flesh. Her nipples ached to be mouthed like that, suckled until she was wet and bucking with need, until she pushed him to his knees before her so he could press his face between her thighs, making her cry out before he pulled her down to him and mounted her.

			Outside, footsteps hurried along in rapid thuds, and the door at the end of the passageway was flung open. Over the low roar in her ears, like the tide echoed in a shell, Lera heard an urgent voice say “Captain—” and Jason lifted his head. His gaze went from her to the closed door, and the sound of running feet was echoed threefold in the passage beyond.

			“Something’s wrong.” Lera held her voice to a whisper, and Jason let her go. That was abrupt enough to make her stagger back, but she caught the handle of the door and steadied herself as he reached quickly out to her. Her body yearned for the warm solidity of his, but she couldn’t indulge in that any longer. She wasn’t sure she should have given in that time.

			She shoved the door open and pivoted out, then yanked it shut in the same movement. Being alone in the passageway helped, and she glanced down self-consciously at herself. No, no evidence of what they had done. She hurried up the ladder, telling herself it was a good thing he hadn’t kissed her, because she couldn’t have gone topside with obviously swollen lips.

			She went to the prow and Garser handed her a spyglass. “A point off the port bow,” he said.

			She strained to see. The schooner was so distant that its sails looked like grains of salt, moored by a small, rocky island. When she lowered the spyglass, she heard a change in the engine, the usual deep rumble lessening in intensity.

			“Are we slowing already?” she said.

			Garser took off his cap and drew the back of his hand across his forehead before he nodded. His gaze went past her in a quick search of whoever was on deck, and when he inclined his head in a sharp over-here gesture, she saw he’d singled Kovir out. She thought he would give Kovir the spyglass next, but instead he replaced his cap and told the second officer he had the deck.

			“I need to speak with you both,” he said to her and Kovir. “My cabin, please.”

			He led the way, with his first officer bringing up the rear behind the two of them. Lera’s pulse beat faster, because she guessed that was it. The Dagrans had never needed Kovir to find Princeps, so now she would learn what they really wanted him to do.

			Garser pulled out chairs for them and sat at the head of the table, elbows braced before him. “So.” He locked his fingers together and studied them before he looked from her to Kovir. “You were told about Richard Alth and the threat he issued.”

			Kovir looked too tense to do more than nod, so she answered. “He has a ship loaded with explosives and is holding people hostage.”

			“He’s endangering thousands of lives, that’s for certain,” Garser said. “But those people are on the mainland, not anywhere near his ship.”

			“How can he—”

			“He’s planning to use those explosives to cause a tidal wave.”

			The words fell like stones into the silence of the cabin, and Lera’s stomach lurched. A tidal wave? She had never seen one of those, but she had been in fierce storms, had struggled to take a ship safely through wild water that surged over the gunwales, smashed boats to splinters against the hull and ripped men off the deck. Compared to a tidal blast, that was a ripple on a pond.

			“Holy Unity,” she whispered.

			“My sentiments exactly,” Garser said.

			The polite agreement, as though she had commented on the weather, took her from incredulity to anger in a heartbeat. She rose, hands gripping the edge of the table so tightly they felt numb where her nails bit into the wood. “You never said a word to us about—”

			“Would you have come with me if we had?” Garser still spoke mildly. “I was under orders, Captain Vanze. I’m sure you can understand.”

			Fuming though she was, Lera was never more aware of her surroundings than when she was ready for a fight. Garser’s posture hadn’t changed, but his first officer, at the other end of the table, was clearly poised to shout for help or to intercept her or both. She set her teeth. If they lived through this, she’d go to the Council of Eyes and Voices herself.

			The only sounds in the cabin were her chair’s legs scraping across the floor as she forced herself to sit, but she was determined not to speak. Instead, the silence ended when Kovir spoke.

			“Is it possible to create a tidal wave that way?” he said to Garser, as calmly as if they were on the mainland discussing a purely hypothetical situation.

			“It can be done.” Garser swallowed, and Lera realized he wasn’t as unaffected by the confrontation as he might want to appear. “His message to the Council said the explosives had been sunk to the seabed. If they’re buried deep enough, in an unstable enough part of the seabed, detonating them would cause an underwater quake. That would result in a tidal wave.”

			Kovir frowned. “But he would be killed too, wouldn’t he?”

			“Actually, no,” the first officer replied. “You see, such an explosion wouldn’t be felt as strongly in the open ocean, by a ship directly above it. The shock waves travel through the water and have their greatest effect when they reach land.”

			Now that Lera was slightly calmer, she thought Richard Alth, while he might well be a madman as the Minister of Defense had called him, had also been quite clever in his choice of threat. Far from the mainland, protected further by the Sea of Weeds and—if Garser was right—able to cause a tidal wave while staying untouched himself. It wasn’t safe to underestimate someone who’d picked such an advantageous position from which to dictate terms.

			She wondered if the Dagrans might have been better off just meeting those terms, but even if their government had been prepared to negotiate with a terrorist, they couldn’t make sure Alth would hold to his side of the bargain. Besides, once he had his gold and his woman, what was he supposed to do with tons of explosives at the bottom of the sea—haul them back up?

			She almost asked if word had been sent to Iternum. That land was nearby, likely to be affected by a tidal wave—and most importantly, the Iternans had powerful magic. But she remembered they were under a death sentence if they left their homeland. No point expecting them to hold back so much as a drop of water.

			“So what do you want us to do?” she said finally.

			Garser leaned back in his chair, looking relieved. “The explosives are on the seabed, but there’ll be a way to ignite them from the ship. All you need to do is sever the fuse, and that will defang the threat completely.”

			“Wait a moment,” Lera said. “How far below the surface are they?”

			The first officer frowned. “That near an island, the sea can’t be much more than two hundred feet deep, Captain. Three hundred, at the most.”

			“Are you trying to tell me Alth has a fuse three hundred feet long?” She supposed stranger things had happened. Hell, she’d seen one herself the night before, but it was easier to believe in a sentient sea than in this. “I’ve been on a Dagran warship and I know how fuses work. If you lit one from the surface, how would it stay dry all the way to the seabed?”

			“Believe me, Captain, we’ve been thinking about it ourselves. All I can conclude is that the fuse must be contained and dry in some sort of tubing that will keep a flame burning all the way down until it reaches the explosives.”

			Lera fought an urge to get up and pace, because she’d always resorted to physical activity when she was frustrated. Except it would be rude to do so in someone else’s cabin, and it certainly wouldn’t change Garser’s mind about this ridiculous claim.

			She supposed it was possible—barely possible—that Richard Alth might have set up such a convoluted mechanism, but Unity, there were so many ways it could go wrong. He had to find a precise point on the seabed where the detonation would cause a quake, and then he had to drop the explosives from above, making certain they landed there. She didn’t think the Dagrans had trained sharks to help in that regard. On top of that, he had to maintain a way to detonate the explosives with a piece of string a hundred yards long. One mackerel could ruin it all by chewing through the fuse.

			“Captain, are you certain this isn’t a bluff?” she said bluntly.

			“Would you take that risk, Captain Vanze?” Garser shot back. “If the lives of thousands of Denalaits were in a pirate’s hands?” She didn’t have an answer, and he continued. “Besides, an inarguable fact is that nearly two tons of explosives are missing. I doubt Alth is considerately storing those on Princeps, where one good cannon-shot could send the ship sky-high and him in the opposite direction.”

			Lera had nothing more to say, so she looked at Kovir in a way that hopefully conveyed it was up to him. He had to decide whether he’d hare off on this caper, but she’d back him up, whatever he chose to do. Though she rather hoped he would refuse, especially since the Dagrans hadn’t told the truth back in Sandcliff Harbor. Liars to the core, all of them. In the future, if a Dagran told her the sun was shining, she’d break out the oilskins.

			“I could always look for a fuse,” Kovir said finally. “If we don’t find one, that would confirm it.”

			“Good man.” Garser’s face broke into a smile, his eyes crinkling at the corners. She felt irritated, because any captain could give orders, but not many of them had enough charisma to urge others to jump off a cliff, and Garser did. “We’ll leave in two hours’ time to gam with him.”

			“Gam with him?” Lera repeated. This grew more and more farfetched. “What, like you were paying a social call?”

			“Certainly.” He grinned at her. “This is Dagre. We like to handle matters in a civilized way.”

			“Before we blast the bastard to hell,” the first officer added. “Excuse my language, ma’am.”

			Garser laughed. “You can always go from talking to firing, Captain Vanze, but it’s difficult to reverse the two actions unless you’ve won the firing part, in which case there’s little need to talk. So I plan to drop anchor, row across and see if anything has changed aboard Princeps. You never know. The Benevolent Ones could have had mercy on us and given his crew cholera or made them mutiny.”

			Lera had to admit that made sense, but even with the lives of thousands of Denalait citizens at stake, she would never have risked her own safety by going so near an enemy ship in a rowboat. She was beginning to feel uneasy about Garser, especially since her and Kovir’s safety depended on his actions.

			“You’ll hand over the gold then?” she said.

			“Yes. We can make noises about gaining some concession from him as a sign of good faith before we release his betrothed, but the reason for this rendezvous will be to establish that he is indeed on Princeps, because the Council wants him brought back to face justice.”

			“What if they take you prisoner?”

			“Unlikely, with his woman’s safety at stake. Anyway, if Alth is still master on board and seems to have his ship under control, I’ll hand over the gold and discuss how the Council will meet his other terms. By then it will be evening, and Kovir will take over from there. But until then, I want you and Kovir to stay well out of sight, so no one on Princeps suspects we have Denalaits on board and realizes there’s a shark nearby.”

			That made sense, but when Lera watched from a corner of her window later as a boat was lowered, she saw Jason climb down into it too. He was dressed as a sailor for some reason. Obviously his clothes weren’t yet dry, but she didn’t understand why he was being forced to accompany Garser. Unless he was being held responsible for letting her know about the prisoner, and paying for it by being turned over as a hostage.

			She bit her lip. It couldn’t be for any other reason, like Garser finding out that after refusing him, she’d gone willingly into Jason’s arms, could it? No, surely not. It had better not be.

			The boat was soon out of sight, and she couldn’t see anything more from that angle. Kovir lay in his hammock with his eyes half-lidded and his hands clasped over his belly—not relaxing, exactly, but getting himself into the state of mind he would need for the night journey. Wishing she had a pocket watch, she waited for what felt like hours until the boat reappeared, oarsmen sculling in paired strokes while Garser stood at the prow. Jason was seated behind him. She rolled the tension out of her shoulders and went to Garser’s cabin.

			He was in good spirits, tossing his cap to the desk and shrugging out of his coat. “He’s there, all right,” he said to her. “Richard Alth, in the flesh. I told him we’d open negotiations tomorrow regarding our prisoner and his explosives. Hah. By tomorrow he’ll be as toothless as he is treacherous, and then you’ll see how Dagran warships do battle.”

			I can hardly wait. That will be such a change from Denalaits running all the risks for you. She managed to thank Garser for giving her the news and went back to her cabin. The cook was serving an early dinner, but Kovir refused any food. Safest not to eat if you had to swim, he told her, and besides, Seawatch operatives were used to missing meals occasionally.

			Lera found herself unable to eat. She pushed the fried salt pork around on her tin plate, forced herself to chew a few mouthfuls and gave up. She wasn’t the kind of person who went by feelings and fears, but she felt as though she had to make a long journey over alien seas with thunderclouds looming overhead.

			It was because she’d found out about the tidal wave, she told herself. Anyone’s appetite would be taken away by that. And while Seawatch operatives, exquisitely sensitive to their sharks’ moods, were usually oblivious to what other people thought and felt, she didn’t want Kovir to pick up on her apprehension before his mission, so she went topside to dispose of her meal and retrieve her washed clothes.

			The time seemed to crawl by and yet night fell too soon. No singing on the deck; instead lanterns were lighted and lookouts posted. In the cabin, Kovir pulled on his watersuit and once he was topside, Charlotte arrived with the rebreather.

			“D’you need a weapon?” Garser said to him.

			Kovir touched the hilt of the knife all operatives carried. “This, and her.”

			Lera could tell Garser would have preferred something more than a knife, but he certainly couldn’t argue with the hundreds of blades studding the shark’s mouth. “Off you go, then,” he said. Nemesis had dropped anchor with her port side facing Princeps, so a rope ladder was unrolled down the starboard side and Kovir climbed down. Lera watched as he disappeared below the surface with hardly a ripple.

			“That’s that.” Beside her, Garser gripped the rail tightly—the only indication, she thought, of how much on edge he was, because his confident voice gave nothing away. All they could do now was wait.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			No Return

			Since none of them would be sleeping until Kovir came back, the cook passed out cocoa mixed with hefty slugs of rum, but Lera told him to hold the cocoa on hers. She sipped, welcoming the scorch of the liquor down her throat and its warm spread through her belly, but that was as far as the comforting heat went. She didn’t want to be near any of the sailors, not after what she’d found in her hammock, and she didn’t feel as though she had anything in common with the officers either.

			Much as she loved being on the deck of a ship, with the wind in her hair and the stars looking down at her, maybe she’d be better off in her cabin. She turned to leave.

			Jason leaned against the gunwale on the opposite side of the hatch. He was in his usual clothes again, with the brown jacket over his shoulders, and his head was turned enough so he could both glance back at Princeps and be aware of what was happening on the deck. His eyes caught hers, and after a moment’s pause, she inclined her head towards the hatch. Nothing anyone would notice if they weren’t watching closely—or so she hoped as she went down the ladder, taking it easily one-handed with her drink in her other hand.

			No sound on deck except for the ninth bell tolling. Then she heard his footsteps above her.

			Good. He wouldn’t make it obvious that he’d followed her. She strolled back to her cabin and fished out her key—with Kovir gone, she could keep the door locked and she felt safer that way.

			Inside, a single candle burned on the windowsill. The room smelled of soap, clean linen and a faint underlying scent given off by the lye-scrubbed floorboards. Lera sat on the iron-banded chest and looked at her mug, moving it in her cupped hands to watch the liquid swirl.

			There was a light knock and Jason came in. He shut the door but stayed close to it, as if he wasn’t sure she really wanted him there—for which she couldn’t blame him. Though she didn’t mind at all if he was a bit off-balance for once. It was far too easy for him to play games with her otherwise.

			“Sit down.” She tilted her chin at the single chair. He still didn’t look too comfortable, but he sat, flattening his hands on his knees and clearly waiting to hear what she wanted.

			“Why did Captain Garser have you go with him to Princeps?” she said.

			Jason blinked. “He doesn’t know what Richard looks like and wanted someone to identify him.”

			That made sense. Lera supposed if Garser had been telling the truth and Alth really did pose such a threat to Dagre, the Council would need to be certain he was dead, even if they’d moved beyond the practice of heads on spiked walls.

			“What did you do?” She had always been blunt and to-the-point, because that approach didn’t waste any time. “To him, I mean.” Jason looked as though he was weighing whether or not to answer, and she shrugged. “You don’t need to tell me if you don’t want to. I just need something to distract myself, that’s all.”

			He glanced at the bare floorboards between them as if following a line in the woodgrain, then looked back up at her. “I told you I was invited to join him for lessons.”

			Lera nodded, taking a sip of her rum.

			“It was made clear to me from the start that this favor shouldn’t give me ideas above my station.” He spoke as though he was on a witness stand, flatly and carefully. “I was the son of a common laborer. Richard’s tutor, Master Daukain, was concerned that my being educated along with the lord’s son would make me either resent my own background or aspire to his. Or both.”

			As if there was something wrong about wanting a better life than the one you’d been born into, Lera thought. A man who had spine as well as shrewdness should have been welcomed into whatever upper class the Dagrans had, because he would be much more useful to them as one of their own, rather than ending up their enemy because they’d always treated him as lesser. No wonder the Dagrans didn’t have a king any longer.

			“But Lord Alth…” He paused. “Lord Jason, actually, but because I’d been named after him I always thought of him as Lord Alth. He wanted me educated there so I would inspire Richard to work harder.”

			“Which you did?”

			“Which I did, but not in a good way. We competed against each other. And I’m sorry to admit that the more time I spent in the manor house, the more I…well, liked it there.”

			“What was wrong with that?” Lera had never wanted to live in a grand manor house with a crowd of servants—she liked being able to take care of herself—but at the same time, she didn’t want a one-roomed cottage either.

			Especially if she didn’t even own the land that cottage was built on. That way lay a lifetime of grinding serfdom—and for what? It was one thing to labor all day in fields you owned, but when the land would always belong to someone else…

			Jason’s jaw tightened, and harsh lines cut their way into his face. “The manor house wasn’t my place and Richard’s family wasn’t my kind.”

			“That is so backward. Why should you be left out of something all your life just because you weren’t born into it?”

			He leaned back slowly in the chair, relaxing fraction by deliberate fraction as if he was willing himself to do so, but his voice didn’t sound flat and drained any longer, and a faint smile touched the corners of his mouth. “You may be fortunate enough to live in a meritocracy, but I’m afraid we don’t.”

			“Go on,” Lera said, wondering what the long word meant but not wanting the story interrupted to ask. She wasn’t usually curious about other people, let alone Dagrans—and after the debacle on the deck, she would have been even less likely to ask anyone about their past—but this felt more like talking to someone she knew than intruding on a stranger’s privacy.

			“Lord Alth was everything my father wasn’t—rich and sophisticated and clever. He could talk about the political situation in Lunacy. My father usually came home too tired from the day’s work to talk, and when he did, it sure as hell wasn’t about politics. I loved him, but sometimes I used to dream about what life would have been like if I’d been Lord Alth’s ward.”

			“What was Lady Alth like?” That was another difference between their lands. In Denalay, no one got such titles for being born or getting married—only for joining the Council of Eyes and Voices.

			“Lady Lorna?” His brief frown disappeared. “Oh, I remember. She died of smallpox when Richard was seven or eight.”

			“And how did you get along with him? Other than competing with him, I mean.”

			“We didn’t like each other. Maybe because we were always trying to outdo each other in our studies. He did better than me at the start, although we were the same age.”

			“Because he’d had more of an education than you did.”

			“But then I started catching up with him, and it intensified. Once he had his desk moved across the schoolroom because he said I stank of cowflops. My father reminded me to treat the young lord respectfully—that’s how he always spoke of Richard, as the young lord—and never try to show him up. He told me to remember my place. But by then I couldn’t abide Richard, even if I didn’t dare show it, and when I spent so much time in the manor house…the dividing lines got blurred.”

			“What happened?” Lera asked eagerly.

			“It was Lord Alth’s fiftieth birthday and a big celebration was planned. Richard was making a special gift for his father. He was very secretive—never said a word about it when I was there—but I knew the servants and so I found out about it. One day I asked a parlormaid who was my mother’s cousin to show me the gift, so when the family was at church she let me into Richard’s room.” He raised a brow. “Want to speculate on what I did?”

			She knew he wouldn’t have damaged the gift, because he wasn’t malicious, but he did have a calculating streak a mile long. “You made something better.”

			Jason nodded. “He’d painted part of the estate—the trellis with the arch-of-roses. It was…” He paused, and she could tell he was searching for the best word. “It was clear he’d worked very hard on it. So I did a painting too. Lord Alth’s favorite horses in the pasture, galloping as if they were about to leap out of the picture. You could almost see their legs in flight.”

			Ohh. Lera didn’t say anything, because there was nothing that could be said. Jason had related the story as steadily and factually as he’d spoken all along, as though he was determined not to spare himself by omitting any detail, but she wanted to cringe on his behalf.

			“I convinced Master Daukain to let me be in the room when Richard presented his painting to his father.” His voice took on the sarcastic edge she recognized, though it wasn’t directed at her. “Then I unveiled my masterpiece.”

			The ship shifted minutely beneath them, the muted rumble of the machinery vibrating gently up through the floorboards. Lera realized she was leaning forward a little, and tried to settle back.

			Jason had never looked away from her, and the hardness beneath the words was more than just an edge now. “The room was so quiet you could have heard the strand of a cobweb break. Lord Alth was too well-bred to do anything except thank me for the gift and praise the quality of the paintwork, but Master Daukain—well, it was obvious he wished he had never laid eyes on me. I knew I’d made the worst mistake of my life, but it was too late to do anything about it. I didn’t dare look at Richard.”

			“What happened then?”

			“Lord Alth died the next day.”

			“What?”

			For the first time since he’d started telling her the story, it wasn’t a recital of events, and there was an old, remembered sorrow behind the steadiness in his voice. “He drank too much at the grand dinner party. Or after it, no one could be sure. Then he fell down the main staircase in the middle of the night and broke his neck. Richard became the lord of the land, and one of the first things he did was require payment of all remaining rent on my father’s cottage. We didn’t have that kind of money, so we had to leave.”

			Lera sat up. “After your father had worked there all his life?”

			Jason went on quickly, as if he wanted to get it all over with. “I was hired at the Department of Public Health, thank the Benevolent Ones, but my father could only find work in a coal mine. He came to join me four years later, once I was making enough to support us both, but by then he’d got the black lung disease. A lot of miners did.” He looked at his hands, and his voice grew quieter. “He never blamed me. Not a word.”

			Lera fidgeted unhappily, wishing she hadn’t asked him anything. She didn’t feel like finishing the rest of her rum.

			“I’m sorry I made you bring all that up,” she said.

			He gave her a sharp ironical look from beneath dark brows. “You didn’t make me. I told you because I wanted to, because I’ve never shared that with anyone and—well, high time.” Breathing out, he leaned back in his chair. “But now it’s your turn.”

			“What d’you mean?” Lera was on edge at once. If he asked about her scar, he’d be out of the cabin before he could blink twice.

			He looked mildly puzzled at her reaction. “I mean, you said you wanted to be distracted. What did you want me to distract you from?”

			Oh, that. “Kovir, of course. I’m worried about him.”

			Jason frowned. “He’s a trained scout, isn’t he? And he has that shark.”

			Lera felt her mouth twist. “He’s trained all right. Seawatch trains children not to feel fear, and not being afraid is a bad thing. Do you know what I mean?”

			The frown had grown deeper, but now he looked as though he was thinking the matter through rather than being puzzled. “It means you get yourself into dangerous situations, because you don’t have that intuition to hold you back.”

			“Yes.” She was relieved he understood. “As for the shark—well, those children train with sharks and only sharks, so they’re a whole lot better at understanding fish behavior than figuring out how people think. That’s dangerous too.”

			Jason nodded, but said nothing. She felt disappointed, though she wasn’t sure why—surely she hadn’t expected him to make her feel less worried. Better for him to be silent than to say something empty like “There, there, it will be all right”, anyway.

			“You know,” he said, and she looked up, surprised out of her brooding, “what you’re doing is probably more than anyone’s done for that boy before.”

			That was startling too. “What I’m doing?” She spread her free hand to indicate she wasn’t doing anything. “I’m sitting here warm and dry while he’s risking his life out there alone.”

			“Not alone, unless his shark went back to Denalay. And you care about him enough to think about his safety and wait for him to return. You’re a good friend.”

			Warmth prickled beneath her face, not the self-consciousness she felt when people looked at her for the first time or the phantom twinges beneath the scar, but a growing flush that made her drop her gaze. She couldn’t think of anything to say, so she lifted the mug and swallowed a mouthful that spread deep and hot through her belly.

			“Have the rest.” She held the mug out, and after a moment he got up. His fingers barely touched hers as he took the mug from her hands, but an odd quiver still ran over her skin at the contact. She forced herself not to react, but when he sat back down and drank, she found herself thinking of his mouth where hers had been on the mug.

			The cabin was small and closed and dark around them both, the sound of the engine a steady thrum in the background. He tilted the mug to drain it, his head tipping back so she saw where the shadow beneath his unshaven jaw gave way to smooth skin that worked as he swallowed. She dug her fingers into the top of the iron-banded chest. Talk about something else.

			“How did you figure it out?” she said. “About the Sea of Weeds, I mean.”

			Jason leaned over to set the mug on the floor, then stretched slowly, catlike, as if he had been in a small cage for the last few hours. Wood creaked and joints popped as he did so.

			“I grew up working on a farm, remember?” he said. “There was a bull and a herd of cows, like the Sea itself and those derelicts. Sexual dimorphism.”

			“That means the male can’t perform, right?” Lera said, wondering whether the poor bull hadn’t been capable with the cows.

			Jason chuckled. “No, it means the male of the species looks obviously different from the female.”

			“Oh.” She felt like a fool, but hell, she hadn’t had the benefit of his education and somehow it didn’t irritate her that he was amused. Since the Sea—or its guardian, the Green Man—was male, it would want females, each installed safely in her own place, joined by green chains to the great mass of her mate below. But like any male with a herd or harem, it wanted more.

			The silence between them wasn’t awkward or uncomfortable, but the air felt warm and strange, prickling with anticipation. Her blood was warmer, and she fought an urge to shift restlessly on the chest.

			“I’d better go.” Jason got to his feet. “Thank you for the drink.”

			“Thanks for keeping me company.” She wished he would stay, but she couldn’t go any further—not when she was on edge, waiting for Kovir—and she was half-afraid if he did stay, they’d either end up doing something she regretted or he would get her to talk about her past too. Which would also be regrettable.

			“You know,” she said as he went to the door, trying to keep her voice light and casual as if she was remarking on something quite unimportant, “you’ve never asked me how I got this scar.”

			He paused with his fingers on the handle, brows tilted up. “If you want me to know, you’ll tell me—and I’ll tell no one. Nothing like a career in the health department to teach you about privacy regarding other people’s physical matters.” The faint smile touched his mouth again and was gone. “Good night, Captain.”

			Then he was gone too, and the door swung quietly shut.

			Thirty feet beneath the surface of the water, Kovir inhaled and exhaled steadily through his mouth as the shark carried him onward. He’d been trained to treat his work seriously rather than thinking of it as frivolous fun, but he couldn’t help enjoying the rebreather. It was wonderful not to have to deal with the cycle of hyperventilating and staying down for two minutes at a time, always alert for the dull tightening in his temples and the growing heat in his chest that told him his single stored breath was running out and they had to resurface.

			It was even better to know he was slipping so easily past the enemy’s defenses. The sea was very calm, but he didn’t need to worry about being noticed at all. The shark put on a burst of speed that carried him to Princeps in a matter of minutes. Astride her back, seated behind her dorsal fin, he locked into her senses to be certain of where they were.

			She couldn’t see the ship’s hull in the dark, but she heard and smelled and felt it. Rotting food and wastes, tar and wood. Sensation prickled along nerves that ran the length of her fifteen-foot body, making her aware of the movements of every living thing in the vicinity. To him, it made the ocean look more vast than the night sky, filled with stars that were fish darting out of her way. For a moment, his consciousness was melded with hers so deeply that he sensed a constant sparklike flicker behind her dorsal fin, and knew it was the pump of his own heart.

			He rose from lock to hold, where he could guide her without being overwhelmed by all the stimuli she took for granted. She made out a diffuse glow far above them, diluted and spread through the dark water but enough for him to know there were lanterns. Not that those mattered. If she could detect a heartbeat, she could find a fuse thirty feet below the waves.

			He took her on a slow circuit around the ship, searching for anything out of the ordinary, and found them back at the stern where they had started. Odd. Could they have missed the fuse? Didn’t seem likely. If it had been a thin cord, perhaps, but it would have to be encased in a tube providing it with enough air to burn all the way down to the depths, and the tube would have to be thick, so a curious fish couldn’t bite through it.

			Now that he came to think about it, why hadn’t Princeps stationed a guard at the fuse? Obviously no one could protect it for its entire length, but someone could have watched from a boat. Then again, such a guard might be enough of a giveaway where the fuse was, so perhaps they had deliberately left it alone.

			If there was a fuse at all, though, why hadn’t the shark found it?

			The anchor chain.

			The shark went straight for the smell of iron, because it occurred to him that if the crew wanted to be certain they could find the fuse easily, it might be attached to the anchor chain. Maybe in the center of it, which would be clever. Though in the dark, he couldn’t see the chain, and both the shark’s bulk and his leg struck it as she swam past.

			He grabbed it, hoping no one on board had seen it jerk from the impact, then felt it carefully, drew his knife and jabbed at it until steel scraped through the softer metal. He couldn’t see anything, but he didn’t think the fuse was there either.

			The shark swam onward, lazily, and he smoothed a gloved hand over her hide, feeling the wide circle of scars where a kraken’s coils had once closed over her. His breath echoed in the confines of the rebreather’s hood. What now? Go back to Nemesis to say he hadn’t been able to find anything?

			He didn’t like the idea of that. He wanted to have more to report, one way or another. Maybe the shark had broken the fuse without him realizing it. No, that was ridiculous. If that were the case, a choppy sea could have broken the fuse and saved them all that trouble. Richard Alth would have to be a fool to hang his hopes on such a spiderweb strand.

			The shark completed a second course around the ship, her tailfin flicking. She was calm but Kovir was starting to wonder what he had missed. He wished he could take her to the seabed to find out, once and for all, if explosives actually lay there, but Charlotte had been adamant on that point. Go down over a hundred feet and he might never come up.

			Kovir had been curious about the exact mechanics of such a demise, so she had explained that people who dived so deep temporarily lost control of their thoughts and emotions until they had been brought back up, acting as though they were drunk or very stupid. That had settled it, because he didn’t dare lose control when he was near the shark. She could be difficult at the best of times, let alone if he was reeling around babbling like a baby.

			Something splashed quietly into the water at the prow.

			Kovir wouldn’t have heard that with his own ears, but the shark did. A twinge of curiosity thrummed through their link, like a bowstring flicked at one end. One twitch of her tail and she moved forward, swimming faster. Her head turned from side to side as it did when she was hunting, so she could get a more accurate fix on any scents in her way, but she smelled nothing.

			Of course not, Kovir thought, disappointed. Someone had probably tossed a piece of broken equipment overboard. Well, he didn’t have too much air left, so once she rounded the prow and turned for the last time, he’d guide her in a straight line back to—

			The shark swam straight into something that wrapped itself around him. Lines crisscrossed over his chest and arms. Startled, she turned in midswim, but maneuverable though she was, the fishing net caught on her fins, enfolding her. More and more of the net was drawn into the meshes tightening around her as she spun and struggled.

			No. Kovir clamped down on her mind, but as she went limp, he knew she would suffocate before long. She needed to move to breathe. Locked tightly with her, his body pressed to her side, he drew his knife and sawed at the meshes of the net.

			They snapped, one by one. Too slow. He made enough of a hole for himself to swim through, but not for a full-grown tiger shark. Ignoring the heat growing in his chest—when they were so closely linked, he felt what she did—he kept cutting away at the net.

			The shark sagged in the meshes. He thought he felt her heart punching at her ribs, fighting to be free. The net was invisible, but he grabbed the meshes with his left hand and slashed at them with his right. The shark’s entire body was starving for water, and her desperation clawed at his control. His teeth ached from their clench on the regulator. He might have bitten through it without knowing.

			The burning in his lungs was unbearable. It had to be borne. He slashed faster. Didn’t matter if he cut her thick skin. One last time. All right, go! Go!

			Their minds wrenched apart so hard that the impact hit him like a fist. The shark twisted violently and plunged away. The few meshes still tangling her broke like threads, and she shot down with the speed she needed to send water streaming back through her gills.

			Except Kovir wasn’t with her. Full hands meant he couldn’t grab her dorsal. He shoved the knife back into its sheath, guessing the shark’s struggles had alerted whoever had tossed the net overboard. A moment later he was sure of it. The net began to be reeled in.

			Nothing was visible in the dark water, but his right arm was yanked up as the meshes tightened and were drawn in. They snagged his ankle on the way as well. The net immediately around him was shredded, though—partly from his knife and partly from the shark’s dive—and it only pulled him up a few feet before he untangled his limbs. He reached for the shark’s mind and called her back.

			There was a muffled sound from above, a sharp whack. Kovir only recognized what it was a second too late. What felt like a white-hot spear drove through his left arm.

			The pain shattered all his control. Breath burst from his lungs. The regulator was gone—whether it was snagged in the net or fallen out, he never knew. Blood, there was blood in the water and the shark was coming back—

			Groping blindly, his teeth a thin wall between the sea and the last of the air in his chest, he reached for what was embedded in his arm. Sticking out of it. Long and slender, steel and rope. A harpoon, and he guessed the end was barbed. It had driven through his arm and lodged in the rebreather, locked into position so it couldn’t be yanked loose.

			It could be yanked back, though, with the rope. It could be hauled up with whatever it had caught. He found that out at once.

			The agony almost blinded him. He’d drawn his knife, but it fell from his hand and was gone. His mind found the shark, but he couldn’t calm her, let alone make her save him somehow. She was so close he felt the surge of water her body pushed away, but she’d been unsettled by the net already, and now she smelled blood. All her predator instincts came raging to the surface, but it was his blood. Confusion took over. On top of that, his own fear and pain fed into their link, and she went into a frenzy. He thought he heard her teeth clash together below him, trying to warn off enemies she couldn’t see or understand.

			The harpoon dragged him out of the water, tearing through watersuit and flesh as it did so. The last thing he heard were shouts far above his head, and all the lanterns went out.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Prisoners

			The moment Lera saw the young midshipman’s face, she knew something had gone wrong. “What is it?”

			“Captain Garser would like to see you on the deck, ma’am.” Cap tucked under one arm, he stepped back to allow her past him.

			She hurried up the ladder. Everyone on the deck was silent, though the way they all looked at her made her more tense as she crossed to the quarterdeck where Garser stood, eyes fixed on something in the water beside the ship.

			Over a mile away, windows and lanterns glowed on Princeps, but the sea was dark and calm. Lera couldn’t figure out what he was staring so intently at, but she looked down into the waves as well. A great shape rose from them, a fin slit the surface and the shark plunged down.

			She turned to Garser. “What’s happened?”

			He shook his head slowly as if to say he didn’t know. “That came back here and there’s no sign of him.”

			“How long has he been gone?”

			Garser took out a pocket watch. “Almost an hour.”

			Which meant the air in the rebreather would have run out. She stared back at the water, willing the shark to surface again and to stay there so she could see any fresh wounds on its hide.

			It wasn’t so obliging, but it breached the waves and crashed back into them. Difficult to make out details, but she had the impression it was swimming in tight jerky circles, as though it needed to do something, but wasn’t sure what.

			Her throat was tighter, but she forced words through it anyway. “Either he’s dead.” Unity. He’s only seventeen. “Or a prisoner.”

			“Anything else you can tell us?” Garser’s tone suggested he’d figured out Kovir’s current condition for himself already.

			“No.” Lera didn’t bother to keep the edge from her voice. “What d’you expect me to do, take one look at a shark and know exactly what it did in the past hour?”

			Garser’s mouth thinned until it almost disappeared. “Right, then.” He glanced around at his waiting officers. “My cabin.”

			They followed him, and since Lera had no intention of being excluded, she did the same. The steward let them all in and lighted more candles while the officers seated themselves around the table and one of them held a chair out for her. She sank into it, trying not to imagine what might have happened to Kovir while she’d been drinking rum with Jason.

			At the head of the table, Garser took his cap off, tossed it to the table and ran a hand over his hair in the only sign of weariness he’d showed so far. “The worst-case scenario is that our scout is dead, the fuse is intact and Alth knows exactly what we’re doing. In which case, we have no choice but to attack.”

			That was more abrupt than Lera had expected, and as she tried to think what to say, the first officer replied. “No matter how fast we strike, sir, he’ll have time to set off the explosives.”

			“Oh yes,” Garser said, “but I can’t see any way to remove either his ability to cause a tidal wave or his incentive to do so. Any suggestions in that regard?” His gaze went around the table. “Very well, since that’s an inevitability, all we can do is make sure the man responsible for the death toll pays the price for it.”

			Lera got to her feet, deliberately scraping the chair’s legs across the floor to make everyone look at her. She didn’t want thousands of people in Dagre to be killed, but they were nameless strangers compared to a Seawatch operative who was much more of her responsibility.

			“Kovir might be a prisoner,” she said, “and if so, I want him back.”

			Garser didn’t look pleased at her bringing that up; perhaps he’d been hoping the talk would go on to battle plans. He rested his elbows on the table, propping his chin on his knotted-together hands as he studied her.

			“How do you propose we do that?” he said. “I have no doubt Alth will enjoy having one more advantage to hold over our heads, so Kovir might well be a prisoner, but why should Alth release him?”

			“We’ll trade that woman for him. I’ll row a boat over to Princeps and if they give me proof they have Kovir alive, we can—”

			“No, we can’t. That woman is the only shield we have, and I’m under orders not to release her unless we have no choice but to do so.” His eyes glittered like crushed ice. “I’m sorry for Kovir, but he’s only one person. We do what’s best for the majority, even if individuals pay a price for it.”

			Lera felt as though all the air had been sucked out of the room, leaving her with her mouth half-open as she struggled to react. That was what she had said, and the bastard used it against her.

			“So our best option is a preemptive strike,” Garser went on, addressing his officers as if she hadn’t still been on her feet. “We need to—”

			“Captain.” Lera was furious, but someone else’s life hanging in the balance focused the anger, helped her find the one argument which would work under those circumstances. The other officers looked uncomfortable, but she ignored them.

			“If Seawatch finds out you coerced a seventeen-year-old operative of theirs into a dangerous mission where he was captured, tortured and murdered, no one in Dagran waters will be safe,” she said. “Don’t imagine the Treaty will protect you either. You won’t see what happens below the surface, where there are anchor lines and hulls. Let him die, and Seawatch will repay you a thousandfold.”

			A direct challenge was bad enough without her remaining there, so she made her way to the door in the resulting silence. The steward only seemed to shake off his stunned immobility at the last moment to open the door. “Let me know when you decide what to do,” she said, and walked out.

			Back in her cabin, she took off her coat, because she was sweating beneath her shirt. As what felt like hours went by, gooseprickles covered her skin. What if she’d miscalculated? Wrapping her arms around herself, she sat on the iron-banded chest, trying not to look at Kovir’s empty hammock. She didn’t know how the word “tortured” had slipped out when she’d issued her warning to Garser, but she wished she’d never thought of it.

			The door opened. Light from a lantern in the passage glanced off Garser’s shoulders, gleaming on his hair and the polished buttons of his uniform.

			“We’ll wait until morning,” he said. “Then you’re free to row across to Princeps—if you want to take the risk with a shark in the water. Once you return, we’ll decide what to do next.”

			Lera could only hope he was telling the truth about the last part, and wouldn’t launch the attack the moment she set off. She forced herself to thank him. He closed the door without another word, and his heavy footsteps headed towards his cabin.

			She wanted to sleep, because if there was going to be battle the next day she needed all the rest she could get. Her shoulders were knotted and her legs felt like anchors as she trudged over to her hammock, but a quiet knock made her turn. When she opened the door, Jason was outside, a steaming mug in each hand.

			“Thought you could use something to drink,” he said.

			Lera took the mug gratefully, wrapping her cold fingers around it. “Thank you.”

			“I heard about Kovir.” He glanced in the direction of Garser’s door as if to make sure it was closed. “If you need someone to go with you to Princeps, I’ll come.”

			Not for the first time, Lera thought he had guts for a landbounder. And Unity knew she could use someone’s help, though if the shark still seemed to be behaving erratically the next day, there was no point in risking both their lives.

			“Meet me on the deck at morning,” she said. Jason left, and she drank her tea, wishing she could have asked him to sleep with her—just to sleep, so she wouldn’t feel alone. But even if she had been willing to relent to that extent, it wouldn’t have seemed right when she didn’t know what Kovir was going through.

			She dozed for a few hours, woke before dawn and was on the deck shortly afterwards. Loosening her saber in its scabbard, she watched a half-circle of light edge over the horizon into the east, over Denalay. Thankfully there was no sign of the shark, and the officer of the watch told her they’d seen nothing untoward during the night. Jason climbed up the ladder to the deck.

			“Ready to go?” he said.

			It was well past six bells by then, so Lera nodded, hoping desperately that Garser would wait for their return. Having Jason with her would make no difference if Garser wanted to launch the attack, since Jason had already fulfilled his role in identifying Richard Alth and was probably more expendable than Kovir as a result.

			“Sir,” the officer of the watch called out.

			Me? Lera thought, but the tone of his voice had her moving at once, pushing past the deckhands to join him. He handed her a spyglass and told one of the men to pass the word for the captain.

			Lera put the glass to her eye and focused. A dark speck moved away from Princeps, heading towards them, but the shape wasn’t Kovir. It drew closer and she made it out—a rowboat with two men inside.

			She handed the spyglass back and watched the sea almost as tensely as she kept an eye on the rowboat sculling closer, because the last thing they needed was the shark making an appearance. Garser reached the quarterdeck and told the officer to run up warning colors. Of course, she thought, if Alth was in possession of tons of explosives, who was to say some of those couldn’t be on the approaching boat?

			A red-and-black flag went up, and the two men in the boat stopped sculling. One stood and cupped both hands around his mouth.

			“Captain Garser!” His voice carried faintly across the distance between them—the wind was against him. “Lord Richard Alth has something belonging to you.”

			Garser ordered a boat to be let down. “No need for you to go, Captain Vanze,” he said, though Lera thought that was because most of the crew who weren’t on duty were watching, so it would have looked odd if he’d sent a foreign woman to run his errands. She waited tensely while two of Nemesis’s deckhands rowed out, a midshipman at the prow of their boat, and the sailors from Princeps tossed a small bundle over.

			Her stomach turned over. Neither blood nor mangled bodies frightened her, but she didn’t want to see what was in that bundle.

			The rowboat returned, and no one on deck spoke as the midshipman climbed aboard. Lera watched him approach with the bundle under his arm, telling herself it was flattened, not the shape of a head at all.

			“Stay back.” Garser spread an arm before her. “Mr. Luett, stop. Put it on the deck.”

			The midshipman seemed only too happy to comply, and he got well clear as Garser approached. The bundle had been tied with string, so Garser drew a dagger and cut through the knot before he knelt to open the canvas. He did that with finger and thumb, tensed to pull back the moment something happened, and Lera fought an urge to close her eyes.

			There was a soft sigh of expelled breath from the men nearest to him. Lera pushed forward as Garser rose slowly to his feet.

			On the canvas lay a smashed glass mask and thick gloves made of a smooth dappled hide. The fingers of each lay scattered where they had been cut off.

			Turning, Garser shouted across to the sailors from Princeps. “What does Lord Richard want?”

			“His betrothed.” Despite the wind, Lera heard their next words clearly. “He says you have till tonight to release her. Or he’ll send you some hands to fit into those.”

			Jason knew at once that Kovir wasn’t going to be released, no matter what concessions Garser made. Not even if he handed the girl over.

			At first he wasn’t sure what made his conviction so strong, and then he looked at the gloves, the way each finger had been methodically severed. That. It was a petty yet vicious sign, done by a man who obviously enjoyed having the upper hand—bad choice of words there, he thought, but he was certain of it. Richard wasn’t likely to treat this trade of hostages as a business-as-usual transaction, something where both sides held true to their word.

			He had to warn Lera, but he couldn’t do so where anyone else might hear, because his suspicions would give Garser all the excuse he needed to leave Kovir to rot. Think, he told himself. There had to be a way out.

			The rowboat was on its way back to Princeps, oars stroking the water. Garser watched it for a moment longer, his face set and expressionless, then turned as if to make for the hatch. Jason moved forward.

			“Excuse me, Captain, but may I have a word with you?” he said. “In private?”

			Garser looked as though a leprous beggar had barred his way, but Jason felt sure he would have tossed even such a beggar a penny if he knew others were looking. For all his faults, open rudeness wasn’t one of them.

			“Make it brief.” He turned to his first officer. “Mr. Deldeon? In five minutes.”

			Jason had enough time on the way to the great cabin to compose his thoughts, and when the door shut behind the two of them, he got straight to the point. “May I speak to Meghan?”

			“The prisoner? Why?”

			“Because once we hand her over, we have no guarantee Alth will hold to his side of the bargain and free his hostage,” Jason said. Garser, not being a fool, was already thinking that, so they might as well get it out into the open. “But we might be able to work on her instead. If she has any influence over Alth, she might be able to secure Kovir’s release.”

			With a snort of what might have been tired contempt, Garser dropped into the nearest chair. “Have you forgotten she killed a man?”

			“No, but what does that have to—”

			“She’s a woman without honor or integrity, that’s what it’s got to do with this.”

			Jason never lost his temper, but he had never liked Garser either and he didn’t think before he replied. “With all due respect, Captain, I’m not sure either of us has a leg to stand on when criticizing someone else’s integrity.”

			Garser’s brows came together and he leaned forward. The shift in weight made his chair creak, but that was the only sound in the cabin.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” he said.

			Damn. Jason could have kicked himself. He cast about for some innocent explanation of what he had just said.

			“Answer me, Remerley.” There was an unpleasant undertone to Garser’s voice.

			No inspiration came to mind, leaving Jason with no choice except to tell the truth. Wonderful, he’d probably ruined any chance Kovir might have had.

			“I mean, you didn’t tell Captain Vanze you were married before you made advances on her,” he said evenly, bracing for the reaction.

			“And what concern is that of… Oh.” A slow grin touched Garser’s face and he lowered his voice as if to impart a confidence. “You want her. Don’t waste your time. That one couldn’t get warmed up if she was in a bathtub full of oysters with Arvane himself.”

			Jason realized his fingers were pressing hard into his palms—not in an attempt to control himself, but as if tightening into fists—and forced himself to stop. Picking a fight with Garser would be a very bad idea and certainly wouldn’t help anyone, though he longed to tell the man to keep both his hands and his insults off Lera. He thought of her standing in the shadows of the Velvet Court, looking out of a window with those grey eyes that were deeper than the sea and held so many secrets.

			Then he reminded himself he only had five minutes, most of which had probably been wasted. Before he could get the conversation back to the point, Garser went on.

			“As for my marital status, why is that relevant?” he said. “I wasn’t proposing to her. So don’t be an idealist, Remerley—my wife and I certainly aren’t.”

			“She knows you sleep with other women?” Jason couldn’t stop himself asking.

			Garser got up. “When I’ve been away from her for too long, yes. As long as I don’t catch the clap or tumble some naïve young thing who’ll come weeping to our door with a babe in arms, my wife doesn’t mind. She understands a man’s needs. And she knows that at the end of the day, she’s the woman I married and she’s the woman I want to come home to.”

			He pulled the door open and told the steward loitering outside to pass the word for one of the midshipmen. “Mr. Drale will take you to the brig,” he said to Jason. “Since you can’t be of any more use on the ship otherwise, you might as well talk to the prisoner—though I’ll bet good money nothing comes of it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a battle to plan.”

			Jason had never been in a ship’s hold before, for which he was grateful. The hull was as solid there as it was elsewhere, thick overlapping planks overlaid with copper on the outside, but as he climbed down the last ladder after Harry Drale, he was only too aware he was well below the waterline. One rent in the wood and copper was all the sea needed to come rushing in.

			Holding a lantern, Drale led the way through what seemed like a maze of crates, barrels and equipment. Jason followed, thinking that even the constant rumble of the engine sounded different here. He felt as though he were trapped in the whorls of a huge shell, hearing a whsh all around. A shell in which some slimy creature had died, he decided when he got his first whiff of the brig.

			A deckhand was stationed on duty outside, but he got up so Drale could unlock the barred door. Jason asked for the lantern and although Drale didn’t look happy about a potential weapon being anywhere near the prisoner, he surrendered it and relocked the door once Jason was inside. “Call me when he’s finished,” he told the deckhand, and left.

			The roof of the brig touched Jason’s hair, but benches had been bolted to the floor at either side, and he sat on the one that wasn’t occupied. The girl he’d seen before lay along the other, which was covered with a pallet to turn it into a makeshift bed. A threadbare sheet was draped over her.

			Jason wondered if she was sick, because her hair was matted and her eyes sunken. She didn’t seem to notice him, but he remembered how she’d fought off a sailor who’d been sent after her on the docks. Whether that had been due to luck and desperation or to cunning and skill, he was better off not underestimating her.

			“I’m Jason Remerley.” He introduced himself out of the force of long habit. “And you are?”

			A long moment passed before her eyes turned in his direction, and when she spoke, her voice sounded like sand falling. “Meghan Nucira.”

			Jason resisted an urge to put the back of his hand to her forehead and his fingers to her wrist for a pulse, partly because he didn’t have any rubbing alcohol and partly because she might not take too well to being touched by some stranger. “You’d probably prefer to be alone, so I’ll get to the point. We’re going to take you to Lord Richard Alth so he’ll—”

			“You’re handing me over to him?” Her head lifted off an elbow she’d bent in lieu of a pillow.

			“He’s holding a Denalait hostage. We need that hostage returned unharmed, because we have enough problems already without strained diplomatic relations. I realize Richard isn’t likely to live up to his side of the bargain once he has you back, but is there anything you could do to help? Would it make a difference if you talked to him?”

			Meghan sat up. The sheet fell to her waist and she clutched it, holding it to her chest although she was clothed.

			“You don’t know him at all, do you?” There was more animation in her voice now, but it was the sound of bitterness and dread. “He never listened to a word I said. No one did, so I suppose I couldn’t blame him, but—no, he wouldn’t give a toss. Please, I don’t want to be with him.”

			Wonderful, Jason thought. It could all be a performance, but if it was true, they’d be handing a girl over to be forced into marriage—at best.

			“You didn’t want to marry him?” he said.

			Meghan shook her head.

			“Forgive me for pressing the issue, but what was so unpalatable about marriage to him?” No matter how he had been treated, Jason knew someone from Richard’s social class would have fared much better—and despite being illegitimate, Meghan was descended from a long line of kings. He could understand not wanting to marry a criminal threatening to murder thousands of people, but her reaction suggested she had never wanted a union with a man who was well-bred, powerful and wealthy.

			Everything I wanted to be when I was younger, he thought.

			A deep breath left her, and she slumped back as if that air had been the only thing holding her upright. “My uncle arranged our betrothal, but I never wanted to. I…every time he touched me, it…” A raw flush rose in her face, and she was pale enough for him to see it clearly. Her last words came out in a rush. “I’d tell him we could, once we were married, but if you let him have me now, there won’t be anything to stop him. Please.”

			Jason steeled himself, though it wasn’t the first time a woman had begged for something he couldn’t give. Except Meghan hardly looked a woman—he’d be surprised if she was past eighteen. Maybe that was why her story sounded ever-so-slightly dramatic, as though she was trying to get an instinctive emotional response out of him.

			Or hell, it could have been because she had no other choice. If she didn’t want to be handed over to Richard, he couldn’t blame her for staking everything on an attempt to sway him. Though he knew a way to cut through all that.

			“Did you kill a man?” he said.

			Her head came up as if someone had yanked a hidden string, and the color died out of her face. Difficult even for him to read her eyes, but she didn’t drop her gaze as she answered.

			“I picked the lock with a knife I’d hidden and ran.” Her fingers were clenched so tightly on the sheet that the bones of her knuckles seemed about to burst through the skin. “He was on the deck when I climbed out. He grabbed at me and I kicked him in the knee. Then he fell on top of me, while I was holding the knife. So yes, he’s dead because of me.”

			Jason said nothing while he considered, but approaching footsteps sounded in the silence. Meghan’s head turned, though nothing was visible in the darkness of the hold.

			“If Captain Garser wanted me executed, I wouldn’t be begging you to help,” she said quietly. “I’m tired of all this. I just want to be left alone. But—”

			She stopped as a shadow slanted into the brig. Jason looked up to see Drale, who unlocked the brig door and stepped back. Lera came forward, a towel over one arm, a steaming pail in her hands and a stony expression nailed to her face.

			“What’s that for?” Jason said.

			“Captain Garser asked me to help clean her up.” Because I’m a woman, I suppose, were the unspoken words he heard. “So it won’t look like she’s been badly treated on board.”

			“I’m not going to wash,” Meghan said flatly.

			“I don’t recall asking you.”

			“I’m not going to.” She shifted on the pallet, shuffling away so she was as far from the brig door as possible, and looked at Jason. “Don’t you understand?”

			Jason decided against pointing out that Richard could always force her to get cleaned up in preparation for having his way with her, but before he could think what to say to Lera, another deckhand appeared, carrying a bowl. The food smelled pungent with spice, and it made him realize he had missed breakfast, but Meghan’s face crumpled into a grimace.

			“Oh, not more.” She closed her eyes. “Please take it away. Or eat it yourself, I don’t care.”

			“You might want to keep your strength up,” Jason said mildly. She was too thin, though he wasn’t sure if it was her own doing or Garser making sure his prisoner wasn’t in any shape to run far if she escaped again.

			“I can’t eat it. There’s ginger in the sauce.”

			“You don’t like ginger?”

			She shrugged wearily, a twitch of one shoulder. “I could never eat it. Makes my mouth swell up.”

			Lera tapped one toe on the floor. “This water’s not getting any hotter.” She turned to Drale. “What are you going to do—strip her and hold her down while I scrub?”

			Drale looked as though that had definitely not been part of his job description, and Jason stepped into the breach. “Lera—I mean, Captain Vanze. May I speak to you alone?”

			She seemed quite willing to postpone the unpleasant duty, so she stepped out of the brig and Jason followed her. Behind him, he heard Drale relocking the door. He led Lera a little deeper into the hold but stopped when they could still see each other in the edge of the glow from the lanterns near the brig. The shadows on her face deepened her eyes and made the straight strong cheekbones stand out further—well, the one which wasn’t hidden beneath scar tissue.

			“We don’t have a choice about surrendering her to Richard,” he said, keeping his voice quiet, “but she implied he would rape her. I think we can do something about that, and if we’re sending her to his ship anyway, we might as well use it as an opportunity for a rescue.” If Kovir was still alive.

			She grasped what he was saying at once. “You mean send someone with her.”

			“Someone like you.” Jason knew Richard, as an aristocrat, might have been trained to wield a sword, but he would never have fought to defend his life. He would never have needed to. Pit him against Lera and she’d fillet him.

			Her teeth caught at a corner of her lip as she considered, but she shook her head. “It wouldn’t work. Even if I dressed like a Dagran woman and said I was her—her maidservant or something, the moment I opened my mouth he’d know. And if he had any sense in his head, he’d have me searched or throw me in the brig to be on the safe side.”

			“Oh, yes.” Jason grinned. “But I have another idea. I’m going to speak to Captain Garser, and I’ll be back as soon as he approves.”

			“Wait, what do I do until then? You said we could do something so he wouldn’t rape her. Do you mean leaving her filthy?”

			“Not at all. If the captain agrees with my suggestion, I’d like you to clean her up. Make her look almost as good as you do.”

			The surprise on her face was enough to keep him smiling, albeit inwardly, as he hurried up the ladders to the upper decks and Garser’s cabin.

			The room was warm and dry and blurred.

			Kovir realized he’d opened his eyes without doing what he was supposed to do, which was pretend unconsciousness while he learned as much as possible about his surroundings. Years of training seemed to have deserted him, because all he could think about was how thirsty he was. He might have been in an oven that had baked him like a biscuit.

			Perhaps he actually was in one, since what little he could see of the room around him was dim and featureless. He blinked, but no water came into sight, so he tried to sit up.

			That was when he felt the ropes around his wrists.

			Suddenly thirst was the least of his problems, because a jolt of fear cleared everything else from his mind. Two sets of ropes were stretched tight over the bunk, winding around his ankles and wrists so he couldn’t move them at all. Worse, he was naked. Despite the sheet covering him, he had never felt so vulnerable in his life.

			He turned his head as far as he could, and something on the floor beside the bunk caught his eye. Thank the Unity, his watersuit lay in a crumpled heap, the rebreather tossed beside it. His relief didn’t last long, though, because he could hardly get up to dress. And his left arm hurt so badly he couldn’t have pulled the watersuit on in any case.

			Lying still, he stared at the ceiling and thought of the shark.

			She wasn’t hurt. That was good, and he thought he felt a little flare of happiness from her side of the link as she sensed his presence. Or it could have been the fever making him imagine things.

			He sank from touch to hold and saw where she was—swimming in wide, dogged circles around Nemesis. She’d fed while he had been lying unconscious, because there was a comfortable fullness in her belly, but it was clear she didn’t know what to do and had fallen back on a steady but useless patrol formation.

			At least he still had her. Though he couldn’t think what to do with her. He was on one of the lower decks of a ship, he could tell from the slight rocking of the bunk, so the shark certainly couldn’t help. Even if he locked with her, it wasn’t as if he and Captain Vanze had worked out a system of communication in advance—like, leap three times out of the water if Kovir Stripe Caller has been captured on his mission.

			He supposed all he could do was rest and wait to see what his captors had planned. It could have been worse. If he’d been on a pirate galley, he’d have been looking for the nearest sharp object, either to fight his way out or cut his own throat, whichever was easier.

			Footsteps in the distance grew steadily closer. Kovir thought about faking unconsciousness, but he was thirsty, and he’d learned enough about his surroundings. He glanced up as a man came into sight.

			The man wore a white apron that had clearly been stained and washed many times over, and he carried a lantern. From the way the apron’s pockets sagged, Kovir guessed there was something heavy in them, probably medical instruments. He licked his lips, which were dry and cracked.

			“May I have some water?” he said.

			The man hung the lantern from a jutting peg, then put the back of his hand to Kovir’s forehead before lifting his eyelids. Definitely the doctor, Kovir thought, trying not to imagine apple cider so cold the glass would be coated in dew.

			Finally the doctor glanced in the direction he’d come from before he went out of sight. Kovir heard the slosh of liquid, followed by a metallic clinking as if something was being stirred. Then a tumbler was held to his mouth, and the doctor lifted Kovir’s head enough that he could drink. The water tasted slightly bitter and he guessed there was a drug in it, but he was too thirsty to care. Besides, if the Dagrans wanted him drugged, they didn’t need his cooperation to do it.

			“Thank you,” he said when the tumbler was empty. He was still exhausted and far too warm, but at least his tongue didn’t feel too swollen for his mouth.

			Without a word, the doctor left. Kovir felt uneasy. He didn’t expect conversation, but it was strange to be treated without a word. Though maybe the doctor was like Dr. Berl on Checkmate; everyone had said she was mute.

			A door creaked open. “Pass the word for Mr. Voyjole,” he heard the doctor say.

			All right, not mute. Just not talking to him. Probably under orders not to speak to a prisoner. Though it was odd how the doctor hadn’t asked for an officer.

			Moments later another man spoke, his voice too muted for the words to be made out, and the heavy tread of boots made a floorboard creak. The man who approached was older than the doctor, his hair more silver than iron. Deep lines scored his forehead and ran down either side of his nose.

			“I’m Franklin Voyjole, the master of this ship,” he said.

			Kovir knew the protocol for interacting with pirates if taken prisoner—say nothing—but being captured by Dagrans was new. If he told this Voyjole who he was, would they reconsider harming him? He was a Denalait, after all. Surely if they did anything to him, there would be some sort of political consequences.

			Such as what, exactly? He couldn’t see the Council of Eyes and Voices taking drastic measures for one person, a Seawatch operative who hadn’t even been under official orders when he’d been taken prisoner. Worse, his captors were the Dagran equivalent of pirates. If they defied their own rulers, they weren’t likely to be impressed by a foreign government, and if they were planning to kill thousands of their own people…

			No, he wasn’t going to follow that line of thought. But he wasn’t going to say a word either. If they knew he was Denalait—and his accent might give it away, even if his answers didn’t—they might figure out he had a shark. Then they might try to kill his shark if she surfaced nearby. He couldn’t let her be hurt.

			“Who are you and what were you doing near our ship?” Voyjole said.

			Kovir dropped his gaze and noticed the longsword hanging from Voyjole’s right hip. Aside from that, Voyjole didn’t look much of a sailor—he was too well dressed, in sharply creased trousers and a dark jacket against which a chain gleamed. Kovir wished more than ever that he had some clothes on.

			Voyjole’s voice hardened. “You want to start talking before Lord Richard arrives. He’s not going to be patient with you.”

			Hands slapped down into Kovir’s line of sight, holding the edge of the bunk in a tight grip, and before he could control his instinctive reaction he glanced up. Voyjole all but leaned over him, brows drawn together over deep-set brown eyes.

			“I know something’s wrong here.” His voice was low and intent. “And if it’s so obvious I know it, Lord Richard will do whatever it takes to get to the bottom of this. Do you understand what I’m saying? Nemesis wouldn’t just send over some…boy, and I’ve never seen a tattoo like that.”

			He let go of the bunk and prodded the rebreather with the toe of one boot. “For that matter, I’ve never seen this kind of equipment either. Were you trying to fix some kind of detonation device to the hull?”

			Kovir swallowed but didn’t answer.

			Voyjole waited, then pulled at the chain which hung across his jacket front. A watch landed in his palm and he flipped it open. There was a soft decisive click as he closed it.

			“You don’t have much time,” he said more quietly. “Lord Richard will be here at any moment.”

			Kovir said nothing. If that was the case, he needed to mentally prepare himself for what would happen, and the sooner Voyjole stopped talking, the better.

			Shaking his head, Voyjole dropped into a nearby chair. Taking a pipe from an inner pocket, he filled it with sharp, jerky movements that scattered tobacco flakes on the floor. He lit a spill from the lantern and a thin cloud of fragrant bluish smoke rose into the air.

			Kovir closed his eyes and tried to ignore the dull pulse of pain in his arm. Rather than being uncomfortably warm, he felt chilled now, and he wondered if that was due to Voyjole’s warning or the onset of fever. Or both. He imagined slipping below the ocean’s surface, the waves closing over his head as he sank into a deep quiet place. If he could be there, far away from Princeps, he could stay calm and endure whatever happened.

			He would have liked to be locked with the shark, because she was both familiar and safe—though compared to the Dagran ship, a great white would have been safe—but if his mind was fused so closely with her senses, she would feel whatever he did. Being imprisoned and…and anything else was bad enough without inflicting it on her too. He hoped she would find her way back home.

			He thought about Whetstone. For years after he’d gone there for training, his parents had kept his room exactly as it had been when he’d left, but at some point they seemed to realize he wasn’t a little boy any longer. So the room had been cleaned out and Whetstone had become that much more of his home, the great underground complex with its echoing passageways and training pools. In a few months he would turn eighteen and be old enough to compete in the Tunnel Run, if he wanted to pit himself and his shark against other operatives.

			He thought about sex. He’d never actually had any, which was why he thought about it. Not many people in Whetstone reached his age without any experience in the matter—or if they did, they had more sense than to make anyone else aware of it—but he had always been too self-conscious and shy with the boys he was most attracted to. And now it was too late to do anything about that.

			No, he wasn’t going to remember anything else, although the backs of his eyes stung with longing. Or maybe all the smoke in the room had affected him. Yes, that was it.

			A door slammed in the distance. The chair creaked as Voyjole got up, and new footsteps approached the bunk.

			“My lord,” Voyjole said. Kovir opened his eyes.

			The man who stood nearby watching him was better dressed than Voyjole, but Kovir had been most alert for a weapon and the man—Richard Alth, he supposed—didn’t wear even a knife. He carried a long stick of smooth wood perhaps as thick as his thumb, and his gaze flickered over Kovir before he turned to Voyjole.

			“I received your message.” He smiled. “Good work. I knew I could depend on you.”

			“Thank you. But…”

			“What?”

			“He won’t answer anything I’ve asked him.”

			The smile faded. “Can he talk?”

			“The doctor says so.”

			“Then he’ll talk to me.” Alth turned to Kovir. “Won’t you?”

			Kovir didn’t think he could have spoken if he had wanted to. His throat was dry again and his stomach in a roil.

			Alth’s free hand flashed out, caught the sheet covering Kovir and whipped it off. Kovir flinched, then set his teeth. It didn’t matter if he was naked and unable to move. He wouldn’t let them get a sound out of him.

			Tossing the sheet aside, Alth moved to the foot of the bunk and swung the stick a little, like a pendulum. A leather loop around his wrist held it in place. “You can leave if you like, Voyjole,” he said without looking away from Kovir. “He won’t escape.”

			“When have I ever left?”

			Alth grinned. “Take a seat. This won’t last long.”

			Kovir’s heart thudded wildly. He forced himself to take measured breaths, trying to slow his pulse. Stay calm and think about someth—

			The stick whirred through the air and smashed into the soles of his feet.

			The impact drove through his body. He gasped, but the shock was so intense he couldn’t make any other sound. Instinctively he tried to draw his feet up, get them away, but the ropes only tightened around his ankles. He couldn’t move.

			“What were you trying to do to my ship?” Alth said.

			Kovir closed his eyes, fingers tightening in on themselves until his nails dug into his palms.

			The stick slammed home again.

			After Garser had heard Jason’s plan and approved it, Lera went to the galley for more hot water, though she didn’t resent it now. Besides, Lieutenant Drale carried the bucket, so as they wound their way through passages and climbed down ladders, her mind was on what would happen that night. A tense anticipation filled her.

			Drale unlocked the brig door and considerately turned his back. Lera had no intention of washing anyone who could do that for themselves—unless the person in question was a man who’d return the favor—so she put the bucket, brush and soap on the floor. The towel and clean clothes went on the bench.

			“How old are you?” she said to Meghan, who was eyeing the preparations with distaste.

			“Nineteen.”

			I was never nineteen. She remembered a man asking her that question, and how she’d replied. She also remembered everything she’d lost because she’d lied. Fifteen, yes, and now thirty-one, but never nineteen.

			“Then you can clean yourself up.” She made herself as comfortable as possible on the bench. “Jason knows a way we might change Alth’s mind about tumbling you, but that’ll work best if you’re pretty.”

			Meghan looked more suspicious than ever, but she dragged herself off the pallet, shucked her filthy dress and washed. Lera had brought a comb as well, and after the girl had wrapped herself in a towel, she worked on untangling her hair.

			“How will you keep Richard away from me?” she said, peering up through dark curtains flanking either side of her face.

			“Jason will tell you when he gets here.” Lera had liked his plan when she’d heard it, although Garser had pointed out that once she was on Princeps, she’d be alone. But she could deal with that—the most important thing was to reach the ship, and Jason had figured out how to do so. He did have the most inventive mind when it came to deceiving people, though she appreciated it much more when she wasn’t the target.

			Meghan said nothing further and combed her hair until it fell sleekly over her shoulders. Lera thought she could have benefited from a few good meals, but the thinness made her blue eyes look bigger, like pools in her face, and with some clothes on, she’d look delicate and vulnerable rather than skinny. Though when she asked for the dress Lera had brought, the answer was not yet.

			“It’ll be easier if you’re not wearing anything,” Lera said. Meghan retreated into a corner of the cell, arms wrapped around herself, but thankfully Jason arrived and Drale let him in. He sat on the pallet and opened the lantern he carried so he could take the candle out.

			“What are you doing?” Meghan’s voice was thin and taut, like a wire drawn out finely.

			Jason took a stub of ginger root from a pocket, then produced something that glinted in the light—a needle, Lera saw. He held the tip in the flame.

			“I’m sorry,” he said gently, “because this will hurt. But I’ll tell you what we’re going to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Battle Flags

			As Richard had expected, it didn’t take long.

			Eight or nine was all it took—he wasn’t keeping count, but he hadn’t so much as worked up a sweat by the time their captured spy gave in and said he would answer. Voyjole offered Richard the single chair, but he waved the man back down. Voyjole was the one person Richard trusted, especially after Trevor had left him to run to the Council, which was why Voyjole had been given command of Princeps, and he hadn’t failed there.

			Now Richard listened while their spy confessed. Apparently he was a Denalait who’d been recruited by the Council to swim beneath Princeps and cut the fuse leading to the explosives. The Council had provided him with the equipment to do so and offered him a title if he succeeded.

			“Did you find the fuse?” Richard let the cane swing slowly from his wrist.

			The Denalait shook his head. Blood trickled from a corner of his mouth.

			Well, that at least was the truth. Richard beckoned to Voyjole and moved to a corner of the infirmary where they could have some privacy.

			“You believe it?” Richard asked him.

			The lines in Voyjole’s face might have been incised with a knife, and they grew deeper when he frowned. “A Denalait? I’ve never heard that accent before, so maybe… But why would the Council send all the way to Denalay for a diver?”

			“They wouldn’t need to.” Richard kept well abreast of any gossip or rumors about what was happening on the mainland, to stay forewarned. “There was a race between us and a pack of Denalait ships, ending at Snakestone a week or so ago. The Council wouldn’t have to look very far, and why not risk one of them instead?”

			“Mm.” Voyjole looked slightly less dubious. “How deep do you think they could dive?”

			“Not so deep.” Richard knew what he was getting at. He’d seen the spy’s bizarre equipment lying beside the bunk, and although he’d only been able to guess the function of some of it, he was certain no one could swim to the ocean bed, much less search around in the dark. “We’re fine.”

			He also found it convincing that the spy had needed a little persuasion to talk, rather than unloading the goods from the start, though Dr. Habeck seemed most displeased when he was finally permitted back into the infirmary. He went over to the single occupied bunk at once, then came back requesting permission to undo the ropes before he began treatment, since his patient could no longer move, let alone escape.

			Richard shrugged his assent, though he didn’t know why the doctor bothered. Medical attention paid to a spy sniffing around the ship—not to mention stupid enough to be caught—would be a waste of time and resources, because such a spy deserved to be killed.

			But he didn’t plan on doing so until he had Meghan back, and soon enough, a deckhand came down to tell him Nemesis had raised another flag. “White, sir. I mean—white, m’lord.”

			“Thought so.” Not that Richard intended to relax his guard. “Let me know when they send her over.”

			He didn’t have a room of his own on Princeps, but he was always welcome to use Voyjole’s quarters. That cabin even had a few valuables spirited from his house before the Council’s army had seized it. Antique greatswords crossed over one wall and a portrait of Lady Lorna Alth hung from another. Richard ate a belated lunch in the sunlight from a window facing Nemesis, then made himself comfortable with a glass of brandy and his feet propped up as he watched the warship in the distance.

			The moment Meghan was on board, he decided as he sipped his brandy, they would weigh anchor and get the hell out of the way of the wave. No, better to wait until dark so no one on Nemesis would be alerted. By tomorrow morning, they would both be quite safe.

			Without intending to, he dozed off, probably due to the meal, the brandy and the comfortable spot in the sunshine. When he woke, the sun was setting and he had a crick in his neck to match his mood. What the hell? Obviously Meghan hadn’t been handed over yet, but what did the captain of Nemesis think he was playing at?

			He considered asking the spy if he’d seen Meghan or overheard anything about her, but when he got to the infirmary, Dr. Habeck stopped him at the door and said he’d had to administer painkillers. As a result, his patient wasn’t sufficiently lucid to answer any more questions. Richard would have liked to use the cane on him as well, but a good physician was too valuable to antagonize, so he had to leave.

			Voyjole clambered down the ladder at the other end of the passageway and saw him. “My lord, a boat from Nemesis.”

			Richard hurried up to the deck, though he was careful to stay behind Voyjole—not because he wanted to, but because Voyjole took his duty as a personal bodyguard very seriously. He had been in service to the Alth family since before Richard could crawl, and seemed quite content to do so for the rest of his life.

			The boat inched towards them, though a look through a telescope showed a single person inside, rowing at a glacial pace. Evening had fallen, so he couldn’t make out any details, and the boat didn’t carry a single lantern. He stayed well back from the gunwale. The Council had explosives too, and if they were prepared to send a Denalait diver, he wouldn’t put it past them to order someone on a suicide mission.

			“That’s close enough!” Voyjole shouted. The splash of oars in water stopped.

			“Richard?” The voice was drained, but still sweet and feminine and oh so familiar. Richard’s heart leapt.

			“Is she alone?” he said. From a distance it had looked that way, but he had to be sure.

			Voyjole leaned over the rail, then nodded. Richard couldn’t help smiling. The captain of Nemesis didn’t want to risk any more of his men being taken prisoner, but that made it even easier. It was a pity Meghan had had to row all the way on her own, but she was finally with him.

			He ordered a rope ladder dropped and sent two men down to secure the boat before it was winched up. As she reached the gunwale, he was there to clasp her hands, welcoming her aboard, and a spontaneous cheer went up from the crew.

			Meghan all but flinched from the sound, and he reminded himself that she was still suffering the effects of her long ill-treatment. She certainly hadn’t been fed too well for the past month. But she was almost as beautiful as he remembered, and being close to her made his blood grow warm.

			She glanced around as if taking in what she could see of the ship, then looked back over her shoulder. “What are they doing?”

			“The men? Pulling the boat up.”

			“No, it’s to take Kovir back to Nemesis.” She slipped her hands free of his. “Isn’t he here?”

			Richard supposed she meant the spy. “Unfortunately he’s not yet well enough to leave. There must have been a malfunction of the equipment they sent with him, because he was in a deplorable condition when we found him. Once he’s recovered, we’ll send him over, don’t worry.”

			Meghan said nothing, and her gaze was guarded. That wasn’t a good sign—didn’t she believe him? Though whether she did or not, it hardly mattered. She was his now, which was the most important thing.

			“Come.” He put an arm around her shoulders. “You must be hungry and it’s nearly time for supper. You can wash belowdecks.”

			She went with him obediently enough but asked for some privacy while she was washing. Richard waited outside impatiently, distracted only when Voyjole climbed down the ladder.

			“No response from Nemesis, is there?” he said.

			Voyjole shook his head. “My lord, may I speak freely?”

			“By all means.”

			“I think you should release the Denalait.”

			Richard had been taught from an early age that rolling his eyes was rude, which was the only reason he didn’t do so. “A spy who might have sabotaged this ship?”

			“He’s hardly likely to conduct any more sabotage for a little while,” Voyjole said dryly. “And the terms of the agreement were—”

			“I know what the terms were.” It wasn’t as though he’d suffered memory loss. “But I don’t see why I should honor any conditions the Council’s lackeys imposed on me.”

			Voyjole didn’t look convinced, so Richard cast about for something the man couldn’t argue with. “I mean, did you see the state of her?” He pointed at the closed door for emphasis. “The woman I was to marry, and she looks half-starved. Do you really want me to give in to people who would treat her that way?”

			“No, definitely not.” Voyjole hesitated. “But if we don’t release him, Nemesis might attack.”

			“They’ll attack no matter what we do. Besides, if they expect him to be returned, they’ll probably wait until daylight.” And he’d make certain their spy’s head was in the first cannon Princeps fired back, but there was no need to tell Voyjole so.

			Voyjole nodded slowly. “I see. I apologize, my lord.”

			“No harm done,” Richard said. “Go let the cook know Lady Meghan and I will be ready for our supper in perhaps half an hour, would you? Oh, and have a guard posted at the infirmary.” He didn’t think the spy would be able to walk out anytime soon—he’d been thorough in that regard—but there was no harm in being careful.

			“Yes, my lord.” Voyjole left, and Richard knocked to let Meghan know he was coming in. He had a great many plans for the night.

			“Don’t you like the beef?” It bothered Richard that she wasn’t eating, especially since she’d lost weight in the three years since he’d last seen her. “If the cook hasn’t simmered it to your taste, I can let him know. I can let him know at once.”

			“It’s delicious,” Meghan said.

			Staring down at her plate as if concentrating on it, she took a few small bites. Across the white-draped table, Richard watched her, trying not to make it obvious he was doing so. It occurred to him that this was the first time the two of them had shared a meal alone together, rather than always being in the presence of her family. Of course, there were three mess boys, but they were there to wait on him and Meghan.

			He thought of what else the two of them might share that night, though she was clearly ill-at-ease. He didn’t indulge other people’s weaknesses, but somehow Meghan was different, had always been different. There had to be something he could do to calm her, coax her to smile, make her want him as much as he wanted her.

			“I’m sorry.” He laid his fork down on his empty plate. “You clearly haven’t recovered from what those animals did to you.”

			“No.”

			“But you’ll mend faster if you eat.”

			She glanced up at him. The sapphire-blue eyes looked lovely behind long dark lashes, but there was something wary in the look. “Isn’t anyone joining us?”

			“Such as?”

			“I don’t know. The captain of the ship?”

			Richard wouldn’t have shared her with the Benevolent Ones, let alone Princeps’s former captain. “He was replaced.”

			Meghan laid her fork down too. “By you?”

			“No, by Voyjole.”

			“Oh?” Her brows went up.

			“You seem surprised.” Richard had no interest in discussing the captain, but that was the first sign of animation she’d shown since their supper had begun. He wished he could tell what was going on in her head, find the lock there and figure out what key to use in it.

			She shrugged. Despite the thinnness of her shoulders, the gesture was graceful, rolling beneath the linen of her dress. “I was…under the impression you would shoulder the responsibilities of command yourself. Voyjole doesn’t have any specific experience on a ship, does he?”

			“No, but his loyalty to me is unquestioned.” Besides, Richard was needed elsewhere, not that he planned to tell her so. After Trevor had run to the Council to sell his secrets, he was careful. “As is yours, I hope.”

			“After you secured my freedom?” Meghan touched her napkin to the corners of her mouth. “But, Richard, may I speak frankly?”

			“Please do.” He refilled their glasses. “I don’t need a shrinking violet for a wife. When we’re alone, I want you to feel you can say whatever you like to me.”

			She relaxed a little. “In that case, I don’t understand why you’re doing this. Fighting the Council is one thing—they deserve whatever they get. But the common people don’t.”

			Richard smiled and sipped his wine. That was more like what he’d hoped to see from her, though in the back of his mind a small voice whispered that the reason she cared about the common people was because legally, she was one. He ignored that. Even with the stigma of illegitimacy on her, she was descended from a line of kings.

			“No, they don’t,” he said. “You’re quite right. They didn’t ask to be drowned or to have their homes destroyed.” If anyone tried to confront him with the horror of the catastrophe he’d be forced to cause, he’d have thought of it all first, and spent some time coming to terms with the effects of his actions.

			“Then why?” Meghan said.

			“You know I asked for a position on the Council?”

			She nodded. “They refused you.”

			Richard hadn’t expected it would be easy to win over the Council, but he’d hoped for a little more agreement. He’d spent months thinking it through, had rehearsed his speech for days, and it had all been useless.

			“I told them a truth they didn’t want to face,” he said. “We’re in an age of industry that gives us an edge, and we need to draw ahead of our rivals. Perhaps ensure we have no rivals. Instead, we’re supplying other lands with technology.”

			The Council had debated it while he’d listened in frustration. Eventually they had decided Dagre’s scientific prowess would always be that much superior to any other land’s, so there was no need to do anything different. Frederick Locen had even told him the Iternans and Bleakhaveners had no interest in challenging Dagre on a technological level, as if he didn’t know it already.

			Meghan listened as he recounted that. “But the reason they don’t feel any need to compete with us is because they have magic,” she said.

			“Exactly. Do we want to risk their magic becoming superior? Why not make certain they can never threaten us, and do so at a time of our choosing? As for the other lands, well, the recent civil war in Lunacy was triggered because some idiot sold them cannons.”

			“Isn’t there some policy against doing so?”

			“You would think so, wouldn’t you? Sacrificing our future to such short-term gains isn’t merely stupid, it’s criminal. But when I said so, the Council threw their metaphorical hands in the air and said it was done.”

			As far as Richard was concerned, selling devices or schematics to potential rivals was, at the very least, setting a bad precedent. At worst, it was a disaster waiting to happen. He wasn’t happy that Denalay had steamships thanks to the Council’s stupidity, either, but the seafarers weren’t as much of a threat.

			“Did the Council justify themselves in any way other than the money?” Meghan asked.

			“Something about building diplomatic relations and trading partnerships.” Which was ridiculous, because the Denalaits and Lunatics didn’t have anything a tenth that value to offer in trade. “But at that point I knew the Council and I had very different futures in mind. They saw one where there would always be five lands which never made war on each other, thanks to a piece of paper.”

			Her brows arched. “And what do you see?”

			Times of transition, seasons of change, and the gods themselves cannot stand against the wind that moves the world. Richard had read that so long ago he couldn’t remember where, but it had always remained in his memory. If it was a prophecy, he liked to imagine what—or who—the wind might be.

			“A handful of very different lands can never be as strong as an undivided whole,” he said. History had taught them that with the Infestation, when the five lands had come together for the first and last time against their common enemy. It shouldn’t be necessary to wait for a second such event.

			“The Dagran Empire.” Meghan caught on fast, though he’d always known she had an aptitude for politics. “You certainly don’t think small.”

			Richard raised his glass to her and drank. Except when he’d hinted at that, one or two of the Council had asked what exactly he planned to do with the people of other lands, assuming their magic proved inferior to technology and they were defeated. Bleakhaveners, despite their physical dissimilarities, could interbreed with Dagrans, meaning a conquered population could be slowly absorbed and integrated into the greater whole. But Iternans weren’t fertile with anyone except other Iternans, so was he advocating genocide when it came to them?

			Richard would never have gone so far—he’d had mass exile in mind instead—but by then he knew it was a lost cause. Besides, the reason Robert Demeresna had survived to set up the Council in the first place was because of an Iternan sorcerer; no wonder he was so reluctant to raise a finger against them.

			“As for Bleakhaven, it’s not only small and resource-poor,” Robert had said, “it’s thousands of miles away and icebound. Unless we have weapons against snow, blizzards, thaws and people who are far more adapted to those conditions than we are, I don’t intend to order any incursions into Bleakhaven.”

			Anthony Yurchand had nodded. “Denalay is probably the only land which might be successfully brought into the Dagran fold, and I don’t believe that’s worth a war.”

			In hindsight, Richard thought he should have discussed ways to…increase Dagran territorial holdings…in one particular direction. But while he felt sure other lands wouldn’t be eager to enter a war, he had to anticipate the worst-case scenario. Just as he’d anticipated the Council’s moves—and he’d be proven right when Lunacy or Iternum rose in power. He only hoped it would happen in his lifetime.

			Meghan set her wine glass aside, still half-full, so Richard signaled the mess boys to serve dessert—his favorite, grilled peaches sprinkled with brown sugar. She didn’t seem to find it as appetizing, despite his encouraging her to try it.

			“But if you unleash the wave, the Council is even less likely to look with any favor on your request,” she said.

			“If there is a Council once the water drains away.” Though Richard had no real hope of even a tidal wave doing that much damage, because Dagre simply didn’t have much coastline in comparison to its inland regions. That was also why he didn’t consider Denalay a danger—it was a nation of seafarers. “Besides, after I’ve proven I’m a man of my word, what will they do if I threaten to cause another? Or if news spreads through the land that the Council knew about the wave? At least I’ll have shown how easily they can come under threat.”

			After that, he wasn’t sure. Even if he destabilized the Council and ensured they lost the people’s confidence, he couldn’t return to the mainland and hope to live for long. Hell, he didn’t even have any more explosives.

			But he had Meghan. It might not be the olden days where taking a bride could bring a thousand knights into his service, but he’d rather have Meghan than those thousand knights anyway. A thousand nights with her wouldn’t be enough, but he’d also have someone with whom he could share the burden, someone who could help him plan his next move. And he had the gold too, like a dowry. His spirits rose.

			“They’re not the only ones who can come under threat,” Meghan said. “What about you?”

			Was she concerned about him? He hoped that was so. “Don’t worry. I had plenty of time to plan our defenses, and if Captain Garser so much as fires a cannon, he knows what will happen.”

			“If he thinks blasting us out of the water is worth it…” She didn’t finish that. “One of his men is on your ship too.”

			For a cold moment Richard thought a saboteur—or worse, an assassin—had slipped aboard without anyone but Meghan seeing him. Then he realized who she was referring to. “He’s not one of Garser’s men, he’s a Denalait, and there’s a guard in the infirmary. He’s going nowhere.”

			That had clearly been the right thing to say, because the corners of her mouth turned up. “Good,” she said. “To our future, then.”

			Richard clinked his glass against hers and dismissed the mess boys. It looked as though he’d got her in a better mood, so as soon as the door had closed, he reached across the table to take her hand.

			“Do you know how long I’ve waited for you?” he said.

			The smile left her face. “Richard, I’m quite tired—”

			“Then you’ll be more comfortable in bed.” Besides, for their first time he’d be quite satisfied if she just lay back. He could do the work, except with her it would be a pleasure. Getting to his feet, he tugged her hand until she did the same.

			“I thought we were going to wait until we were married,” she said.

			Richard stopped halfway to the bunk and turned to look at her. Her face was completely closed, blank except for the wariness in her eyes, and she certainly didn’t seem eager to be bedded.

			He didn’t understand. Her uncle had signed a marriage contract, making her his. But more to the point, there was everything they shared. They were both of blood and breeding, they both hated the Council, and he’d secured her freedom; she’d admitted that less than an hour ago.

			“Meghan?” He released her hand and kept his voice quiet, because he wanted to make matters clear to her, not frighten her. “Anyone would think you had no interest in the pleasures of physical intimacy. With me.”

			“It’s not that, truly.” She looked beyond him at the neatly made bunk. “I don’t feel well, and we have all the rest of our lives together.”

			“Our lives together start tonight.” He put his fingers to her forehead, and though she didn’t flinch, a visible tremor went through her. Fear? Desire, if she was playing hard to get? He couldn’t be sure, though he was certain she wasn’t fevered. “You’re not sick, are you? You’re not hurt in any way.”

			“It might be my time of the month.”

			That was a complication he hadn’t expected. But she didn’t sound too certain. Besides, even if the moon was red for her, he had no idea what might happen in the next few days. They had to take advantage of every hour, every moment together.

			“Well, that’s good,” he said. “I won’t be doing you a favor, then.” If she was this unenthusiastic about getting into bed with him, he doubted she’d be eager to bear his children.

			She didn’t seem to have heard him. Instead she stared at the bunk as if there was a spider in it, and Richard finally lost his patience.

			“Meghan, I didn’t think I’d have to remind you of everything I’ve done for your family.” His voice was harsher than he’d intended, though far from the only part of him that was hard. She was so beautiful in the candlelight. “I supported your uncle’s bid for your grandfather’s throne and lost my home as a result. At the very least, you owe me your respect and affection. I’m sorry to say I’m not seeing any of that.”

			A possibility occurred to him. “Was there someone else?” She looked at him then, apparently confused. “Another man. Are you scared I’ll find out you’re not a virgin?”

			“Benevolent Ones, no.” That came out so swiftly he knew it was spontaneous, something she hadn’t needed to think about because it was the truth. Her eyes were wide, and he tried to reassure her.

			“You were a prisoner for two years,” he said. “If they’d forced you, or if you had to barter your body for bread, I’d understand. The past doesn’t matter, not compared to what we have together.”

			Meghan passed her tongue over her lips, then seemed to come to a decision. Her glossy dark head lifted, and although she didn’t smile, she spoke more lightly.

			“You know,” she said, “I’m being silly. Or nervous. I still don’t feel well, but you’ll make me feel better.” Pulling at the cords on her bodice, she unlaced her dress down its front.

			“That’s more like it.” Richard drew the blanket back for her. He had waited for this longer than he’d ever waited for a woman, and a rush of need sang through his blood. “You’ll enjoy this, trust…”

			His voice died in his throat.

			Meghan pushed the dress off her shoulders. It slid down, sleeves crumpling around her wrists and the tight waistband preventing it from falling any farther, but the perfect skin he’d expected to see was marred. Small fluid-filled bumps speckled her belly and arms, dotted her breasts. They were too large and too angry a color to be blisters.

			His heart jerked as though a cold hand had reached into his chest. The last time he had seen his mother alive, before he’d been hustled away by servants trying to spare him, she’d had a rash of red spots across her face. Gods above. She said she felt sick, but not like this, not with—

			Meghan’s gaze dropped to her body and she gasped. “Is—is it the pox?”

			Richard jerked away so sharply his hip struck a cabinet, though he barely felt it. A candle fell, the flame hissing out on the floor.

			“Richard, don’t look at me like that! It’s not—not smallpox, is it?”

			He backed towards the door, unable to take his eyes off the horror of her. His chest ached as he fought not to breathe; the contagion was spread through the air too. And it would run like wildfire through his ship, wouldn’t it? The Council must have known, must have sent her to him like that. He’d touched her, he had to wash his hands, scrub them with lye, change his clothes, have those burned.

			“Stay there!” Reaching behind him, he twisted the doorknob and retreated over the threshold. “Stay there. I’ll send the doctor to—”

			“No!” Jerking the front of the dress up, she rushed forward. Richard tried to shove the door shut, but she reached it, and he sprang back rather than allow her to touch him.

			“Don’t shut me away!” she cried out. “Don’t lock me away like the Council did. Please, Richard. If this is the pox, take me where I can be treated, where they can watch in case I start bleeding from—everywhere. Please.”

			Richard took another few paces back, to give himself room to breathe. The air had turned to smoke, and sweat trickled down his spine, but his initial reaction—all right, call it what it was, outright panic—was fading. Should he take her to the infirmary? Even that short journey would expose more of his ship to her.

			But everyone nearby might have heard what she’d blurted out—she’d been almost as panicked as he had. The only way to keep fear from spreading faster than sickness through the ship was to assure the men that everything was under control. Did that mean locking her in his cabin or taking her to the infirmary?

			Maybe it wasn’t actually the pox, he thought hopefully. There were other, less lethal diseases which produced red blisters, and despite the ugliness of those, she wasn’t fevered. She wasn’t sweating or purple-flushed or any of the other horrible signs he was only too familiar with. Hell, he felt sicker than she probably did.

			Besides, now he saw the reason for her earlier reluctance. Rather than it having anything to do with him, she really had felt ill.

			“All right.” He swallowed. “All right, I’ll take you to the infirmary.” He’d have the doctor look him over too, and tell him what precautions were best to take. Thank the Benevolent Ones it hadn’t been dark in the cabin, or else he might have… “Put your dress back on.”

			Lera lay motionless. She felt the boat being hauled up and secured, and when that was done the two men climbed out. The thuds of their boots echoed into the dark, confined space where she was hidden below them.

			She held her breath in case they heard the slightly hollow sound, but nothing happened. Bringing her arms up, she began to open the false floor of the boat.

			The carpenters on Nemesis hadn’t used nails to secure those planks, because the noise as they were prised up might have alerted someone. Instead, the planks had been carefully set into grooves cut into the hull, and those grooves had been oiled so she could slide them out of the way with relative ease. She worked fast, but it still took her a long time to clear a wide enough space without making a sound.

			Wriggling out past the thwarts, she listened intently, but all she heard was the cluck and scratch of chickens nearby. Meghan had said Richard would be duty-bound to treat her with hospitality—at first—so during the meal she would try to find out where Kovir was. Then she would have herself escorted there, so Lera could take them both with her when she left Princeps.

			Lera waited for as long as she dared before she pulled herself up to the gunwale. Plenty of handholds, thanks to the taut ropes which ran back and forth from the boom, below the nearest sail, to a heavy block of pulleys. She had to turn sideways to slip between the ropes. It was dark by then, and the deck lit with an occasional lantern, but no one was in sight.

			She climbed over the rail. One of her feet slipped and she thudded to the deck.

			Immediately she heard someone coming in her direction. She put a foot on the edge of the chicken coop—thankfully it didn’t tip over, maybe there were a lot of hens—and climbed on top. That was enough for her to leap up and grab part of the rigging.

			The deck creaked softly as the man came closer. Below her, he paused a foot or two away, then headed for the gunwale. She’d be done for if he saw the boat, since she hadn’t replaced the boards.

			She let herself drop—straight down on him. That broke her fall and he crumpled to the deck. The thud was louder that time, and she could only hope no one had been near enough to hear.

			She wore her saber as always, but she’d taken a knife as well before she’d climbed into the boat and she pulled that blade. He was only dazed, but as his eyes focused she let him see the knife before she put the edge to his throat.

			“Call for help,” she said quietly, “and you’ll die. Where’s Meghan?”

			He stared at her blankly. She flicked a glance at his clothes, but she’d already guessed he was what Dagrans called an able seaman, not someone privy to the details of the captain’s doings. “Richard Alth’s woman. Where is she?”

			“The infirmary,” the man whispered.

			“Where is that?”

			He swallowed. “The deck below this one, towards the stern.”

			One last question. “Is anyone on guard?”

			He gave a jerky little nod. Lera hesitated, then drew her knife across his throat.

			She hadn’t really wanted to kill him, but she had no time to do anything else, and she couldn’t take the risk of leaving him alive. Her forearm slammed down on his neck to stanch the blood, and with a swift look around, she stripped off her coat. Over her shirt she pulled his tunic, and he wore a cap that hid her telltale hair. Other sentries might have been alerted by the splash of his body being heaved overboard, so she rolled it beneath the chicken coop instead.

			Cleaning off her knife on her pants, she went to the nearest hatch. She didn’t try to stay in the cover of the masts; she walked as if she had every right to go where she was going, and although she saw more men standing on watch at the prow and towards the stern, no one challenged her. She climbed down the ladder.

			Not for the first time, she hoped she could trust Meghan. It wasn’t as though the girl had been treated well by Garser, and while Meghan looked like a delicate waif, from what Lera had heard, she had a streak of self-preservation bordering on ruthlessness. She wasn’t entirely a safe person to depend on, in other words, and if she felt she had more to gain from Richard, Lera knew she might well be walking into a trap.

			But for Kovir’s sake, she had to do it.

			She started off down the passage, and a door opened just ahead of her. Before she could duck back around the turn in the passage, a man stepped out.

			In a fight for her life, Lera acted out of sheer instinct rather than stopping to think, and that gave her the advantage of speed against men who outmatched her otherwise. She took two swift strides forward, already turning her knife so the blade lay along her wrist and pointed to her elbow. The man’s eyes widened. Before he could react, her fist slammed into his face.

			Her fingers went numb, but the blow—weighted with her knife’s hilt—broke his nose and made his eyes roll up in his head. She caught him with her other arm before he could fall and lowered his body to the ground, then rubbed her right hand roughly, coaxing it back into a pins-and-needles ache that dulled and faded away.

			Lifting the man’s body was an effort, but she managed to get it across her shoulders. The crew of Princeps didn’t wear the kinds of uniforms she was used to, but the man’s clothes were much better than the deckhand’s, enough to tell he was an officer. Moving slowly because of his weight and keeping her head down, she headed for the infirmary.

			The man on watch saw her coming from a distance, but rather than raising the alarm he hurried forward to help her with her burden. One swift upward look was enough to show her he was much taller than she was, an eyepatch fixed like a black clot to his face.

			“Benevolent Ones!” he said. “What happened?”

			Lera plunged her knife into his belly—or tried to. She never knew if she’d given herself away by looking up or if the man’s reflexes had been too good, but he jerked back and the blade missed him. Before she could strike again, he turned on his heel and dashed into the infirmary.

			Lera dropped the officer’s body and bolted after him. She might have caught him, except another man wearing a stained apron was in the way. She slammed headlong into him. Surgical instruments scattered everywhere—so much for the element of surprise—and the man sprawled on the floor, but over the noise she heard Kovir shout for her hoarsely.

			The infirmary was what she had expected. Low-ceilinged, dim, cluttered with bunks and supplies and hammocks hanging from the rafters, the worst possible place to fight. But she knew where she was going. She shoved the knife into her belt, and her saber hissed from its scabbard as she sprang forward in the direction of Kovir’s voice.

			A third man she hadn’t seen before lunged at her from one side. Lera brought her saber up to parry, but the man had been an instant too fast. Something whistled through the air and struck her hand—a glancing blow, but still so hard she thought the bones had cracked. The saber flew out of her fingers and went spinning across the floor.

			Lera didn’t bother to draw her knife. The man’s weapon—a long wooden stick—gave him too much of a reach. She backed away fast. He came after her, pausing only to shout that it was all right, everything was under control, he had her. He drove her to a corner where there was nothing but a bunk.

			She leaped on the bunk and sprang up with all her strength, arms raised. Her fingers caught the edge of a rafter and her legs swung out in a kick, with all the momentum of her body behind it. One heel smashed solidly into the side of the man’s face and knocked him back, reeling.

			He hit a bulkhead and the stick fell from his hand. Lera let herself drop and rolled fast to avoid the man with the eyepatch, coming at her. Her body drove into his legs and he went down, but surged up to his feet. He’d pulled a long-bladed knife and had a large metal pan in his other hand as a makeshift shield as he came at her.

			He was experienced at fighting—he feinted, slashing in short quick arcs. When she tried a stab, the blade slid off the metal pan with a screech and she barely managed to dodge his counterstrike. Nearby she heard a heavy thud and ripping sounds, but farther away were shouts and running feet as more of the crew was alerted. Unity. She couldn’t fight them all. Holding Eyepatch off was difficult enough.

			“Captain!” Kovir’s voice was thick and nearly unrecognizable. “This way!”

			Lera spun on her heel and darted towards him. She only realized Eyepatch had thrown the metal pan when it slammed into the back of her knee and sent her sprawling, a few feet away from Kovir’s bunk. He lay on the floor beside it, curled around the remains of his sharksuit and the rebreather. Lera rolled over just as Eyepatch lunged at her.

			Kovir flung something at him.

			Small white beads flew through the air, but her first impression was of something burning; there was a strange, strong odor she’d never smelled before. Eyepatch jerked an arm up, shielding his face, but the beads clung like snow to cloth and flesh. Thin trails of vapor rose up where they landed. Kovir threw another handful and gasped in pain, dropping the smoking rag that had wrapped his hand.

			But he’d bought her enough time. She bolted to her feet, rebreather in hand, and swung it with all her strength. The cast-iron cylinder slammed into Eyepatch’s arm, driving him back. His head cracked on one of the slanting beams in the ceiling, and he slumped to the floor. Lera kicked him behind the ear for good measure and whirled around to face Kovir.

			“What was that?” she said.

			“The rebreather. Charlotte said—strong caustic inside—”

			Lera shushed him, because he hardly seemed to have the strength to speak. Now that she had a chance to see him clearly, her blood went cold. His expression didn’t betray anything—Seawatch to the end—but he wore only bandages wrapping his left arm, and blood soaked through those. His feet were swollen and discolored to the point where he couldn’t walk. He was in worse shape than she had expected.

			“What the hell happened to you?” she said.

			“Got caught.” He struggled to sit up, and she helped him. “Then—Alth used a stick—made me talk.”

			Lera’s temper exploded with more force than anything Dagre could have developed. She turned away from the bunk, stepped over Eyepatch’s body, and stopped when she saw the rest of the infirmary.

			She’d expected the ship’s crew to be swarming in, but the place was empty. Lanternlight gleamed off scalpels scattered over the floor, and from her saber held by Meghan as the girl leaned against a bulkhead. Across from her, the other man sat on the floor with his hands to either side of him.

			“Everything’s fine, Captain,” Meghan said calmly.

			Lera was panting, her body filmed with sweat. “Where’s the crew? I heard them—”

			“Yes, they came in here. But I explained how things currently stand, and they were most understanding of their role in ensuring Lord Richard’s well-being for the immediate future.”

			Her cool control of the situation almost took away what little breath Lera had remaining. For the first time she understood why the Council of Dagre might have distrusted a pawn of a girl enough to want her under lock and key. Quite apart from how other people might use her, she was dangerous enough on her own under the I’m-so-timid-and-frail act.

			Meghan cocked her head slightly. “By the way, I don’t think you’ve been introduced? Richard dear, this is Captain Lera Vanze of Denalay. Captain, this is Lord Richard Alth, baron of Ghosthawk Province.”

			“I figured that out,” Lera said. That was another thing about Dagre she didn’t understand and didn’t want to understand, the insistence on courtesy at the strangest times—albeit a courtesy that could cause frostbite.

			Richard Alth was finely dressed, which made her all the more furious when she thought of what he’d done to Kovir. One side of his face was reddened by her heel, but he didn’t look hurt otherwise, and he stared at her out of unblinking brown eyes. She saw the fallen stick, stamped on one end to send it spinning into the air, then caught it as she brought her knee up. There was a sharp crack, and Alth flinched when she flung the pieces at him.

			“You’re going to carry him,” she said to him. “Meghan, you’ll go first and make sure everyone stays well clear of us.”

			She yanked a sheet off a bunk and wrapped Kovir in it. If it bothered him to have been stripped, he didn’t show it, but Seawatch placed such emphasis on privacy that she couldn’t believe he was totally indifferent to it. Richard, at saber-point, crouched and slid his arms under Kovir’s shoulders and knees before he straightened up. Only then did Lera take the saber from Meghan, sheathing it before she stepped up close behind Richard. She clasped his shoulder with one hand and hooked her other arm around his neck so her knife was to his throat.

			“Walk,” she whispered against his ear. “Slowly. And I hope your crew sees that if I’m startled, my hand might jerk.”

			She felt the minute movement through the blade as he swallowed, but he obeyed her as they left the infirmary together. Meghan was ahead with two lanterns, but no one was in sight, the passage clear to the hatch after they stepped over the officer’s body outside.

			Mutters and creaks and furtive movements were all around, though. Lera didn’t pray to the Unity or to anyone else, but she hoped with all her heart that no one would take it into their heads to drop from above once they were topside. She pressed as close to Richard as if he had been her lover, so anyone putting an arrow in her back would likely kill him too.

			They finally reached the hatch and Meghan went up step by step. Once she called down that it was safe, Lera tapped Richard’s shoulder and he climbed up with the utmost care, probably guessing what she might do if he jostled or hurt Kovir any further. She followed, a shadow with a knife.

			None of the crew were on the deck, as she had expected; no dark shapes crouched in the rigging. That made her nervous. Surely they’d had time to plan something while she’d been making her way to the deck. Her upraised arm ached from holding the knife in the precise position she needed, indenting the soft flesh of his throat without actually drawing blood—yet—because some people panicked at the sight of their own blood.

			“Check the boat,” she said to Meghan.

			Meghan leaned over the gunwale, arms stretched wide along the rail since there were no ropes in the way, and finally turned. “I can’t see any…”

			Her voice trailed off as a man moved forward, out of the shadow cast by the foremast. Lera tensed, tightening her grip on Richard’s shoulder, but the man held his hands up to show they were empty. He was perhaps twenty years her senior, tall and silver-haired.

			“Meghan?” she said.

			“That’s Franklin Voyjole.” There was none of the mockery that had been in Meghan’s voice when she had performed introductions earlier, and she moved a little closer, watching Voyjole. He barely seemed to notice her; all his attention was on Lera.

			“Let him go,” he said. “If you want a hostage, you can have me. I’m not armed.”

			Nice try. “Order him to lower that boat,” she said to Richard.

			“Captain.” Kovir cut in. “If there are no nets…I want a more direct route.”

			Lera didn’t particularly like the idea of being towed through the water by a tiger shark, but it might be safer—especially if the crew of Princeps weren’t expecting it. “Are there nets? We can tell, so don’t bother lying.”

			“At the fore and aft.”

			There was a long pause during which she heard nothing louder than Richard’s quick breathing, but eventually Kovir told her it was safe and he was ready. “All right,” she said to Richard, “drop him overboard.”

			“What? Are you crazy? He’ll drown. And then you’ll use that as an excuse to kill me.”

			“I don’t need an excuse. Stop wasting my time and throw him overboard. Meghan, you go too.”

			“Yes, Captain,” Meghan said. Lera gave Richard’s shoulder a push, enough to propel him to the gunwale. She felt far too vulnerable with her back to Voyjole, although he would never get close enough before she heard him; he wore boots rather than the cloth-soled shoes she’d put on before she’d left Nemesis. But something about her surroundings seemed wrong and she couldn’t put her finger on what it was.

			Meghan climbed over easily and dropped with a splash. For all the girl’s faults, she knew when to shut up and do as she was told, which was more than could be said for Richard. “What are you going to do?” he said. “Swim back to that ship?”

			Lera moved the knife minutely, just enough to hurt. “Drop him over the side.”

			Richard grunted, though whether from pain or effort, she couldn’t tell. He lifted Kovir above the rail and let go.

			That’s done, then. Lera sneaked a glance over her shoulder, but Voyjole still stood nearly twenty feet away, watching them. She didn’t think she could knock Richard out and tip him over the side before Voyjole reached her, and towing an unconscious person safely back to Nemesis via a shark was chancy anyway, but killing him was always an option. Even if his men detonated the explosives in retaliation, she’d have demoralized them at the least.

			In the second before she could do it, she knew what was wrong. All the ropes that had run to the gunwale to hold the sail—where had they gone?

			She turned to see and there was a soft whsh as something heavy flew through the air. It grazed the side of her head. Lights exploded in her vision and she reeled against the gunwale. She felt Richard wrench free of her, and he was gone at once.

			If anyone ran towards her, she wouldn’t hear it through the ringing in her head and she couldn’t see clearly. She knew where the gunwale was, though. An instant later she threw herself over the side.

			The water swallowed her up, cold and rushing past her as she sank, but as she flailed her way back to the surface—still a little too panicked by that near-miss to swim properly—a hand closed around her arm. It dragged her below the waves at enough speed that she knew the shark was towing her, and she fought the urge to breathe. Thankfully Kovir made the shark surface before she could give in, and she gasped for air.

			“How badly are you hurt, Captain?” he said. “You’re bleeding.”

			They were far enough from Princeps that Lera saw nothing of either him or Meghan, though she could tell from the distance of his voice that the girl was holding her arm. “Must be my head.”

			Touching it gingerly, she hoped the blood didn’t attract more sharks—and that Kovir could keep his under control long enough. She knew exactly what someone on Princeps had flung at her—the block of pulleys which controlled the ropes, and which had swung on those loosened ropes like a huge, heavy pendulum. If that had cracked her on the back of the head…

			As it was, it took all her strength to keep her face above water as the shark swam on. She held on to Meghan’s hand, the only solid thing in the world, and tried not to think how dark and endlessly deep the water beneath her was.

			But Kovir took them the rest of the distance to Nemesis safely and the crew began a cheer. Released, the shark swam a dozen yards away.

			Abruptly it turned in a circle and lunged back at them. A wave of displaced water surged, pushing Lera against the unyielding solidity of the hull. In the lanternlight, she saw huge jaws gape open just above the water, and the cheers turned to a horrified silence.

			Meghan screamed but Lera couldn’t make a sound, much less move. She might have been dead already, trapped in a body so paralyzed with fear it wouldn’t respond. Her blood, the shark had smelled her blood and it came straight at them.

			“Stop it!” Kovir said.

			The jaws clashed shut. The shark spun and Kovir flung an arm out, pushing Lera back or shielding her, she wasn’t sure. One flick of a tailfin flung spray over them and the shark was gone. There was a frozen stillness on the deck.

			“I’m very sorry.” Kovir sounded drained, but he spoke with all his usual politeness. “She does that from time to time—she doesn’t really mean to bite.”

			“What, she was playing?” Meghan said shakily.

			“I suppose so. She missed me.”

			Lera managed to breathe again. “I’m so glad she missed us as well.” She looked up. “Someone throw us a line!”

			A cheer rose up from the watching men. Jason was too far behind them to see, but his heart leapt. The crew wasn’t likely to be so happy unless all three of them—Lera, Kovir and Meghan—had returned. Then the sound stopped abruptly and a scream rang out.

			Jason pushed forward, although that hadn’t sounded like Lera. Whatever had caused it, Kovir rapped out an order to stop and a sigh of relief rose from the crowd. A look from Garser made the gathered men draw away, making room as Lera climbed aboard. Blood trailed slowly from a cut on the side of her forehead, diluting in the water that dripped from her.

			“Someone needs to pull him up,” she said. “And carry him.”

			“Dr. Strant has been keeping the infirmary ready,” Garser told her, then called for a stretcher. Two of the men hauled Kovir up and Jason caught sight of him. Even in the poor light, it was clear how swollen his feet were.

			Meghan climbed up as the stretcher arrived, and Garser helped her over the gunwale. “Good work,” he said. “Clayton, take her back to the brig.”

			Meghan’s eyes widened and she drew back—or tried to, since Garser’s grip shifted to her arm. “I helped her save him—”

			“You have my word that your cooperation will be taken into account when we return home. For now, the brig.”

			Jason had to tamp down a pang of pity as the girl was led away and Kovir was carried to the infirmary. Lera followed the stretcher, and Jason supposed it would be crowded enough in the infirmary without him shouldering his way in as well.

			The crew had dispersed, heading for their stations or hammocks. He went to the galley, where the cook was boiling water. Once that was done, he got two mugs of steaming tea and carried them to Lera’s cabin.

			He figured that had been enough time for her to return and put on dry clothes, and he was right. She opened the door to his knock, and actually looked pleased when he gave her the tea.

			“Thank you.” Her forehead was bandaged with linen that looked very white beside her hair, but she didn’t seem hurt otherwise. “That’s just what I need.”

			Jason smiled, nudged the door shut and leaned against it. “How’s Kovir?”

			Lera sat on the iron-banded chest, but at the mention of Kovir, there was more metal in her eyes than on the chest. “He’s fevered and can’t use an arm. Which would be bad enough, but you saw what else that whoreson did to him? Dr. Strant says it might be weeks before he can walk normally.” She tightened her grip until Jason hoped the heavy ceramic of the mug would hold out, and stared into the rising steam. “I wish I’d killed him.”

			He supposed she meant Richard. “Came close?”

			Lera held up her thumb and forefinger, with perhaps enough space between them to slip the blade of her saber. “One of his men offered himself as a hostage instead. Voyjole, Meghan says he’s called. Then he managed to stop me just long enough.”

			Franklin Voyjole. Jason remembered him, a family retainer whose loyalty to the Alth estate was unquestioned. There was talk that when a neighboring landowner had secretly felled trees and poisoned sheep on some newly bought Alth meadows to make it look as though that ground was cursed, Voyjole had been sent after the landowner, who had barely survived. No, even twenty years after that incident, Jason didn’t think he was an easy man to defeat.

			“On top of that,” Lera went on, “Kovir said he didn’t find a fuse. I knew there couldn’t have been one and I said so, but he obeyed orders anyway.”

			Had Richard’s entire claim been a lie? Jason doubted that; it would have been too good to be true.

			“What’s Captain Garser going to do?” he said.

			“Attack. It’s not like we can stop Alth from detonating the explosives, wherever they are, so we might as well make him pay as dearly as possible for it. We’ll strike at dawn.”

			There didn’t seem to be much else to say, so he finished his tea. Lera took a long deep swallow of hers and sighed, slumping as if she’d been held up by knots that had all come loose at once.

			“Oh, that’s good.” She drank the rest of it. “Dr. Strant said he’d give Kovir a special treat, but I had to get out quickly when I heard what his idea of a treat was. Cookies with dead bugs in them.”

			“Really?” That seemed strange even for maritime conditions under which food might be scarce. “Wait, did he say squashed-fly biscuits?”

			Her brows went up. “Don’t tell me you’ve eaten those.”

			Jason stifled a laugh. “They’re biscuits with raisins in them. They look a bit like squashed flies, I suppose.”

			“Well, why didn’t he say so? I could have had a cookie to dip in this. I thought it was some kind of strange foreign food.”

			“In any case, we only eat flies on holy days.” He grinned at her expression. “I’m joking. We’re not that bizarre.”

			She pitched the empty mug at him and he caught it. “Funny. But stop it, because I want to ask you something.”

			“Yes?” Benevolent Ones help him, but his pulse beat a little faster at the change in her tone. She sounded—not serious, exactly, because she always seemed serious—but as if she had thought something through deeply and yet couldn’t be sure of her conclusion. He knew she wouldn’t ask him to spend the night with her, because she was obviously worn out and needed all the rest she could get before the battle. But just sleeping next to her, holding her, would have been good.

			“Will you stay belowdecks?” She pushed herself off the chest and stood up. “When we attack.”

			Jason frowned. “Why?”

			An exasperated look crossed her face. “Because you’re a civilian and you don’t know about ordinary fighting, let alone being on the deck of a warship during an engagement.” She sighed, and now she looked tired rather than annoyed. “But there’s more to it. I have a bad feeling about this.”

			Jason started to reply, then closed his mouth. Odd that she was so sensible and hard-as-nails most of the time, but would give in to a strange feeling now.

			She’d noticed his reaction, and she folded her arms stubbornly. “I’m not silly or superstitious—”

			“I never said you were—”

			“—but this is how I felt before Kovir got taken prisoner. We thought that would go smoothly and look what happened. I’m worried something will go wrong tomorrow as well.”

			Jason considered that, but not for long, because he was the last person in the world who could fault her for following a gut feeling. Besides, it touched him that she wanted him to be safe.

			“If it’s important to you, of course I will,” he said. “Probably just as well, because I never learned to swim. But this battle will go one of two ways. Either Nemesis will crush Princeps, given her far greater firepower, or Nemesis will be caught in the blast zone of the explosives, in which case it won’t matter where I am.”

			Lera frowned. “Everyone says ships above a tidal wave aren’t affected.”

			“Call me skeptical. I’m also half-suspicious that the only reason Princeps isn’t running is so they can lure us into a trap.”

			“What kind of trap could there be? I said I had a bad feeling, but I don’t think it’s got anything to do with Princeps. That ship will be caught between us and the island. And it’s not like you people have sea monsters at your command. No one could get near the hull without Kovir’s shark noticing.”

			Jason had to admit that was true, so he took the empty mugs back to the galley and then, on impulse, went to the infirmary. He walked in as quietly as he could, but although Kovir was lying on a bunk, he seemed wide awake and was watching the ceiling until he noticed Jason.

			“How are you?” Jason said. “I hope you got something for the pain.”

			Kovir’s shoulder twitched. His eyes had the bright glaze of fever and his left arm, heavily bandaged, lay on the sheet that covered him.

			“Numbing ointment on my feet and my arm.” His voice was listless. “I can’t afford to be sleepy.”

			Of course, because his shark might be needed in the battle. Jason sighed inwardly. As if everything the boy had gone through already wasn’t bad enough, he couldn’t even take laudanum and get some rest.

			“I’m sorry about what happened,” he said.

			Kovir frowned. “Why? You didn’t hurt me.”

			“I’m sorry because this isn’t your fight and it should never have happened to you.” He could see he wasn’t making matters any clearer, so he switched paths. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

			“No, but you can stay here if you have nowhere else to go.”

			Jason had the distinct impression the boy was taking pity on him—a landbound foreigner with no clearly defined role on the warship, who wasn’t making any sense into the bargain—but it was true he didn’t have anywhere else to go and he certainly couldn’t have slept. He sat on an empty bunk nearby. Kovir didn’t seem to need conversation any more than he needed company, because he kept staring up.

			There were neither windows nor an hourglass in the infirmary, so Jason had no idea how much time was passing. He stretched tiredly and leaned against the wall.

			“The wind’s changed,” Kovir said.

			“Oh?” Jason sat up, not knowing quite why he was doing so. Maybe because there had been the slightest flicker of excitement beneath the flatness of the boy’s voice.

			“The weather gauge.” Kovir’s eyes turned sideways to him. “They’re downwind of us, so they can’t alter course at will to attack. Captain Garser should move now.”

			“Is it dawn yet?”

			“It will be, soon enough.”

			Jason couldn’t be certain, but he thought the constant rumble of the engine below them was growing louder. Though the sound was drowned by the clink and rattle of equipment sliding as the ship began to turn. Kovir didn’t exactly smile, but the corners of his mouth moved a little.

			Oh yes, definitely louder. The engine was a muted roar, and Jason couldn’t help wishing he was on the deck to see the first—and hopefully last—naval battle of his life. Kovir was fortunate that way, being able to watch through his shark’s eyes.

			Overhead were more heavy grinding sounds. Jason glanced up reflexively, but he knew at once it was the cannons being readied, or heavy shot rolling across the deck. His heart thumped like an echo.

			“I suppose Captain Vanze will be topside,” he said.

			Kovir’s eyes were half-lidded and his voice distant, detached. “Don’t worry. She’s used to battles.”

			Far away, a drum sounded and a trumpet sang out in a call to arms. Jason heard the thud of feet and muffled calls as the crew moved into position. Dr. Strant and his aide entered, clanking surgical instruments on a table before they both looked askance at him.

			“Is there something we can do for you, Mr. Remerley?” Dr. Strant asked.

			“He’s taking care of me,” Kovir answered before Jason could say anything. Dr. Strant didn’t look as though he either liked or believed that reply, but he said nothing. Jason glanced at Kovir. Impossible as usual to read anything into the boy’s expression, but he knew Kovir was very well aware that after the Princeps incident, no one on Nemesis was going to refuse him any but the most outrageous demands.

			He was glad to stay, though. “What are they doing?”

			“Gunports open.” Kovir’s eyelids drifted shut. “Ours and theirs.” There was a distant, muffled sound of thunder. “They fired, but we’re not close enough yet. I think we have the longer guns too. Oh, they ran up a battle flag.”

			Nemesis turned again and moments later the cannons blasted overhead. The sound was so deep and powerful that Jason felt it in his bones. “Direct hit broadside,” Kovir said.

			Jason got to his feet, because he couldn’t remain sitting any longer. Something was…off. Richard Alth had picked his position well—safely beyond the Sea of Weeds, an island at his back so he couldn’t be taken by surprise—and he’d played most of his cards right. So why wasn’t he doing something clever like using those explosives? He had to see how outgunned he was, and he had to have planned for that eventuality.

			Again the thunder struck, but Jason pushed it out of his mind. The explosives were unlikely to be on the seabed, and since they didn’t float, they weren’t anywhere near the surface either. Or on Princeps, which would be suicide. That left…

			…the island? But what use could they possibly be there?

			“What the hell?” Kovir said.

			“What is it?” Jason said tensely.

			“Another ship. Sailed out from around the island—it’s coming up astern—”

			That time, when the thunder roared, Nemesis trembled. Everything down to the flames in the lanterns swayed slightly and Jason held on to a partitioning wall, but Dr. Strant shook his head. “That was a glancing blow,” he said. “Probably to divert our attention from Princeps. What’s the ship’s name, Kovir?”

			“Pelican. Flying the red as well.”

			So Richard had two ships. Jason wasn’t sure how Nemesis would fare against both of them, but that had almost distracted him from his line of thought. The island. Why would the explosives be there?

			He imagined the island, saw it in his mind’s eye as if he was about to paint it. The long, low eastern beach, pale in the dawn, sloping up to clusters of trees that in turn gave way to rocky hills. That was the heart of the island. From there the ridge of hills spread out to the south, wide rolling stretches of rock that rose and fell like dunes—or waves. Those ended in great grey cliffs that jutted out over the water at such a steep angle no ship would ever have sailed beneath them. One tap on the undersurface of those cliffs might be all they needed to come…crashing…down.

			“That’s where they are,” he said, turning to Kovir. “The explosives. You couldn’t find them in the sea because they’re on the island, somewhere on those cliffs to the south. No, not on them. Buried deep enough that when they’re detonated, they’ll split the entire cliff off from the island.”

			“But what would that…” Dr. Strant stopped and Jason knew he’d figured it out too.

			“What anything entering the sea does.” Kovir’s eyes opened, but alone among them he sounded completely calm. “It displaces its own volume of water. And the faster it enters, the more of a splash—except in this case, the splash will be a wave—”

			The cannons thundered out again, this time from both sides of Nemesis, and Jason’s ears rang. He might have taken the next report as an echo, but the ship lurched with the impact, rocking to one side before she steadied. The infirmary’s walls seemed to have moved a little closer together and the air was thick, warm from the lanterns. Far away, he heard screams.

			Kovir must have noticed the sound too, because his gaze grew unfocused. “Bows,” he said. “Pelican closed with us enough for our starboard battery to rip the guts out of her—but she could never have matched us in firepower anyway. She was a sacrifice ship, that’s all, and most of her crew was hiding on deck with bows.”

			Jason could imagine the withering hail that had fallen on Nemesis. He hoped to all the gods Lera wasn’t hurt.

			“Doctor!” someone shouted, and Dr. Strant spun around. A sailor staggered in, supporting another man bleeding from an arrow’s shaft lodged in his back. In the next instant the aide had tossed a clean cloth over a table and sand on the floor, almost in the same movement, and Dr. Strant helped lift the man on to the table for surgery.

			“We’ll deal with what you told me as soon as the battle’s done, Mr. Remerley,” he said over his shoulder. “Bill, the shears.”

			A midshipman stumbled into the infirmary, one red-sleeved arm hanging by his side, but he shook his head at Dr. Strant’s quick look. “I’m all right, Doctor. I can wait.” His face was sweat-filmed, though, and Bill made him sit down.

			“How goes the battle?” Jason hoped that would take his mind off the pain. The midshipman’s lips drew back from his teeth in a rictus of a smile.

			“Very well,” he said.

			Jason tried not to wonder what it would have been like if the battle had been going badly. More men were coming in—or being carried, leaving dark trails across the floor, and he helped lift an unconscious Lieutenant Drale into a free bunk. He could barely hear the slam of cannon-shot striking home over the groans of wounded men—and the occasional cry of pain.

			He slipped out of the infirmary and went down to the brig. If there had been a man still stationed there, he would have gone back, but no one sat on the crate outside. Meghan lay on the pallet, not lifting her head as he came up to the bars.

			“Where’s the man who’s supposed to be on guard here?” he said.

			“Everyone’s needed in a battle, I suppose.”

			Jason rubbed his jaw, feeling bristles rasp under his palm. “Hypothetical question,” he said. “You have a choice between two outcomes. First, you go back home and submit yourself to the judgment and mercy of the Council. Bearing in mind that they’re bound to be lenient, given that you proved yourself helpful to our mission.”

			She propped herself up on an elbow, blue eyes staring at him and through him. “Go on.”

			“Second, you leave. The only land nearby is one of these islands, but none of them are inhabited. You wouldn’t starve and you’d be left alone. From there, I’m not sure what would happen. Maybe a neutral ship of some kind would rescue you, maybe you’d build a raft and sail back home, where you’d be wise enough not to tell anyone your real name. Or maybe you’d be injured, and without anyone to help you, you’d die.”

			“The second one.” Meghan spoke without hesitation.

			Jason wondered how much a nineteen-year-old might have seen—or done—that would make her prefer solitude and a possible early death to social justice. His childhood looked positively rosy in comparison. But she had made her decision.

			His hand came up with the bunch of keys he’d taken from Lieutenant Drale’s pocket, and he turned the correct one in the lock. “Choose your moment carefully.” Though he didn’t have to tell her of all people that. “And good luck.”

			He went back to the infirmary, but just as he replaced the keys, Dr. Strant called him over without looking up from his work. Jason tried to join him without actually observing the surgery, but Strant waved him impatiently away with an elbow. His hands were gloved in red. “They’ll need help getting the rest of the injured down from the deck,” he said.

			There was a distinct undertone of make yourself useful instead of taking up space in his voice, and Jason left hastily. In any case, despite the nature of his work, he’d never been too comfortable with copious quantities of blood or exposed internal organs, and he wanted to make sure Lera was all right. He turned sideways to allow an officer on a stretcher to be carried past him, then hurried up the ladder to the deck.

			Sails of fire.

			That was the first sight he had of the ship Pelican. Nemesis would have spat hellfire at it, aiming high at the sails while the cannons bit into the ship’s belly, and the ship was dead in the water. The burning sails were vividly bright against the sky, giving off more smoke than Nemesis’s funnels did, and the wind only seemed to fan those flames.

			On the warship’s other side, Princeps’s cannons fired occasionally, and the sound made him crouch below the gunwale, but water spurted up where the shot landed. Maybe Nemesis had already moved out of range of them, if Garser preferred to engage one enemy at a time.

			Screams rose from the water. Jason realized men were leaping off Pelican’s deck, and they might have been able to swim to Princeps or at least stay afloat long enough to be picked up. If not for the shark. Some of those shouts of panic or pleas for help seemed to be cut off halfway. Much like what happened to a man in a shark’s jaws, he supposed.

			The deck was covered with debris and the occasional body clearly so dead there was no point in taking it below. He stepped over those and moved towards the quarterdeck.

			Something spanggged off a funnel. Jason ducked reflexively, but realized a moment later that arrows were still flying at Nemesis. He glanced out from behind the funnel. Archers hid behind a line of barrels on Pelican and fired out from between those—perhaps they’d seen striped death prowling the water and had decided to die on their own deck. Feathered shafts stuck quivering from Nemesis’s gunwale and the mast.

			A few yards ahead of him on the quarterdeck, he saw Garser fall.

			Blood streaked the quarterdeck and was slippery beneath his boots, though that made it easier to drag Garser behind the capstan, the only cover Jason could see. The arrow had gone deep into Garser’s thigh, but he was conscious, struggling to sit up. From Pelican came a long, low crrrrk.

			Jason glanced up, just as Pelican’s tallest mast came down.

			It crashed into the next mast, then collapsed in a rush of flames and splintering wood. The archers vanished from sight, and he doubted any of them were alive to scream, but the broken, burning mast tilted at an angle before it came down ponderously. The tip, with the crow’s nest turned to a crown of fire, slammed into Nemesis’s rail.

			The warship’s deck lurched in that direction. Jason lost his balance and staggered against the gunwale. This time, the sound of splitting wood was much closer. Already weakened by cannon-shot, part of the gunwale gave way. In the next moment he was falling, and the water closed over his head.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Marooned

			He can’t swim.

			Lera had been crouched by a gunwale, determined to keep her head below the rail, but when Garser went down—he wouldn’t hide on his own quarterdeck—she glanced around for something to use as a shield while she helped him. She saw the head of a barrel and grabbed it, just as Jason ran to Garser’s side and pulled him out of the way.

			What felt like only a heartbeat later, the masts fell. Lera flinched, but when she saw Jason go overboard, she started up. He couldn’t swim.

			No rope nearby, no one she could rely on for help. The water had closed over his dark head and the shark wasn’t in sight. She flung her coat off. The round piece of wood went spinning over the side. Then she drew in a deep breath and dived.

			After the smoke and sweat of the battle, the water was shockingly cold on her skin. It was also more murky than she had expected, and all she saw were vague shapes moving nearby. Shapes that might not all be men. Kovir would do his best to keep his shark from hurting her, but a cold cramping dread closed on her stomach, because there could be other sharks in the water. Besides, no Seawatch operative’s control was perfect all the time, and especially not after severe injuries.

			She felt as though she’d taken that single breath an hour ago, but before she could swim back to the surface she made out flailing struggles nearby. Hoping desperately that it wasn’t a sailor off Pelican, she lunged down, grabbed a limb and scissor-kicked, towing the man to the surface.

			Her head broke water—air, thank the Unity—and a moment later the man came up as well, gasping. Jason. She might have thanked the Unity for that too, if she hadn’t done the work of rescuing him herself.

			He didn’t look hurt, and the barrelhead was near enough for her to grab. She shoved it at him and he caught the opposite side. He was still panting too hard to speak, but the relief in his face was clear.

			Lera shouted to Nemesis for someone to toss a line to them, but in the chaos no one seemed to hear her and the ship was farther than she had expected. Surely she hadn’t swum that distance from it. Or was it moving away?

			Yes. She shouted again, more hoarsely, but if they heard her, there was no sign. It was clear why the ship was retreating—the crew needed to regroup before they went back for Princeps—but that didn’t help her. She could have tried to swim after the warship—if she managed to take her boots off—but Jason certainly couldn’t. Waving her arm over her head didn’t seem to accomplish anything either.

			Shoving wet hair out of her eyes, she looked around for Kovir’s shark, which was nowhere to be seen. Something else was near enough, though—half of a boat bobbing in the water. She guessed it had come off Pelican, and it was better than nothing.

			“Come on,” she said to Jason, and pushed off the barrelhead, swimming in strong arm-over-arm strokes for the remains of the boat. Since half of it had been smashed away, water sloshed over the broken planks of the hull as she pulled herself up, but a few thwarts were still in place and they would stay afloat. She sat on one and stretched out an arm to Jason as he struggled closer.

			His gaze shifted to something behind her, and his eyes widened. Lera didn’t think. She only acted, pulling her saber in a reflex and twisting around so sharply that muscles twinged in her back. Her right arm thrust out. The blade went straight into the mouth of the man who’d been holding on to the boat’s stern.

			A knife fell from his hand with a splash as his body convulsed. Lera grabbed a fistful of his hair with her left hand to hold his head steady. She wrenched the saber back. It came away, but behind her, she heard a sharp, choked-off sound.

			She turned and froze. Jason still held on to the boat, but another man had risen from the sea behind him, snaking a thick arm around his throat. The smell of burned flesh and hair clung to the man, and the side of his face was roasted from the ear to the bone beneath.

			The agony seemed only to spur him on, though, and his arm tightened. The whites of Jason’s eyes showed. Lera opened her mouth to speak, though she had no idea how to stop the man. She couldn’t attack with Jason between the two of them.

			The fin rose silently, but she caught the movement in her peripheral vision. The shark’s body was nearly invisible beneath the murky water, but the boat rocked as the fin made a swift graceful circuit of it. The burned man had seen it too. His eyes followed the fin as it came back around from behind the boat, a knife carving a circle into the ocean.

			He turned his head to keep the shark in sight, and in the moment he was distracted, his grip loosened. Jason’s head went down, and he sank his teeth into the man’s arm.

			With a stifled cry the man jerked away. Lera had been waiting for that. The saber clanged into the bottom of the boat as her hands shot out, and Jason caught them. She hauled with all her might, just as the shark closed in from the opposite direction. The massive body rose half out of the sea. Jaws closed on the burned man from head to waist, and the shark slammed back into the water, taking the man down and splashing Lera.

			She grabbed the saber again. “You hurt?”

			Jason scrambled as far back from the broken half of the boat as he could and shook his head, panting. Lera kept watching, braced for anyone else to approach, as she waited for the shark to return so it could tow them to Nemesis.

			It didn’t surface. Jason leaned over and picked up something floating in the water—a flat spar of wood, splintered at one end. She supposed he felt better with a weapon of sorts.

			When she looked around again, she went cold. Princeps hadn’t moved, but it had let boats down. They rowed towards Pelican, which was halfway beneath the water. The sails still burned so brightly she thought she could feel their warmth, not that she could have been paid to go any closer. Nemesis was half a mile away and seemed to be intent on putting even more distance between her crew and the battle, so the boats from Princeps would reach them first.

			“Kovir!” she shouted, but there was no response. Maybe the shark hadn’t seen them—or even if it had, Kovir might have other priorities. If Nemesis had lost any men overboard and they were close to drowning, the shark might go after them first. She turned to Jason and held out her hand for the wood. It was the closest thing they had to an oar.

			He gave it to her, but when she started rowing he put a hand on her arm. “Wait. Where are you going?”

			Lera didn’t stop. “We can’t catch up.” She wouldn’t risk taking half-a-boat out into the open water either. “But that island is closer.”

			“I think that’s where the explosives are.”

			She almost dropped the oar. “What?”

			“Take a look at those cliffs. I think the explosives are buried there in such a way that when they’re detonated, they’ll split off part of the island itself. That’s what will cause the tidal wave.”

			“But—but then—” She couldn’t quite get her thoughts to work, let alone her mouth. “Any ship in the way will be capsized.”

			Jason nodded. “We might get a little damp as well.”

			Somehow the typical attempt at a joke helped steady her nerves. She glanced one last time in the direction of Princeps—though her own vessel rode so low in the waves that she could barely see the boats, so they might be closer than she expected—and started rowing again, steadily, towards the island. She didn’t look back.

			“If that’s where he’s hidden the explosives,” she said, “we’ll be safe as long as we stay off the cliffs.”

			“Which you won’t do.”

			“I don’t plan on sitting on my hands until someone finds us, if that’s what you mean.” The oar dipped in and out of the water, but the tide had them too and carried them slowly on. Even if anyone in the boats had spotted them, they’d reach the island first and they’d stand more of a chance on land—a chance to hide, fight back and maybe even find the explosives.

			She decided not to think of what would happen if Alth detonated those first.

			“It’s my turn,” Jason said. It felt wrong to be simply resting while a woman rowed, even if the woman claimed she was better at it and that he was actually performing a valuable service by keeping watch.

			Lera looked reluctant, but relinquished the makeshift oar. Jason shrugged out of his jacket, which was ruined anyway from the seawater, and took a look behind them. Pelican’s prow had slipped beneath the waves completely, the stern rising at an angle, and he heard a long low hiss as a burning sail sank below the waves. A cloud of steam billowed, but through that he saw a man leap from the stern into the sea. He shuddered involuntarily, remembering the shark.

			“They’d die either way.” Lera had clearly followed his line of sight. “When a ship goes down, it’s got air trapped inside, so the water rushes in—and down, and pulls anyone nearby with it. The bigger the ship and the faster it sinks…”

			She didn’t need to finish. Jason rowed faster, though they were nowhere near the doomed ship. Far closer to an island which might go sky-high at any moment, though they’d probably still be safer there than as Richard Alth’s prisoners. The broken wood dipped and splashed in and out of the water until his arms ached.

			The island loomed up, but he kept rowing until the tide did the rest of the work of carrying them to shore. Thankfully there was no longer any danger of being intercepted by either Princeps or by men in the water. Princeps hadn’t moved from the spot and her sails hung slackly, but the tip of Pelican’s stern was all he could see above the waves.

			A sharp crack made him glance down. More water gurgled up through the bottom of the boat where there was a fresh break in the wood. Lera pushed off and landed with a splash in the waves, though they only came to her shoulders. Jason followed suit as they struggled up on to the shore, water lapping around their knees.

			“Should we save the boat?” he said. “What’s left of it.”

			Lera shook her head. “We couldn’t have traveled any farther on it, and it’s not like we need firewood. The wood’s too damp for that anyway.”

			Jason kept walking until he was on dry ground, which felt reassuring. Lera went to her knees on the sand, which he hoped was the signal to flop on a dune and rest, but he realized at once that she’d only done so to be as inconspicuous as possible while still looking around, so he did the same.

			Ahead of them, the dunes disappeared under swaths of grass, which in turn gave way to a spread of trees, though bare hills rose out of the green. The rocks grew taller towards the west, turning into the miles of lichen-speckled cliffs which he’d looked at from the window of Nemesis.

			The warship had vanished completely by then, without so much as a smudge of grey in the sky to show where she had been—though with clouds massing overhead, it would have been easy to miss a trail of smoke. He told himself the flag of the fleet could not have been defeated, let alone sunk so fast. Once Garser’s crew regrouped, they would come back.

			“All right.” Lera sank down to sit on her heels, though her back was straight as ever. “We’re marooned.”

			Yes, that would be the nautical word for it. Before that day, he might have thought of being stranded on a deserted island with a lovely woman as a delightful experience, but somehow reality wasn’t quite living up to that.

			She glanced up. The sky was overcast, but a faint glow hid behind the clouds. “It’s almost afternoon. I’m guessing if we make for those cliffs, we’d reach them by evening at best, and I’d rather not risk poking around in the dark looking for fuses. Unless we had torches, maybe.”

			“What if we dropped one and set the explosives off?”

			She grimaced. “Good point. All right, we’ll find a place to stay the night, and some food and water would help too. Then tomorrow we’ll go to the cliffs.”

			Jason nodded. Lera was studying the beach for some reason, her eyes narrowed, but he couldn’t see anything interesting except for broken shells, bits of seaweed and other debris. He looked at the cliffs instead, wondering how extensively the explosives might be hidden.

			Something moved out from behind a tree so distant it looked like a sapling, a shape that walked over the top of the cliff. Jason was startled enough that it took him a moment to realize it was a man. The prospect of it being one of Richard’s men silenced him, and he caught Lera’s arm instead.

			She jolted, and the man moved out of view as she turned to look. “What?” She sounded more confused than surprised.

			“There was someone on the cliff.” Jason willed the man to reappear. “I don’t think he saw us.”

			“One of the crew off those ships?”

			“Too far away. I couldn’t see his clothes.”

			Lera frowned. “You sure it wasn’t a tree?”

			“Maybe it was a butterfly. So easy to mistake those for people. Yes, I’m sure it wasn’t a tree.”

			She rolled her eyes, but scrambled to her feet. “We weren’t planning to stay here much longer anyway. Let’s go.”

			Jason felt better once they were under the shelter of the trees, though at first every rustle of leaf and crack of twig made him tense. Lera seemed to feel the same way, because she drew her saber, but no one intercepted them as they went on. They came across a moss-choked stream, but as they stopped for a drink the deep grind of thunder sounded in the distance.

			She drew the back of her free hand across her mouth. “We really need a safe place to spend the night.”

			Jason silently agreed. He’d already taken off his boots and poured out what looked like quarts of seawater, but his sodden clothes clung to him, and where they were drying, they itched with a crust of salt. Though his hopes lifted when Lera followed the stream over the steadily rising ground. Maybe it would lead to a rushing cataract of cold clean water.

			Naturally, after they’d climbed through the hills, the source of the stream turned out to be a thin spill that trickled out from a crevice in a cliff face and splashed into a flat bowl eroded from the rock. But they wouldn’t go thirsty, and Lera said if the worst came to the worst, they could shelter under some of the rocks jutting out overhead.

			Only a short distance away, though, they found a hole in the cliff. Impossible to see anything inside, but she tossed a pebble in and the resulting click sounded hollow. “Might be a cave,” she said. “That’s provincial.”

			“Providential?”

			“Sure, why not? Stay behind me.”

			The entrance was low and narrow. She ducked her head, turned sideways to put her back to rock, and went in, the drawn blade before her. Jason picked up a loose stone that fit in his hand and followed.

			The entrance widened out and he could stand up straight. “Go that way,” Lera said, and they moved apart. Jason kept a palm flat to the rough wall, feeling his way around the cave, but once or twice he raised his hand to the roof. No bats or spiders, thank the Benevolent Ones.

			“No smoke hole,” Lera said when they reached each other in the darkness. “We can’t light a fire. But at least it’s dry.”

			She went to the cave’s entrance, where there was enough light for Jason to see her. “I’m going to the beach for clams. I’ll call out when I come back.”

			“All right.” Jason watched her climb back down the rocks. Without her coat on, she looked—well, about as vulnerable as she might ever be, and he thought of going with her. But digging up clams was hardly work for two people, and she didn’t need him to protect her.

			Still, maybe there was something he could do while she was gone. The storm was drawing close, but it hadn’t reached them yet and there was enough late-afternoon light to search for fruit. He wasn’t a Denalait trained for survival, but he could be useful under those circumstances.

			As he climbed down carefully, though, he promised himself that if he lived through the night—and whatever came after it—he would go back home. Not to Crusaid and the Department of Public Health, assuming he had any future there, but to a farm like the one where he’d grown up. Except he wasn’t sure how to make that happen. He liked the work, but he didn’t want to toil all day in someone else’s fields and yet he didn’t have enough money to afford his own.

			A senior health inspector was paid relatively well, and anything beyond his living expenses and an occasional indulgence like the now-lost jacket had been carefully saved. Unfortunately, good land tended to be passed down through families, which meant it was prohibitively expensive. As he stepped over the twisted roots of a low tree, he thought the only solution was to buy less valuable land and establish a foothold on that, improving it and perhaps saving enough to expand his farm decades into the future.

			Castles in the sky, he thought. Just what his father would have said, but as dreams went it wasn’t a bad one, and it gave him something to think about other than their predicament, Richard Alth, explosives and Lera. Not necessarily in that order. Lera was probably uppermost. She hadn’t seemed to notice the way her soaked clothes clung to the curves of her hips and backside as she’d picked her way down the rocks. Good thing she hadn’t looked behind at that point.

			He found a sourapple tree and wrenched the hard green ovals off their stems. The work helped distract him, until a long high whistle rang out in the distance. He froze, his breathing suspended. Was that some bird, or could it be a signal?

			Had the man on the cliff seen Lera? He wouldn’t have needed to sound a signal unless there were others on his side. For the first time Jason thought of the possibility that he and Lera were not only trapped on a mined island, but greatly outnumbered by men Richard would have left behind to make sure those explosives were safe.

			He stayed motionless, ears straining for any sounds, any distant screams. Nothing. He thought about going after her anyway. No, he could imagine how she would react to the idea that the slightest sound made him bolt after her.

			All he could do was send up a silent prayer to the Benevolent Ones for her safety. Not to Arvane, who had done more than enough already, thank you, but to Katash and Sorlia. Two halves of the same coin, the goddess of the storm and of all warriors, and the mistress of the hearth, defender of the home. Though he knew Lera would never share even a castle in the sky with him.

			Lera’s boots sank a little as earth gave way to sand, and it was an effort not to let her spirits sink too.

			She was more worried than she had let on earlier, because it was possible no one on Nemesis knew she and Jason had survived. Kovir’s shark might only have seen the man it had attacked, rather than the two of them. But that didn’t make a difference. Unless the matter of Princeps and the tidal wave was settled very soon, Nemesis would have greater priorities than to pick up two stranded survivors, so she and Jason had best find another way off the island.

			If they were very fortunate, the wreckage of Pelican might wash up on the shore, but if it didn’t, the island had plenty of trees. She and Jason could build a raft, and they weren’t likely to starve while doing so. Feeling a little better, she made her way to the beach.

			No broken planks in sight, but she spotted several little holes in the sand and dug down to find clams. Her hat had fallen off, but it hung from its string around her neck. She took it off and filled it with clams, then searched for tide pools where fish might have been stranded. All she found was an urchin, a sea hedgehog as those were called.

			Straightening up, she saw the cliff in the distance, and a thousand nesting birds made the slopes look snow-covered. The thought of eggs still warm from the nest made her stomach rumble, and it didn’t seem too steep a climb.

			The birds at the top of the cliff took off in a shrieking cloud. For no conscious reason, Lera hurried to the nearest large rock and dropped behind it, drawing her arms and legs close. Pressing against the rock, she glanced out.

			The fluttering mass of birds had left the cliff entirely and a man was visible. Just his torso, since the rest of the cliff hid him, but she could tell he was climbing from the other side. When he finally stood atop the rock, he looked around.

			Lera no longer felt hungry. Another survivor washed ashore wasn’t likely to stand in such a conspicuous place with no caution, and it was clear the man was keeping a lookout. He was too far for her to see what he wore or if he was carrying a weapon.

			The clouds she had noticed earlier had grown thicker and darker. Thunder grumbled and that seemed to dissuade the man. He turned and went the way he had come. The birds slowly settled down.

			Lera took longer to move, in case the man had backed away to lure her out of hiding. Her knees ached from the cramped position, but they loosened as she hurried up over grass-covered dunes, and she felt better once she was in the cover of the trees.

			Rain pattered, and she quickened her pace before she remembered her clothes were already damp through. The rain was fresh water, but it was also cold water, and she shivered as she reached the cave.

			She called out to let Jason know she was there, but she did so softly, although no one was likely to hear her over the rain unless they were nearby. “All safe here,” he answered, and only then did she go in.

			The inside of the cave was too dark to see anything, but it smelled different, and she sniffed deeply while she emptied her hat at the entrance. Jason must have heard her, because he told her it was moss.

			“Moss?” Did Dagrans eat that? She didn’t particularly care for it. What a pity she hadn’t told him to find some fruit instead.

			“Yes, found a nice spread of that and cut out as much as I could.” He joined her. “I kept it outside to dry it, and brought it in when the rain started. It’s in the back. You can sleep on it, and I found some sourapples too.”

			“Oh, good.” She opened the clams while they still had the last light of the day to see by, and they ate those. Jason had collected some wood as well, but after Lera told him about the man she had seen, he agreed a fire was too much risk. Inside the cave, they’d smoke themselves like so much jerky, and in the cave entrance, the glow might be seen.

			“But I suppose there’s no harm in taking our clothes off,” he said. “They’ll never dry otherwise.”

			Lera suddenly didn’t feel cold, but he had a point about dry clothes. “If you like.” He’d scattered large pebbles over the entrance, so anyone coming in during the night was likely to make a sound.

			Rain splattered down, but it didn’t drown the soft heavy rustles as he peeled off his clothes. “I stripped a few saplings and made a rack,” he said. “It’s to your left.”

			He was definitely more capable than she had expected, although she still felt responsible for him. Trying not to listen as he continued to undress, she picked up a sourapple. It fit into the palm of her hand, and when she bit into it, it was so tart her mouth tingled. She washed it down with a hatful of rain, by which time there were no sounds from inside the cave. He’d probably settled down for the night, which was good. She could imagine blundering in there and bumping into him in the dark, with him not even having the benefit of a sheet now.

			She went inside, staying at the wall so she could orient herself, and pulled off the remains of her uniform, draping it over the rack. Her hair was a thick, sodden rope down her back, and she shook out the braid to let it dry—it would be a mass of tangles come the morning, but it was the least of her concerns. She glanced around self-consciously before taking off her underclothes, but it was so dark she couldn’t see herself, let alone anyone else.

			The cave’s narrow mouth kept the wind out, and with her wet clothes off, it would be easier to stay warm. Scrubbing her hands up and down her arms, she padded naked towards the back of the cave. Her bare toes touched something soft but springy, and she guessed it was the moss. It wasn’t as dry as she would have liked, but it was thick and felt much better under her than the floor of the cave would have.

			Though that made her wonder where Jason was. She had stretched out on the moss cautiously, since Unity only knew if there were bugs lurking in it, but now she propped herself up on an elbow. There was no sound other than the rain outside, echoing slightly in the confines of the cave.

			“Jason?” she whispered, in case he was sleeping.

			He didn’t sound drowsy at all when he replied. “Yes?”

			“You can sleep on the moss if you like.” She added quickly, “I mean, there’s enough for both of us.”

			That wasn’t entirely true, since she could stretch out her arms and feel exactly how much of it there was. They would have to sleep side by side, with only a handspan of distance between them, to get a good night’s rest on it without rolling off.

			A slow hot wave flowed beneath her skin, but she told herself nothing would happen, because he was the kind of man who would only touch a woman if she wanted him. In the dark, he wouldn’t know if she was aroused, and she wouldn’t give him any encouragement. They could sleep naked together, without ever touching, which she would never have thought possible.

			Then again, the impossible or at least the unlikely so often seemed to happen around him.

			“Thank you,” he said. “That would be more comfortable.”

			Kovir had never known a captain who was content to be kept off the deck of his own ship, and Garser was no exception. He felt sure that if it had been an arm injury, Garser would have been topside, arm in a sling, directing their retreat, but it wasn’t good for morale if the captain had to be carried up and kept in a chair. Or worse, if he tried to move and fell flat.

			So Garser was installed in a bunk near Kovir’s, and the mess boys took turns relaying news to him. Kovir listened with one ear, but all his other senses were outside, in the shark’s body as she wove through the waves, searching for Captain Vanze.

			Nemesis had pulled well away from both enemy ships by then, the foundering one and the other still afloat. Garser sat up, knocking a tin mug to the sand-strewn floorboards and drawing Kovir’s attention to him.

			“No sign of her?” he said.

			“No, sir.” There was no sign of Jason, either, but he had been taught only to give as much information as was requested. Besides, he didn’t have the strength to speak. He’d expended all his energy on first the skirmish and then the search. His arm throbbed dully, his feet felt worse, and he longed to sleep.

			Garser leaned down, fresh sweat breaking out on his forehead, and snagged the mug. There was no sound in the infirmary except for an occasional cough or a man groaning in drugged sleep, the noises almost swallowed by the deep, subsurface rumble of the engine. He punched his pillow into a bolster and leaned back.

			“How many of them did you get?” he said.

			“I didn’t count. Perhaps twenty.”

			Garser let out a low whistle. “I wouldn’t mind having a few such sharks on our side.”

			Kovir had heard that before—from a Denalait captain, who might have been expected to know better. People always looked at what the sharks could do, but people saw only the tip of the iceberg. Beneath the surface was a brutal training that honed both minds and bodies like blades sharpened steadily to a single point. Beneath the surface were the winding tunnels and the drip of water in pools into which he’d climbed for hours and days and years. Outsiders never saw that, just as they never saw what could sometimes be a daily struggle to order and protect and adjust to a huge predator with instincts and needs of its own.

			Dr. Strant came over, wiping his hands on his apron. “How do you feel, Captain?”

			Garser looked up at him. “I’d like to strangle Alth with my bare hands for the men we lost. Captain Vanze is missing, the forward funnel is so badly damaged the engineers are trying to keep it from toppling, and my leg is singing like a bird. Other than that, I’m dandy.”

			“Well, you’ll be dandier when you hear this.” Dr. Strant glanced at Kovir and reached for the crutches.

			Garser waved him to a halt. “Sit down. Kovir will keep it to himself.” Unless someone takes a branch to my feet, Kovir thought bitterly, but he nodded. It meant something that Garser had still expressed faith in him.

			Dr. Strant sat on the bunk, carefully avoiding Garser’s injured leg beneath the sheet, and lowered his voice. “Remerley thinks the explosives are on that island.”

			“What?” Garser stared at him.

			“He said if that cliff gives way and comes down, it could cause a huge wave—and that would certainly be more feasible than having a fuse three hundred feet long, don’t you think? Except he told me in the middle of the battle, and I had to send him topside to help bring men down. No one seems to have seen him after that.”

			“I did,” Kovir said. “He and Captain Vanze were in the water, but I don’t know what happened to them after that.” He touched the shark’s mind, urging her back to Nemesis, and managed to summon up some approval and pleasure for her to feel when she obeyed. Losing Captain Vanze wasn’t good, but losing his shark would be devastating.

			Dr. Strant rubbed his forehead tiredly. “I hope to heaven they didn’t go overboard on purpose.”

			“Whether they did or not, we can’t do anything for them,” Garser said. “Not now, anyway. What do you think of Remerley’s theory, Malcolm?”

			“Might be. Alth did say the explosives were on the seabed, didn’t he? Very decent of him to give us such a specific warning, now that I come to think about it.” He paused. “But this is good news. Bringing down part of the island shouldn’t cause as powerful a wave, especially after that wave has gone all the way back through the Sea of Weeds to reach the coast.”

			Garser said nothing. Kovir wasn’t sure why, because Dr. Strant had made sense. Any ships in the way would feel the effects of the wave, and the islands nearby would be ruined, but they were uninhabited. There was likely to be some damage along the coast, but nothing like the loss of thousands of lives.

			“Captain?” Dr. Strant said. “Most of the force of the wave will be spent by the time it hits the coast, won’t it?”

			“Which coast?” Garser said. “Ours or Iternum’s?”

			Kovir blinked. He’d memorized maps in Whetstone, but Iternum was so isolationist it just hadn’t impinged on his awareness. How close was it? Ten miles, eight?

			“They can’t have ships at sea.” Rather than making a simple statement of fact, Dr. Strant sounded as if he desperately hoped he was right. “Or anyone living off the mainland. They’re not allowed to leave their borders.”

			“It won’t matter if we have a chance to find those explosives,” Garser said.

			Kovir wasn’t sure how much of a chance it was, since Nemesis had to be three miles or more from the island. Princeps was closer, and most importantly, the island was sure to be guarded. To reach the island and make a search, they would somehow have to travel around Princeps, assuming that ship didn’t move. The moment Nemesis was spotted, either by watchers on the island or by lookouts on Princeps, an order could be sent to detonate the explosives.

			But a slow smile spread across Garser’s face and his eyes glinted. “I have an idea.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Siren’s Touch

			Lera heard soft footsteps as he came closer. Quickly she shifted until she felt the cave wall at her shoulder, to leave as much room as possible for him. The moss compressed beneath his weight as if it was water, with ripples spreading out from him to touch her, and he was close enough for her to hear his steady breathing. Her skin felt exquisitely sensitized, far too aware of him. At this rate she would never be able to get to sleep.

			“Lera—I mean, Captain Vanze.” The deep sound of his voice so close made her shiver, and she was relieved he couldn’t see that. “May I ask you something?”

			She breathed in slowly, to be certain she could speak as if there was nothing out of the ordinary. “Sure.” He wouldn’t question her about the scar, but what then? Something else about her? “And, um, you can call me Lera. As long as no one else is around.”

			There was an undertone to his voice that made her sure he had spent a moment trying not to chuckle. “I’ve been wondering. Who or what exactly is the ruler of your land? It seems like such a mystery.”

			Oh. That. Lera didn’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved, but at least there was an easy answer, and nothing at all intimate about the response. She’d been lying on her back with her arms crossed, hands clasping her elbows, but she was able to relax now. Her tight clasp slipped away.

			“There’s not much of a mystery about it,” she said. “We have a council like yours. I think every few years, they elect one of their number in secret and make him or her the Unity, the head of the Council and the ruler of Denalay.”

			“I see.” Jason sounded puzzled. “But you told Captain Garser only the Council can see the face of the Unity.”

			“That’s right.”

			“Well, then, if you’ve seen all of the Council, you have seen the Unity, haven’t you? And why be so cloak-and-dagger about who the Unity is, anyway?”

			Lera thought everyone in Denalay who had devoted a moment’s consideration to the matter had come up with their own idea of what the Unity was, but hers was a great deal more plain and simple than some theories she’d heard. Though she preferred plain, simple explanations, which were more likely to be right.

			“It’s not like being made—I don’t know, a king.” She started to turn on her side so she could talk to him more closely, and caught herself. Keep speaking to the roof. “Whoever becomes the Unity doesn’t sit on a throne waving a scepter, so they’re safer, because an assassin wouldn’t know which of them is the Unity and the people would respect them all equally. And if someone elected you the Unity but didn’t tell me about it, I could say honestly that I’d seen Jason Remerley, but I’d never seen the Unity.”

			“Doesn’t that seem overly secretive to you?”

			“Sure. But politicians usually make things more complicated than they need to be. Besides, people like mysteries. They want to believe in—in ghosts, or predicting the future, or this great powerful presence called the Unity. Oh, and that’s another reason for the story. Which one is more likely to keep folk in line—a leader who’s an ordinary human like them or an entity who’s closer to a god?”

			“That makes sense,” Jason said. “Thanks for explaining it.”

			“You’re welcome.” Lera would never have thought talking about the Unity of all things would relax her, but it had taken her mind almost completely off Jason’s nearness. She was still aware of him and she felt the warmth of his body close to hers, but she wasn’t as much on edge as she’d been before.

			“I should let you sleep.”

			That was considerate. Wriggling her shoulders a little, she flattened out a comfortable hollow in the moss, but she didn’t feel at all drowsy. She listened to Jason’s steady breathing, then realized she could hear him because it was so quiet outside.

			“The rain stopped.” The silence felt like something delicate she might break if she spoke above a whisper, but at the same time she hadn’t felt safer all day. It didn’t make sense, not when she’d been marooned on an island which might well be mined with explosives and crawling with their enemies, but the cave felt far away from everything else. It was their own place, warm and still, and if she didn’t have anything beyond that night, she wanted to spend it with him.

			“The rain?” She heard him shift, and the breath on her shoulder meant he’d turned on his side, facing her. “I didn’t notice.”

			“You didn’t?”

			“The sky could have fallen and I wouldn’t have noticed.”

			Slow heat flowed down through her body, a silent singing in her blood, and she finally surrendered, gave in to it completely. He wanted her too, and they’d waited long enough for this.

			She sat up, then moved so she was on her knees and ran her palm along clumped springy mounds of moss until she touched his arm.

			Her fingers slid along warm skin and closed around his wrist. When she pulled, she felt him shift his weight and rise up to his knees so he was facing her. He still didn’t speak, but she didn’t need that to know he wanted her. She felt it in the pulse that beat under her palm, and the rough breaths that came quicker, though she couldn’t have told whether that was his breathing or hers. Her fingers opened to release his wrist, though only so she could raise her hands, searching for him.

			She touched the smooth skin over the taut muscles of his chest and his breath caught. Prolonging the moment, she flattened her hands and slid them upward slowly, skimming the stiff nubs of his nipples with her palms. Over the hard ridges of his collarbones, over his shoulders and then turning sideways, bringing her hands together so she could find his face in the darkness and cup his jawline in her palms.

			She leaned forward. She’d meant to explore his face with her mouth, learning the angles of cheekbones and jaw and feeling the roughness of his unshaven skin against hers, but her lips brushed over his first. A strange thrill shivered down through her as if a spark had traveled from his mouth to hers. She deepened the kiss, pressing his lips open and reaching in with her tongue.

			His arm was around her waist in the next moment, pulling her against him, and when she gasped in reaction, that was enough for him to enter her mouth. His tongue tasted and licked and found hers. She shuddered, but he didn’t give her a chance to recover before he kissed her more intensely, his tongue moving deeper and withdrawing in a rhythm that thrummed all the way down to tighten between her legs, where she wanted to be filled as easily as he filled her mouth.

			Her hands left his face and sank into his hair. She’d forgotten to breathe but she didn’t care, didn’t need it as she needed his mouth. He kissed her with a longing that told her he had wanted it from the moment he’d seen her, kissed her as intensely as if he could have only that from her and would never touch her again once it ended, and she responded with the same desperate need.

			Yet it ended too soon and left her breathless, leaning against him for support. His heart thudded, like the hard pulse of his erection pressed into her belly. Just feeling that made her shiver, and his arm tightened around her waist as if he could never have let her go.

			Then his mouth moved over her cheekbone—no, her scar. She knew very well that even the bones of her face couldn’t be felt through it, and she certainly couldn’t feel anything outside it. Except the flesh beneath the ruin tingled, not the phantom ache she occasionally felt but a soft prickling like the fine hairs on her arms reacting to a breath of breeze. She shivered again.

			He made a low soothing sound, deeper in his throat than a purr, and kissed her ear, nuzzling it before the tip of his tongue flicked in. She whimpered, her hips pushing against his involuntarily, and his mouth moved to her throat. His teeth grazed the sensitive skin before he sucked, and over the rush of the tide in her ears she heard herself moan.

			Her knees trembled so much she didn’t know if she could have remained on them for much longer. She let herself drop instead, into the moss that seemed to both embrace her and rebound beneath her—it was shockingly cool against her heated skin—and since she hadn’t released her grip, Jason came with her. He must have broken his fall with his hands, because he didn’t land on her. Only came to rest atop her, his body covering hers, warm and solid, his chest against her breasts. The hair on his thighs rubbed the smooth skin on the inside of her legs, and her arms went up around him.

			“Ah, Lera.”

			As long as she lived, she would never forget the sound of his voice in passion. It was raw and deep, so different from his usual calm courtesy, and it sent rough tremors through her when he groaned her name. That time when his mouth came down on hers, it was hard and demanding, and she took his tongue into her mouth so she could suck lightly on it.

			He broke the kiss, lifting his head enough for her to feel warm breath against her skin. “Lera, what do you want me to do?”

			She wasn’t sure she had heard correctly. What did she want him to do? Wasn’t it obvious? Oh, please don’t let him be a virgin.

			“Tell me a bedtime story,” she said.

			“All right. Once upon a time, there was a little bear who lived in the woods—”

			“Unity!” She could have smacked him. “Make love to me, what else?”

			“Without sheaths?”

			“Oh, so you do know what those are?” she said, trying to rally her wits enough to answer his first question. She had forgotten about sheaths. Those were as unimportant as the rest of the world.

			When he answered, she had the distinct impression of an undertone of laughter in his voice, as if there was something very funny going on. “I made inquiries.”

			“Well, now you’ll make do.” Thinking about that had cooled her off a little, but she couldn’t help feeling pleased he’d remembered what she wanted. She had never been just a pretty body to him, she realized.

			Taking her time, she cupped his face in her palm again, holding his jaw steady so she could trace her thumb along his lower lip in the dark. “I like your mouth.”

			“Would you like it here?” He lifted his hips and slid a hand between them, covering the soft nest of hair between her thighs. She jerked against him. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

			He moved lower, his body sliding over hers. She bit back a moan, only to release it as his tongue found a nipple. His stubble-roughened skin grazed her breast, but his mouth felt even better in comparison, hot and wet, sucking slowly on her. The heavy tug of need went down deep past the pit of her belly, throbbing between her thighs.

			She groaned, and he slid down lower. Her legs had been parted for him, but he spread them wider with one hand. The other still cupped her, but now he rubbed the heel of his palm in slow circles against her.

			She heard her own breathing, fast and raw, as she gripped clumps of moss on either side of her. He took his hand away and put his mouth where it had been.

			His tongue flicked the small swollen bud hidden beneath the damp curls, lashing it. She cried out, her head arching back, but he never stopped, only licked her in a hard, deliberate rhythm and slid two fingers deep inside her before he sucked gently on the tight little bud.

			Her body arched, rigid, clenching unbearably tight around his fingers. For a moment that would never end, he held her poised on an edge, and then her release took her over it. Pleasure thudded through her, only to be followed by the next wrenching spasm, again and again, and her cry echoed from the walls of the cave around them.

			When it was finally over she slumped back to the moss, panting, her skin filmed in sweat. Her racing heartbeat began to slow. Jason eased his fingers out of her, kissed her softly one last time and moved to lie down beside her.

			“—and they lived happily ever after,” he said quietly. “Sleep well, Lera.”

			He’d thought that would get a response and it did. Lera’s breath stopped so abruptly he thought she’d fainted, which might have been quite flattering to him—he’d never pleasured a woman into complete oblivion before.

			Then she pushed hard at his shoulder. Since he didn’t see that coming and was lying on his side, propped on an elbow, he fell over. Before he could recover, she swung a leg over his waist.

			Jason went still. He was so hard he ached. More than anything else he wanted to roll her off, onto her back, and wrap those long legs around his hips while he entered her. And to hell with the consequences, the danger outside, the fact that even if they survived, he would never see her after she went back to Denalay. He’d have her for one night, and it would have to be enough, although it could never be enough with Lera.

			But it had to be her choice, as he remembered her saying to him once.

			“We’re not done.” Her voice still shook a little, but she sounded in complete control of herself. She slid a hand up his chest, stopped when she found a nipple and circled it with her thumb. Then a heavy mass of soft, tangled hair tumbled over his chest as she bent her head to suck lightly on his nipple.

			A hard shudder of need went through him at the feel of her mouth. He put his hands on her shoulders, enough to push her gently back.

			“What just happened—” He swallowed, remembering the wild sounds she’d made. “It’s enough for me.”

			He realized a moment later that telling her not to do something was all the incentive she needed to go ahead and do it. “Oh.” Her voice was cool, speculative, full of challenge. “Really.”

			Her weight shifted and her fingers touched his knee. He tensed, setting his teeth as she drew her nails slowly up the inside of his leg. No, he wasn’t going to react, not even when her fingers wrapped around him.

			“Want me to stop?”

			Jason’s throat was too tight to speak. His cock was tighter.

			“Or do you want me to do this?” she said, and her hair spilled thick and tickling across his thighs, giving him a second’s warning before he felt her mouth. Except nothing could have prepared him for that. For the wet heat and her tongue playing on him, turning desire to a raging demand. He heard himself groaning, his hands lost in her hair, just as he wanted to lose himself in her mouth, in her flesh, in her.

			She released him, but not for long. He felt her hand where her mouth had been, and she straddled him, her knees gripping his hips. Slowly she positioned herself and sank down to take him, inch by inch, inside her.

			He remembered tasting that hot, sweet wetness. What was new was the tight flesh that yielded to the first thrust and enclosed all of him as she lowered herself. His hands went to her hips in a grip so rigid it must have hurt her, but she gave no sign of that. Only rose and impaled herself, hard and deep, meeting his thrust with her body. They moved together, and he ground his teeth, closing his eyes though that didn’t make any difference, fighting to hold back as she rode him faster, her breath coming in sobbing gasps.

			The sound crested as she cried out wordlessly. Her body tightened further around him, spasms that went through them both as if they shared the same flesh, and he let go. Heat poured from him, deep and wrenching, an exquisite pain like nothing he had ever known and a pleasure so intense he couldn’t even cry out. She fell forward, tried to brace herself with shaking palms against his chest and gave way, collapsing on him.

			Jason came back to himself slowly and held her, savoring the feel of her. He wished they had more than one night together. Making love, lying together exchanging the occasional relaxed caress, talking to her. Falling asleep with her in his arms, waking up knowing she would be there. Oh, he was lost all right, in a way that had nothing to do with being marooned. Thankfully she couldn’t see his face.

			He would have liked to look at her, though, even if she was already in his mind’s eye as clear as a cameo. That was the only bad thing about the velvet darkness; he longed to see that vivid hair as he plunged his hands into it. He wanted to watch the grey eyes grow hazy with the aftermath of her pleasure. He wanted to see her breasts, full as ripe peaches but far sweeter.

			And he was growing hard again just remembering that. He slid his hands down over her supple back, holding her to him long enough to roll them both over without ever leaving her. He felt how wet she was inside, wet with her wanting and his pleasure, and he began to move, slowly now that the edge was taken off his hunger for her.

			Though she touched him as if she wasn’t quite satisfied yet, dragging her fingers down to the hollow of his spine, exploring with an eagerness that delighted him. He found her mouth in the darkness and kissed her until she trembled, her arms tightening around his back. His teeth found the join of her neck and shoulder, and she jerked against him before he softly sucked the love bite he’d given her. Her legs rose to hold his hips as he drew closer and closer to the edge.

			“Jason,” she whispered, and that was all it took. Just the sound of his name, something he’d never heard from her before, and he was lost. He thrust hard, sank into her, felt the shock of her own climax start to pulse through her, and shuddered as release took him again and he drowned deep in her.

			The rain had never stopped. The storm had only moved into the cave, into them, and the wind roared in his ears as it whipped all the world to a frenzy. Then came the tide, pounding through him, unstoppable, and when at last he could breathe again, it left him lying on the shore.

			He managed to retain just enough awareness to move off her, so she didn’t have to bear his weight, and to draw her close against him. Then he slept.

			Lera stirred when she felt someone move. She always woke as a soldier did, all at once and alert, except she’d slept too deeply and too well the night before. By the time she started up, shaking off her grogginess, Jason had gone. She ran her hand over the moss beside her, feeling the warm indentation his body had left.

			He was back almost at once, though, and water sloshed as he came closer. It was still so early there was hardly any light outside, and none in the cave, but she recognized his footsteps and his scent. “No food,” he said, “but at least we can drink before we leave.”

			He’d filled her hat with water, and she sipped from it. Back to practicalities. “Are our clothes dry?”

			“Not completely.”

			That wasn’t surprising, given the humidity of the cave. She struggled into a half-damp shirt and trousers, and once she had her boots on, they went out. The sky was starting to turn a lighter shade of blue in the east, towards Denalay, and the clouds were edged with gold like the pages of an old book. She would have enjoyed the sunrise if not for the knowledge of where they were, not to mention the fact she had never been so draggled in her life. Stopping outside the cave, she gathered her hair at the nape of her neck to tie it back.

			“Lera?” Jason said. The ledge on which they stood was too narrow to allow them to walk abreast, so he was just ahead of her.

			“Yes?” She wasn’t fastidious about her appearance—it was impossible to have so much as neatly pared nails on a warship—but she’d always tried to keep her hair clean and smoothly brushed. Now it was a mass of knots and tangles, though she felt ridiculous to spare a moment’s concern on it at such a time.

			“You were wonderful,” Jason said.

			Her head came up, and she knew her face was completely unguarded in that moment. Though she didn’t know what to do about it, or how to reply. She realized her arms had frozen in position, her elbows flanking her face, and lowered them hastily.

			“I just wanted you to know that.” Jason’s slight smile grew warmer, and a teasing light danced in his eyes. “Benevolent Ones, I don’t believe it. You’re blushing.”

			Lera wished she had something cold to put on her cheek. “Great. Now all my skin is the same color.”

			All the tenderness and amusement left his face as if it had been wiped clean, and she wished she could bite back the words. Damn it, why had she said that? But she knew very well why; she hated any attention called to her face. A month after she’d been burned, she had forced herself to look in a mirror for the first time. Then she had stared into the glass for what felt like hours on end, to prepare herself for what other people saw and would see for the rest of her life.

			Finally she had made herself smile. She knew at once such an expression, on her, would be lopsided, because the scar tissue would never permit the right side of her mouth to stretch. She’d come to enjoy life again, and to find some measure of security and acceptance on the ship she’d lost, but she rarely smiled, she never cried—because tears slipped sideways along the scar—and she never blushed either.

			Until then. She stared at her boots, swallowed and tried to slip her hands into her coat pockets because she didn’t know what else to do with them. Naturally, there was no coat. She couldn’t hide anything, even her hands.

			So she looked up into Jason’s steady gaze. “I guess I shouldn’t have said that.”

			“You can say anything you like to me.”

			A strange feeling blossomed in her chest. She didn’t know what it was, only that it was small as a single spark and yet it flowed through her, loosening the last of the knots. She felt oddly lighter, though maybe that was because the heavy weight of her sodden coat was no longer across her shoulders.

			“Keep walking,” she said. “I’ll tell you what happened.”

			Jason shot her a sharp look from behind features held carefully neutral, but he turned without a word. Lera was relieved. It would have been near-impossible to talk if he’d been staring at her and asking questions, but she should have known he would understand what she needed.

			“Cyndea.” She said a name she hadn’t spoken aloud in sixteen years. It sounded strange, like something in another language, but she made herself continue. “Cyndea was my parents’ closest friend. If anything had happened to them, they would have wanted her to take care of me. She wasn’t related to us, but she was like an aunt who’s fun and who treats you like a grownup and whom you want to be like once you’re older.”

			Pebbles fell and spun away as Jason scrambled down the last few feet of the hills and landed easily on more moss. Lera followed, thinking she would never be able to look at moss the same way again.

			“Some people believe strange things about the Unity,” she said as they reached the trees. “There’s one story that a star fell and landed far in the north. Its power withered the hills all around, but a group of villagers were brave enough to go into those hills to see what had happened. Because of their courage, that star—the Unity—made them the first members of its Council of Eyes and Voices, and they brought it into the heart of Denalay where it could watch over the land.”

			“Meteors do fall occasionally.” Jason sounded skeptical. “Though I doubt they’re intelligent, let alone out to bless people.”

			“Well, Cyndea believed that. But she also thought it wasn’t fair of the Council to keep all the Unity’s power to themselves. So she traveled into the Blasted Hills.”

			“Did she come back?”

			Lera nodded. “She told us they weren’t ruined any more. Most of the land was beautiful and fertile.”

			“It was probably a volcanic eruption. The minerals in the lava are good for the ground.”

			“Well, whatever it was, that might have ended well, but Cyndea said she’d found mysterious words in a valley there.”

			“Words?” He frowned. “What were they written on?”

			“A great stone, and they were in another language. But as she fasted and prayed before the stone, she understood whoever had sent the Unity from the sky had carved the words for whoever found the Unity on Eden.”

			A thick mat of decaying greenery and fresh leaves felled by the rain crunched and squelched underfoot as they kept walking, and the smell reminded her a little of the Sea of Weeds. The trees were growing farther apart, though, and she knew they would be out of cover soon.

			“Cyndea believed she would come to understand those words with time, and if we went back with her, we’d all benefit from knowing what they said. Maybe we’d finally learn the truth about the Unity.” She looked at Jason. “What do you think of that?”

			“I think she must have fasted a little too long. But I suppose your parents believed her.”

			Not for the first time, Lera wished she knew why. She supposed it must have been a combination of Cyndea’s charisma and their long friendship, which was why she herself was cautious with her trust. Except with Jason. Though that was partly because when he made an outlandish claim, he had a good reason for it, and partly because she knew he would never have hurt her.

			She went on. “My parents weren’t the only ones. She gathered forty other people, and we all traveled north. We found a hidden valley, and it was as lush as anything you can imagine.”

			They were out of the trees by then, but although the ground was bare and rocky except for clumps of stunted grasses and patches of lichen, it sloped up, so the going was still slow. Her clothes were starting to dry in the sun.

			“I was seven, so it was a great adventure for me,” she said. “Cyndea said we should make our home there, and no one was going to argue with that. We called the village New Truth.” She glanced at Jason to see his reaction. “Go on, say it. Whatever you’re dying to say.”

			“Fine. I’m not even sure there was any Old Truth. But did any of you see the mysterious stone?”

			Lera shook her head. “The hills stretch for miles, so we didn’t expect to find it right away. The next spring, Cyndea went searching.”

			She paused before she went on, trying to remember the details correctly. “She was…different when she came back. She said she’d found the stone and finally read its runes right. The stone said what had fallen to Eden was only a herald, a harbinger of the real power. If we stayed there long enough, the real Unity would make itself known.”

			Jason nodded. “And by then, you’d all sacrificed so much you couldn’t simply leave. Besides, it’s easier to believe something preposterous when everyone around you believes the same thing.”

			It hadn’t seemed preposterous at the time, but Lera thought that was because they’d all accepted there was a Unity, a mysterious presence none of them had ever seen, but which existed and watched over Denalay. With such a foundation in place, building the idea of yet another kind of Unity hadn’t been too difficult.

			“Other than that, life was good,” she said as they climbed higher. “With luck we might have been left alone, because the place was so isolated. But we weren’t lucky.”

			“Probably because you’d vanished off the map without paying your taxes.”

			Lera couldn’t help smiling, because she liked that explanation so much more than the one she’d been given by the tribunal, which was that the Unity saw everything within Denalay. They reached the summit of the first hill, though her heart sank a little as she saw the plateau ahead dip down and then roll upward into more heights. She kept glancing around to make sure they weren’t being watched.

			“One day we found a man lying in a trail that led down into the valley,” she said. “He’d been beaten, and when he came around he told us he’d been waylaid by bandits.”

			“He was a spy from the Council, wasn’t he?”

			Lera supposed he must have been convincing to take everyone in. Though maybe they just hadn’t been skeptical enough—after all, how likely was it that a spy would be bruised and battered to the point where he couldn’t walk? Or pretended he couldn’t walk.

			She paused to get her bearings. They were only about three miles from the end of the cliffs, and to her left, the colony of seabirds muttered and shrieked. They nested on every crevice in the crags, and the noise they made would have covered the sound of anyone creeping up. She only hoped that would startle the birds into flight.

			Her stomach rumbled, and she found herself thinking of fried eggs sizzling in a pan. She went on, because even remembering the past was better than being so hungry.

			“We couldn’t spare anyone to take care of him,” she said, “so I was assigned to do it. I was fifteen, and he was the first outsider I’d ever seen. By the time he was able to rise from his bed, I was…” She hesitated, feeling awkward, because she wasn’t sure how Jason would react to that particular detail.

			“Infatuated?” he said.

			“I was going to say randy, but I do like your more elegant words.”

			“Benevolent Ones.” He seemed to be trying not to blush, but his brows came together when he looked at her again, and his voice was hard. “Wait, you were only fifteen. Did he take advantage of you?”

			“Well, when he asked how old I was, I asked, ‘How old do you think?’ He looked at my chest when he thought I didn’t notice, guessed nineteen and seemed quite happy when I let him believe he was right.”

			For a few moments there was no sound except for the birds, the sea and the occasional click of a dislodged pebble underfoot as the two of them trudged on. Lera kept searching for signs of recent excavation, of any indication something had been sunk into the rock beneath them, but the clifftops were blanketed with gravel and smooth pebbles.

			“Then you slept with him,” Jason said.

			“We didn’t do much sleeping. Except by then, he had sent word to the nearest city about our location and defenses. But Cyndea intercepted his last message. She had him tortured.”

			“Did he tell her about you?”

			“Yes. She had me brought in so I could see what was left of him, though she’d kept him alive somehow. Or maybe he was too stubborn to die. I broke down and my—my parents were horrified. But Cyndea knew what was happening better than any of us did. She was only too aware that the militia were approaching, that everything she’d worked for was going to be destroyed, and that even if I hadn’t known it at the time, I had helped the man responsible.”

			Jason stopped, turning to her as though he was seeing her for the first time, and when he spoke his voice was quiet. “She burned you.”

			Lera couldn’t quite meet his gaze. She stepped up on a rock the size of a melon, craning her head to catch a glimpse of Princeps. Odd, it was anchored where it had been the day before, during the battle—which meant if the cliff came down, that ship would be the first thing in the path of the wave.

			So either Jason’s theory was wrong or the ship was unable to move. She stepped back down.

			“Ordered me burned.” There had already been a fire, for what was being done to him. She still remembered thinking it was all a horrible dream. The first man who’d ever touched her couldn’t have been a spy, and the woman she’d looked up to all her life hadn’t just given that order in a voice choked with fury and revulsion.

			But hands had gripped her arms, a fist had closed so tightly in her hair that strands had ripped loose, and she had known it was real. As were the lit coals and the screams—not all of them hers—and the pain.

			“I think she would have done worse if the sentry horns hadn’t started blowing a fanfare.” That was the part she’d hated for years. It was bad enough knowing that if not for the Council’s spy, she would never have been burned, without being aware that only the arrival of the Council-loyal militia had saved her from being killed. “But the horns fell silent almost at once. In the panic I got away and hid in a cellar. The militia found me there.”

			“What happened to everyone else?”

			She had never seen them again. “Probably executed.”

			Jason stopped. She thought he’d been startled by what she had said, before he knelt and picked up a round stone. When he straightened and showed it to her, he didn’t need to say anything. The drop of candle wax on the stone spoke for itself.

			They were only about two miles from the southern flank of the island now. He dropped the stone.

			“Your parents too?” he said.

			Lera hated to think about that, but it wouldn’t be much better to imagine her parents imprisoned for the rest of their lives, growing old in a cage. “They hadn’t done anything to redeem themselves before the Unity,” she said, and only realized after she spoke that she was repeating what the kindest of the judges had told her in some attempt at consolation. “The tribunal spared the children who had grown up in New Truth and couldn’t be expected to know better.” Though she wondered if the Council’s spy had survived and put in a good word for her, since she hadn’t exactly been a small child at the time.

			“And after that you started working on a ship?” Jason said.

			“I had to work somewhere.” Somewhere the condition of her face wouldn’t matter as much as her tenacity and her physical strength…and her willingness to obey orders too. Besides, a ship was the only place she felt free of both her past and what the Council had done to destroy that past. A ship could sail so far the land might never have existed, and it was on a ship that she’d first felt safe and strong again.

			“It wasn’t like my parents left me an inheritance,” she said. “Anything they owned went to New Truth, and when that was razed, I guess whatever was remaining went to the Unity.” She shrugged. “I don’t think about it too often. About any of it.”

			She had never told anyone the whole story. Even her few friends had heard only the most necessary details—no, it wasn’t pirates who had burned her, it was someone she’d thought of as a friend, but thanks to the Unity’s mercy she’d survived with nothing worse—and she would never have dreamed of confiding the part about New Truth. It wasn’t safe for a captain in the navy to have that kind of unsavory, disreputable past.

			But she knew it made no difference to Jason. His gaze as it rested on her was soft without the slightest hint of pity, and although he wasn’t touching her, she felt almost as close to him as she’d done during the night.

			Then he did touch her, lifting a hand to smooth her hair back from her forehead and tuck it behind her ear, his fingertips a caress on smooth skin and roughened scar as his hand slid lower. In the next moment she was in his arms. She didn’t know which of them had moved first, and it didn’t matter, not when she leaned against the warm solidity of his body and felt the steady beat of his heart.

			“The scar doesn’t bother you, does it?” she said quietly, turning her good cheek to rest it against his shoulder.

			He took her shoulders and held her just far enough to look into her face. “I don’t like knowing you were hurt—hurt badly. But the scar doesn’t make you any less lovely. Besides, I have one leg shorter than the other, so what?”

			Lera looked down before she could think twice, and shoved him away as the corners of his mouth twitched. “All right, let’s keep looking,” she said, as she would have given orders on the quarterdeck of her ship. “We can’t waste any more time.”

			He nodded. “Maybe we should split up. Cover more ground.”

			That was good thinking, and if they were going to be ambushed, at least one of them might escape. “Stay within sight.”

			He moved away, watching the ground, but it was she who found the next dribble of congealed wax. Impossible to see if any digging had been done nearby, but on impulse she knelt and scooped away handfuls of pebbles and gravel.

			She worked carefully, because it might be easy to miss a thin string running beneath the ground, but what she found was thicker than her thumb. Of course, it was wrapped in layers and waxed against water. The end was out of sight, but given enough time she felt sure she and Jason could dig it up. She called to him.

			He turned, and as it had done on the half-a-boat, his gaze went to something behind her. Lera snatched her saber free and spun around.

			The man who rose up from a rock ten feet behind her held a longbow, an arrow already nocked and ready. “Drop it!”

			She froze. There was no way she could reach him before he loosed. Before she could think what to do, there was a scuffling noise and another man climbed up beside the first, drawing a longsword.

			The wind had picked up, but there seemed to be no other sound in the world. She didn’t dare glance back at Jason, because the slightest movement might startle the archer.

			If she didn’t drop the saber, she’d be shot—and probably killed. If they surrendered, they might be taken to Princeps, to live a little longer. She could imagine what might happen there, given what Richard Alth had done to Kovir, but she had no choice.

			The saber fell with a clink to the stones, and she raised her empty hands.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Hour of the Wolf

			The rudder had been shot away.

			Richard wasn’t a sailor, but he’d been on Pelican and then Princeps long enough to pick up some knowledge of a ship, so he knew that without a rudder, there was no steering. They needed that to maintain a course to the cove on the other side of the island where the unfortunate Pelican had once been moored, a sheltered place to protect them from the shock when the cliff came down.

			The solution was simple—jury-rig a rudder. Except when he sent carpenters down from the stern on ropes, a shark leaped from the water and its teeth closed on one man’s legs. The beast’s weight snapped the rope and the carpenter was gone from sight at once.

			The rest of the men had scrambled back to safety, one of them dropping his hammer in his haste, but while their fear quickly spread through the crew, Richard was suspicious instead. He’d sent three boats to pick up survivors earlier, but as the loaded boats had made their way back to Princeps, something below the water had tipped two of them over. As the sailors struggled back to the surface—those who could, anyway—the boats had been dragged down. What surfaced was mainly wreckage.

			But one of the men had been sharp enough to bring a piece of the wreckage back to Princeps, and Richard found a triangular tooth embedded in the wood. That was sharp too.

			It would have been strange enough for the island’s waters to become a shark hunting-ground overnight without the shark being so intelligent into the bargain. He’d had harpooners stationed on Princeps because he’d feared the Council might send divers to sabotage his ship, but now he told them to shoot if they saw any large shapes moving in the water, and to drop nets as well.

			Most of the crew was still terrified. Richard increased their pay threefold—he had the chest of gold from the Council—but the men muttered together when they thought he couldn’t hear, and a few resentful looks were directed his way too.

			“You think they’re planning mutiny?” he said to Voyjole when they were alone in the former captain’s cabin.

			Voyjole shook his head. “I doubt they’ll turn against you. They have nowhere else to go.”

			That wasn’t quite true, Richard thought. Compared to him, the men in his crew were nameless, faceless people in whom the Council would have little if any interest, so they could sneak back to Dagre and slip into the population like cards into a pack.

			“And if they try…” Voyjole touched the hilt of his sword. “They’ll have to get past me.”

			Richard felt better. Voyjole had been one of the few steady, trustworthy presences in his life after his father’s death, and although Richard was not sure exactly when the man had shifted from the role of family retainer into a personal protector as close as his own shadow, he liked that too. The kings of the past had had elite bodyguards, after all.

			“Not to worry, my lord.” Voyjole went to the windows. Since the captain’s cabin, set at the stern, was the largest on the ship, the windows were wide enough for both of them to see the ropes hanging down outside, where the surviving carpenters were at work. The harpooners and nets were in place, and Richard had made it clear the sharks weren’t the only things which would get four feet of barbed steel through their guts if the rudder wasn’t repaired.

			Running footsteps outside grew louder and stopped at the door. Voyjole turned swiftly and went to stand beside the door, his back to the wall.

			“Come in,” Richard called loudly, so whoever it was wouldn’t be warned by Voyjole’s voice, which would sound closer to the door. But the man who stood outside was one of his own, a guard off the Alth estate.

			“M’lord, there’s a boat from the island,” he said. “They have prisoners.”

			Richard was up at once. His greatest fear had been that the Council would discover where the explosives were and target the island instead of Princeps, so he’d hired mercenaries to guard the island. Money never better spent, he thought as he followed Voyjole up to the deck.

			It was noon by then, so when someone handed him a telescope, the prisoners in the boat were only too easy to make out. He didn’t recognize the man, whose back was to him, but the woman’s hair blazing in the sun was unmistakable. As was the dark scar covering half her face.

			He felt a smile stretch his mouth as he handed the telescope to Voyjole. “See her?”

			Voyjole’s fractional nod was answer enough. “What do you want done with them, my lord?”

			“Make sure they’re unarmed and bound, then bring them to my cabin. Oh, and I’ll have my lunch there too.”

			He went back down, where he didn’t have long to wait before the door opened. Voyjole came in, holding the woman’s arm to push her ahead of him. Before Richard had time to look more closely at her, a deckhand brought the man in.

			Richard needed a moment or two to recognize him, because at first all he felt was a nagging sense of familiarity and an odd coiling in his belly, as though he had swallowed a snake. Then he knew. Jason Remerley. Older, with faint lines at the corners of his eyes, but looking as unpleasantly scruffy as he had in a classroom seventeen years ago—unshaven and dressed in worn, stained clothes. He might still have had the dirt of the hogpen under his nails, except since his hands were tied behind his back, Richard couldn’t see.

			As Voyjole shoved both of them into chairs, a prudent distance from each other, Richard wondered what in the world Remerley was doing here. Could he have found work as a sailor after he’d been sent packing? Unlikely. Richard’s tutor had once told him how Remerley’s father had wanted him to have a good profession, to be a man of letters. That didn’t exactly jibe with a sailor’s trade.

			Still, he had plenty of time to find out.

			“The cook’s grilling some crayfish, my lord.” Voyjole dismissed the deckhand, shut the door and stood with his back to it. “They were digging up a fuse when they got caught.”

			Grilled crayfish was Richard’s favorite dish, but for once he wasn’t looking forward to it. How had they found out about the fuses? Had Nemesis picked up one of Pelican’s crew before running for cover? But he hadn’t used the crews to dig the holes for the caches. That had been done by the men he’d later paid to guard the island, so that if those men had second thoughts, they couldn’t leave and betray him.

			Well, he’d get an answer, but first there was something else he’d been longing to do. He had no interest in the woman—Remerley was the one he wanted to question, not some Denalait bitch—but he did have a small score to settle with her.

			He moved forward and stopped in front of her chair. If she was frightened, she didn’t look it; her eyes were stony. With enough time and light to observe her, he recognized the scar—they’d once had a groom caught in a stable fire, trying to save the horses, and the result had looked much the same.

			He turned away, then pivoted around and flung his arm out. The back of his hand struck her face so hard that her chair tilted before it slammed back down to all four feet.

			Richard stepped back. His hand stung, but it had left a pretty imprint across the unscarred side of her face, and she looked dazed. A bead of blood glistened at a corner of her mouth and made a red line to her chin.

			“My lord.” After the crack of flesh on flesh, Remerley’s voice sounded odd, perhaps because he spoke as if they were meeting at some social occasion. He didn’t sound angry, just courteous and concerned at the same time. “Please. There’s no need for that. We’re at your mercy and we know we’re alive only because of your sufferance. We’ll do whatever you want.”

			That was more like it, though Richard wasn’t stupid enough to be taken in. Remerley knew he had his back to a wall, so he had no option but to grovel. Besides, it was galling to know that if not for Richard’s father’s kindness, and his family’s money, there was no way a plowman’s son would spout words like “sufferance”.

			Suffering, maybe.

			“Then start talking,” he said, “and I don’t mean that kind of oil-tongued flattery. How did you know?”

			Remerley managed as much of a shrug as he could with his hands bound securely behind his back. “I didn’t, at first. We fell overboard when your ship attacked, and we drifted ashore. I thought we might make a signal fire on the cliff to attract Captain Garser’s attention, but when we climbed up there, we saw signs of digging and wondered what had been buried.”

			So it had been a lucky accident, and Richard breathed a little easier. “Why were you on that ship, anyway?”

			“To identify you. After your trick using a lookalike—”

			“Ah, I see. But her?”

			Remerley raised his brows. “She’s a captain in the Denalait navy. Captain Garser may have assumed she’d be useful.”

			She most certainly was, since she’d taken his bride from him. Richard wondered if he might trade her for Meghan, but quickly realized it wouldn’t work. Even if Garser agreed to such a trade, Meghan hadn’t wanted to be with him, had never wanted him. If he got her back, he’d probably have to watch her day and night in case she flung herself overboard.

			In retrospect, everything had gone wrong for him after he had thrown his lot in with her family. At the time, he’d been stinging from the Council’s dismissal, so Matthew Nucira’s friendship and support had been welcome.

			Still, he might not have gone as far as a tidal wave—except for Meghan, sworn to him if he lent his support to placing her on the throne. It wasn’t even the fact that she had the blood of kings. It was her, elusive and aloof and lovely. She’d been sixteen at the time, but her uncle had promised they would be married on her eighteenth birthday. Though in his cynical moments, Richard had wondered why the man was so eager to hew to the regulations about marital age when he didn’t mind breaking the law that said, thou shalt not take up arms against the government of thy land.

			In any event, the Council had ruined those plans as well, not only putting down the rebellion but seizing Meghan. That had incensed Richard to the point of no return.

			“My lord?” Remerley said. “May I ask a question?”

			Surprised out of his reverie, Richard nodded before he could think twice. He supposed it was the tone of Remerley’s voice—polite, but also as unstressed as if he expected the simple request to be granted. Before he could say anything about it, Remerley turned to look at the portrait on the wall.

			“Is that Lady Lorna?” he said.

			It was the oddest question, completely irrelevant to what they had been talking about. Richard glanced out of the window, in case Remerley was trying to distract him from something, but there were no ships in sight and the work on the rudder seemed to be in progress.

			“That is my mother,” he said. The portrait had been one of the few things Voyjole had managed to spirit out of his house before the Council’s army had reached it. Thankfully Voyjole had offered to keep it safe on Princeps, which could take far more fire than Pelican.

			Remerley nodded slowly, as if that confirmed some rumor he’d heard. “I was never so fortunate as to meet Lady Lorna, but her eyes…they’re the same color as Lord Jason’s.”

			The portrait didn’t do justice to his mother, as far as Richard was concerned, but the artist had indeed captured her eyes, the soft hue of the sky on a summer’s day. “Yes. They were cousins. Is there a point to this, or are you just trying to prolong the last hour of your life?”

			It was starting to annoy him, how Remerley didn’t seem at all afraid. “I’d like to prolong all our lives, my lord. Yours too. Please let me suggest an alternative, a way out for yourself and your crew.”

			“Don’t waste your breath.”

			“My lord?” Voyjole said from the door. He stood with his hands at his sides, fingers curled so his knuckles dug into the wood. “I’m sorry, but I would like to hear what he’s got to say.”

			“Why bother? We’ll never be allowed back in Dagre—unless we’re in fetters or dead.”

			“Don’t go back to Dagre, then,” Remerley said. “Allow Captain Garser and his crew to remove the threat on the island in return for all the food and water and medical attention your crew needs. Garser will honor his word if you hold true to yours.”

			“Then what?”

			“Then leave. You have a ship. A ship is meant for sailing beyond the horizon. Take Princeps and find a safe place for yourself and your crew.”

			“You must think I’m an idiot.” What safe place could there be—one of the other islands? Sooner or later he’d be hunted down again.

			“I think you’re a lord of the land,” Remerley said evenly. “Except you have no more land to be a lord of. But you might, in the future.”

			“What land is there in the world besides Eden?” With his luck, they might sail for years until the last starving survivors saw solid ground, only to discover it was Denalay or Bleakhaven, on the other side of the continent. “No one’s ever seen more than a few offshore islands.”

			“No one’s gone very far. You could be the first, and whatever you find would be yours to keep.”

			Richard shook his head. “Even if I were willing to sail off in search of such a pipe dream, I don’t believe the Council would simply let me go—and they have technology they’d use to track me down.”

			He walked closer. “No, I’m not going to run. Especially not when it’s you urging me to do so. You think I haven’t forgotten what you did?”

			Remerley had to tilt his head back a little to meet Richard’s eyes, but if Richard had been expecting a downcast, shameful expression as an acknowledgement of the past, he would have been disappointed. “I certainly haven’t forgotten it, so I know you won’t have.” He paused. “My lord, I never said this to you seventeen years ago, but I’m deeply sorry for what I did. I know I hurt you. On the other hand, I don’t think that justifies murder. We all make mistakes. Sometimes those are serious mistakes we regret and wish we could change the consequences of. But if we can’t alter those consequences, we can at least do our best not to harm anyone else.”

			What a lovely speech, Richard thought. What an elegant, eloquent speech, fit for the books he would never have got his hands on if not for the Alth family’s generosity, and now he dared to vomit all that in Richard’s face. As if he was so morally superior and could preach to lesser people from on high.

			But Richard knew how to stop that. He knew exactly how to stop it. Without needing to lay a hand on the bastard.

			“You killed my father, didn’t you?” he said.

			“What?” For the first time since he had been brought into the cabin, Remerley looked genuinely taken aback, and Richard had never enjoyed a sight more.

			“He died that night, but he never drank to excess, so why would he fall down the stairs?” He saw it all happen as if it were unfolding in a picture book before his eyes—looks as though you’re not the only smart one. “You sneaked into our house. The dogs were used to you, so they didn’t bark. Then you pushed him.”

			“Are you—” Remerley caught himself with a visible effort and went on, though he didn’t sound nearly as calm and confident as he’d done before. “My lord, why on Eden would I kill…” he glanced at Voyjole, “…your father? He was always kind to my family. I gained nothing from his death. In fact, once you became the lord you had us evicted, remember?”

			“Oh, I remember.” Richard suppressed a smile, because it was quite pleasant to see the man so ill at ease. “I’ll tell you what you gained when he died. He’d have thrown you off our land too—maybe not your father, but you, because he knew you were jealous of me. He knew as well as I did that you were always trying to make yourself look better than me, and he’d had about as much of that as he could stomach.”

			He paused for effect. “He would have sent an upjumped nobody like you packing, and good riddance. Except you murdered him first.”

			Remerley’s face hardened. “Then why didn’t I kill you too?”

			Richard blinked. He wasn’t sure how to reply, and before he could come up with anything, Remerley went on.

			“Why didn’t I kill you too?” he said, and there was no more of the respect—however feigned it might have been—that had underlined all his words when he’d first started speaking. “If I’d crept into your house at night and if I was willing to have one man’s blood on my hands, why not yours too? I knew where you slept. Or would I have found your bedroom empty had I gone there…my lord?”

			Richard nearly hit him. His right arm twitched, and he forced himself to stay still, though the effort didn’t make his mind any less blank. He could hardly believe Remerley had stymied him like that—and what could he say now? What could he do to silence the man for good?

			He opened his mouth to order Voyjole to kill him, then paused. Why start with him? Remerley had only begun to speak when the woman had got a little of what she deserved, as though he was trying to protect her—and it had worked for a while, because Richard had been too busy dealing with him to pay any attention to her.

			He glanced at her, mulling over what would be the best option. There was the bunk, but she wasn’t his type at all. Too foreign and obviously lowborn. The lush curves were wasted with a face like hers, and he’d never cared for red hair. That was a sure sign of a violent temperament, which was very unattractive in a woman.

			No, he had a far better idea. “Voyjole.”

			“My lord?”

			“I’m cold.” He sat on the bunk, stretching, and looked at the woman so Remerley would have absolutely no doubt about what was going to happen, and why. “Have one of the men bring a brazier in here, would you? I’d like a very hot fire.”

			I won’t react, Lera thought. I won’t show fear.

			She said that over and over silently as a man carried in an iron brazier filled with coals, but her skin was as sweat-slick as her mouth was dry. Pressing the soles of her boots to the floor so her knees wouldn’t tremble, she tried to think of some way out, any way out. Nothing came to mind.

			Flames flickered brightly in her peripheral vision. She refused to look at those or at Jason, because she didn’t want him to see she was afraid. If he did, he might try something reckless and get himself killed for his efforts. Besides, she could bear pain. It’s not as if this is your first time, she told herself, then wondered if she was going crazy through sheer dread.

			Richard came over to her and grabbed her arm. Lera rose of her own accord, though that was an effort. She didn’t intend to waste any of her strength fighting him without an escape route. They’d taken her saber, and her hands were bound. She could have tried to wrench free and lash the heel of her boot into his groin, but Voyjole stood with his back to the window, watching as Richard pulled her over to the brazier. He wasn’t likely to stay out of it if she hurt his master.

			“My lord, don’t do this,” Jason said. “Please.”

			Richard picked up a little brass poker and stirred the coals—to expose more of their glowing undersides, Lera realized. Then he shoved the poker among the coals and slid a hand into her hair, his fingers tightening to hold her head steady.

			“Are you really so degenerate you’ll sink to torturing a woman?” Jason’s voice slashed out, but when he continued, he turned to look at Voyjole for some reason. “You think Lord Alth and your mother are looking down on you, proud of what they brought into the world?”

			Richard’s breathing was audible and his mouth twisted, but Lera’s last hope vanished like a raindrop on the coals as he said, “The more you talk, the more she’ll scream.”

			Then he shoved her head down.

			All the bone-deep terror she’d tried to suppress burst loose. She twisted and wrenched her head away—or tried to—but he was stronger, and the unburned side of her face came closer and closer to the flames. Her hands jerked at the ropes until blood slicked her wrists. From the corner of her eye she saw a quick movement, but it was only Voyjole turning around as if he preferred the view out of the window.

			The sharp stench of burning hair filled her nostrils, and then she saw nothing as her eyelids closed. Please don’t let me be blind. She could bear being scarred again but she needed both her eyes. The heat was scorching on her cheek, unbearable, and she sank her teeth into her tongue so she wouldn’t scream.

			“My lord!”

			The strange tone in Voyjole’s voice penetrated even her panic, and Richard pulled her head up an inch or so. The whole left side of her face stung far worse than the backhand he’d given her earlier. She opened her eyes in time to see Voyjole point wordlessly at something beyond the window.

			Richard released her and hurried over to him. Lera staggered against the wall, gasping. She had to use the respite to think, to do something while Richard had his back to her, but all she could do was breathe.

			“What are they doing there?” Richard spun around and stared at Jason.

			“What are who—”

			“One of the men I stationed on the island raised a distress flag. We arranged to use that if Council forces landed. How did they get there without my seeing them?”

			Lera was so startled she nearly forgot about the fire. Could Garser’s men be on the island? Why hadn’t she and Jason seen any of them?

			“You told us no one was on the island except the two of you.” Richard strode back to her side and yanked the poker out of the flames. The tip glowed red-hot. “What else did you lie about?”

			“Why don’t you respond?” Lera’s mouth was still as dry as if it had been seared too, but something else burned deep in her chest, scorching her fear away. “To the distress flag. Order your men to detonate the explosives.”

			Richard looked at her as if he hadn’t heard that correctly—though she hoped she had distracted him from the poker and what he might do with it. “Then you’ll die too.”

			She smiled. “I know.”

			Either the reply or her expression seemed to give him pause. He looked at the heated poker as if not sure how it had got into his hand, but before he could do anything else, Jason spoke.

			“I know how it happened,” he said.

			Richard shoved the poker back into the coals. “Then talk, or I’ll make her swallow these.”

			The cool disgust in Jason’s voice could have reduced any fire to ashes. “I’ll tell you because there’s no harm in you knowing, not because such depraved and cowardly threats deserve a response. Remember Kovir? He has a shark, and it would have taken—”

			“Kovir?” Richard’s forehead creased in a frown. “The boy who was spying on us? How could he have a shark?”

			Lera felt her smile grow broader. “Seawatch employs a lot of little boys and girls. They’re all bonded to huge fucking sharks.”

			Her choice of language as well as the information seemed to come as a shock, because both Richard and Voyjole stared at her in silence. “Precisely,” Jason said, as if he’d known that all along. “I imagine the shark carried Garser’s men to the island—underwater, since Nemesis has rebreathers.”

			Richard’s skin had gone an unhealthy color, and when he spoke, he sounded as though he was talking to himself. “That’s how you got away, then,” he said to Lera. “That’s what tipped the boats over.”

			She wasn’t sure what the last remark meant, but capsizing boats sounded like something Kovir’s shark might do, and Unity knew he had reason to do it, so she nodded. Richard seemed unsure which threat to face first—Garser’s men on the island or the shark closer at hand—and her mind raced. If she and Jason could take advantage of his being caught off-guard, his moment of indecision, they might stall until—

			A sharp knock made them all start, but when Voyjole pulled the door open, it was a deckhand. “Captain—I mean, my lord.” He saluted belatedly. “The rudder’s been repaired.”

			Richard’s relief was almost palpable and she heard his exhalation as if he’d been holding his breath a long time. “Good,” he said. “Get the ship moving, then. Olber knows where to go.”

			Lera would never have given such sloppy orders on her own ship, but she supposed the crew was used to a master who wasn’t a sailor. Besides, they were probably all in agreement that they needed to be out of range of the wave when the cliff came down, and the exact phrasing of orders wasn’t as important as running for their lives.

			“Voyjole,” Richard said, “take her up to the deck. Any interference from that shark and she’ll die—I want that to be perfectly clear to whatever-his-name-was. Make sure she can’t escape, understand?”

			“I’ll have her secured to the stern, my lord.” He took Lera’s arm and drew her out of the cabin—not roughly, but not as if he planned to do anything other than follow the orders he’d been given. The last thing she heard before the door closed was Richard’s voice.

			“She could be useful for a little while longer, Remerley,” he said. “But I sure as hell don’t need you.”

			“M’lord, that warship—”

			Jason barely registered the voice through a swimming haze filled with pain, but the word warship penetrated. He heard a soft rasp next to him as Richard spun around.

			“Nemesis?” he said. There was no reply. “Look at me when I speak to you, and answer me. Is it Nemesis?”

			Though his eyes were still closed, Jason guessed whoever had brought the news was standing in the doorway, staring at him. Good. Let him look. But Richard’s order must have snapped the man back to his senses, because he muttered a cowed, “Yes, m’lord.”

			The silence was thick with rage. “Go,” Richard said finally, and from the sound of it, he was speaking through set teeth. “I’ll be on the deck shortly.”

			That meant he’d finish his fun in the cabin and return to business, but before Jason could prepare himself for that, Voyjole spoke. “My lord, this will keep,” he said. “He’s going nowhere. But the crew needs to know what to do, and they need to know it now.”

			That was an equally unwelcome reaction, Jason could tell, but if anyone could be trusted to protect Richard and look out for his best interests, it was Voyjole, and Richard seemed to realize it too. He flung the poker down and the door slammed behind him.

			Jason breathed in deeply. The smell of burned cloth and burned flesh filled the cabin, but he didn’t open his eyes—he didn’t need to see what had been done to him when he could feel it. It was as though nails had been driven into both his arms. Richard had been about to start on his chest when the interruption had come.

			A cold sharp line touched his throat. He looked up. Voyjole’s expression was blank other than the hard suspicion in his eyes.

			“Who told you?” he said.

			“No one.” The longsword’s blade pressed a little deeper. “I figured it out.”

			“How?”

			Jason’s throat was raw—from screaming, he thought—but he didn’t dare swallow. “Well, you must have noticed he has your eyes.” It was also very rare for two blue-eyed people to have a brown-eyed child, but he was in too much pain to get into that level of scientific detail.

			“No one else knows?”

			“I haven’t had time to write up my findings yet.”

			Voyjole’s mouth thinned. “Don’t get smart with me. The only reason you’re still alive is because I want you to help him.”

			“Help him?” For a moment Jason thought he had been hurt so badly he was hallucinating, because he couldn’t have heard that right. Hadn’t Voyjole been in the cabin during the last hour, or was he so accustomed to overlooking whatever Richard did?

			The sword slid back into its scabbard, which was a relief, and Voyjole looked at the wall as if he could see beyond it to Nemesis approaching. “We have nothing more to throw at them. He might be taken prisoner, and in that case I want you to speak in his defense.” Unlike Richard, he had sounded resigned, but now his voice took on an ironic edge that cut deeper than the sword. “You were so eloquent when you urged him to reconsider. I’m sure you’re up to this as well.”

			Jason could hardly believe he was being asked to do such a favor for a man who had not only treated him like that but who had nearly tortured Lera as well. Unfortunately his hands were still bound, and as far as he could see, the only way out was to trust Voyjole. Fast, before Richard came back.

			“All right,” he said. “I can’t guarantee his safety if he does something stupid, but if he’s taken alive, I’ll do anything I can to make sure he’s treated fairly.”

			“I want your word.”

			“You have it. Unlike your son, I live up to my promises.”

			“That’s another thing.” Voyjole’s hand dropped to the longsword’s hilt. “Swear you’ll never tell anyone. Or drop hints like you were doing before.”

			Part of Jason—well, most of him—had hoped for a chance to throw that in Richard’s face. The fact that he was no more entitled to the Alth land and money than any of the laborers on the estate, the fact of his bastardy. Dagre had changed a great deal, but that was still one of the most shameful slurs that could be leveled at a man.

			At least my parents were married, he could imagine himself saying—though he’d known better than to do so earlier, because he would probably have been beaten to death with the poker for it. Now he’d be denied even that small satisfaction. But the most important thing was to survive and find Lera and get them both to safety somehow.

			“I swear by the Benevolent Ones.” Though he couldn’t help adding, “You’re fortunate.”

			He’d meant fortunate you’re in a position to dictate terms to me, but Voyjole’s face hardened. “Fortunate? How?” The blade sawed through the ropes. “Am I fortunate that Lorna died? That our only child is hellbent on destroying what’s left of his life?”

			“You know he’s hoping to kill thousands of innocent people, don’t you? Save a drop of sympathy for them.” Jason wrenched at the ropes and the last few strands snapped, but before he could do anything else, the door flew open. He slumped in place, gripping the broken ropes in his hands behind the chair’s back as Richard came in.

			“Voyjole, what are you doing down here?” he said. “I need you on the deck.”

			“What’s happened? My lord.”

			Richard hesitated, and his voice was quieter when he answered. “That ship is under full steam, coming straight at us. I’ve had the anchor weighed and the wind’s in our favor. We can head south, all the way around to the cove, but they might follow us there and then they’ll be safe from the wave too. But if we engage them—well, I’m not sure we’d win.”

			“They wouldn’t have a full complement of crew, not with some of their men on the island. We might be able to give a good account of ourselves.”

			Do that, do that, Jason thought, watching the two men before him as best he could with his head bent. Whether Nemesis won or not—and he’d bet good money on the outcome of that particular engagement—a battle would give Garser’s men on the island enough time to render the real threat ineffective. Once they subdued the guards, they could dig up the caches.

			“But why bother?” Richard said. “If we escape under full sail, we could drop a boat as soon as we’re close enough and reach land. Once we light the fuse, it won’t matter what Garser does.” He made a sound that Jason realized was a laugh, rasping and devoid of humor. “He’ll have to live with the knowledge that he failed in his duty.”

			“His men are on the island. They could have started digging already.”

			“Don’t be stupid. Even thirty or forty men couldn’t remove tons of explosives. It’s not as though they have the map or know where everything’s buried. No, we must get to land. Go up to the deck and make sure the crew obeys my orders.” There was a brief pause. “Go!”

			“Yes, my lord,” Voyjole said, and left, closing the door. Jason looked up, just in time to see Richard take one of the swords down from the wall and start towards him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Hold Back the Tide

			Jason bolted up and was behind the chair in the next moment. Pain flared through both arms as if he were being burned again, but he ignored it as he grabbed the chair’s back. If Richard had been at all startled, he recovered fast. He closed with Jason and brought the sword hacking down.

			Wood crunched. Jason managed to block the blade, but that almost tore the chair out of his hands. There was a roar of cannonfire, muffled but unmistakable, in the distance. Richard hesitated with the sword drawn back for a second swing, and Jason flung the chair at him.

			He tried to dodge, but the chair clipped his shoulder and the floor lurched under them both as the cannons’ shot struck home. He went down, and Jason caught the handle of the brazier to keep standing.

			Richard sprang up, a snarl distorting his face, and Jason kicked the brazier with all his strength. It came down, scattering coals across the floor between them. Richard jerked back reflexively, and that was enough time for Jason to reach the wall where the other sword still hung. He snatched it down from its pegs.

			The two-handed greatsword was heavier than he had expected, but he barely felt his arms any more. Richard had stopped at the sight of the blade, and although Jason had never trained with a sword, just holding it made him feel stronger. He could…

			Do what, exactly? Try to kill him? Richard had a great deal more swordplay practice than he had. More importantly, Lera was on the deck. If he freed her, they could reach Nemesis.

			He was out of the room at once, heading for the nearest hatchway at a run. The ship rolled—or pitched, or yawed, it was one and the same to him—sending him against the wall before he recovered. Two of the crew were in his way, but they sprang back at the sight of the sword. Jason was all in favor of technological progress, even in the field of weaponry, but there was nothing like six feet of sharpened steel to make people leap out of one’s way.

			A glance over his shoulder showed no one after him, but he would never hear Richard once the battle was joined. Nemesis’s array of cannons seemed to blast the world apart. Garser was clearly giving them everything he had. Jason thought of Lera tied to the stern—thankfully Voyjole had let slip that detail—while hellfire washed over the ship, and climbed the ladder three rungs at a time.

			The deck was in chaos. A swift wind dried the sweat on his skin and filled the sails, tugging them violently and forcing half the crew to struggle to control them. The other half were fighting the warship—and failing. More shots blasted away parts of the gunwale. A sail came down, ropes snapping, and glass shattered. The chicken coop disappeared in a cloud of smoke and feathers.

			Jason knew then there was no reaching Nemesis, certainly not while the battle raged and maybe not after it either. The warship was too far away—it had clearly headed to the spot where Princeps had been moored earlier, close to the beach, but Princeps was no longer anchored. The wind had her instead. It took her south, towards the cliffs, straight into the heart of the wave.

			No, that’s good. Even if Garser’s men had left any of the watchouts on the island alive, even if they were all alive, Richard couldn’t send a command to bring down the cliff as long as Princeps was in danger too. Jason hurried towards the stern, leaping over a body on the deck.

			Richard shouted at someone to stop him. Most of the crew seemed otherwise occupied, but one man barred his way. Jason brought the greatsword up, turning it so that sunlight gleamed off the long heavy blade. The man glanced down at the knife he held and was gone.

			The stern was ahead, and Lera stood on the raised portion of the deck there. She couldn’t crouch to shield herself, because her hands were tied to the rail, but when she saw him she twisted enough for him to get the blade behind her. The ropes parted and fell away.

			The cannons fired again, but as water flew up like a geyser several yards behind them, it was clear Nemesis was out of range—and heading north. Jason supposed Garser had no intention of taking his ship anywhere near the danger-point, but he’d left them alone on a ship whose crew now rose from the deck where they’d flung themselves for cover. They were regrouping, and Richard was at their forefront.

			Everything they had lost, he knew, they would take out on him and Lera.

			Without the skirmish to occupy them, the crew was regaining control of the sails—what was left of them, anyway. He’d hoped that would slow down the ship, but the wind was too strong. It propelled them relentlessly southward. The ship turned to circle the southernmost part of the island.

			A cool shadow fell over the deck, though Jason didn’t need to look away from the deck to know what it was—the cliffs that slanted out over the sea at an angle. Nothing could have distracted him from the sight of the advancing crew. The birds chirked and muttered as they settled back on their nests, but from the crew there was no sound except for the billow of sails and the creak of the deck as twenty armed men moved forward. That, and the groans of the injured behind them.

			The rail dug hard into Jason’s waist. He dared a glance over his shoulder and saw nothing but water turned deep blue with the shadow, turned white where it parted for the ship’s bow.

			Lera sprang forward in a dive that brought her flat to the deck. Before the men in the forefront, Richard among them, could react, she’d snatched up a length of rope that had rolled unnoticed to the gunwale in the panic. Something scraped sharply across the deck as she retreated beside him. It was a grappling iron at the end of the rope, the points long and barbed.

			The rope snapped out as she whirled the iron around her head in a swift circle, so fast the rope itself was a blur. Her lips drew back from her teeth, and her eyes were like beaten steel as she watched the crew. They watched just as tensely. No one seemed to want to be the first to get that in their face when she let it fly. He heard Richard snap an order for a harpooner.

			“Hold on to me,” Lera said, and that was the only warning he got. She spun on her heel and flung the grappling iron out at the cliff.

			Birds took off in a shrieking white cloud. Jason didn’t wait to see if the iron had struck home. He dropped the greatsword and grabbed her around the waist as the crew roared, surging forward. In the next moment they were both over the gunwale. He felt himself falling, falling—

			—and the rope jerked abruptly, breaking their drop. They wheeled through the air, swaying like a pendulum on a chain. Jason turned his head as far as he could. The crew had gathered at the stern, but Princeps was moving fast enough that he and Lera were already out of reach.

			One of the men hurried to the rail, took aim with a harpoon and let it fly. Jason twisted as best he could so Lera was behind him, but even as he did, the steel fell a foot or two short of them. It splashed into the water before it was drawn back by a rope.

			The ship turned, canvas stretched full with the wind, and began to sail out of sight.

			He felt Lera’s heart pounding against his chest, and her shirt was as sweat-damp as his own. She turned her head so he looked into her eyes, and that was enough to make him forget about everything else.

			“Good thinking, Captain Vanze,” he said, and kissed her lightly, just a touch of his mouth on hers. He wondered if she would ever know how much he loved her, if there would ever be a place and a time where he could show her, and if it would matter when he did.

			He lifted his head. She smiled that faintly lopsided, lovely smile, and there was something in her eyes he’d never seen before, but when she spoke it was as always in practicalities. “You climb first.” She looked up to where the rope stretched taut, twenty or more feet above their heads. “If it breaks, I can swim.”

			Jason’s arms hurt anew at the thought, but he pulled himself up the rope. Before he reached the grappling iron, his palms were scraped raw, which almost felt worse. No wonder Lera’s hands were so callused.

			Princeps was gone by then, though, and it was cool in the shadow of the cliff. He got a toehold on a crag and hauled himself on to a ledge a handspan wide, dislodging some nests and praying the birds wouldn’t descend on him in a vengeful, eye-pecking mass.

			Lera swarmed the length of the rope like the sailor she was, stepped on an egg as she climbed up and wrenched the grappling iron free before she tossed it again. That time it took two tries before it snagged something on the top of the cliff well above their heads. Jason went first, cursing under his breath as he had never cursed before, though he stopped at once when crumbs of rock pattered down on his head.

			He froze, hanging in place, wondering if that part of the cliff would simply crack away either due to his weight or natural geological processes. Or worse, if someone was there, waiting for them. It couldn’t be Richard, but he’d stationed men on the island. Nothing was visible over the edge of the cliff, but at any moment he expected a head to appear or a kick to send the grappling iron spinning out loose.

			“Jason?” Lera said.

			That helped. A little, but it helped. He couldn’t waste time, much less give in to his fears and dangle from a rope until erosion finished both him and Lera off. So he continued, teeth set, hand over hand, until he reached the top of the cliff.

			He was sweating and tired down to his bones, but finally being on a wide stretch of solid rock was wonderful, though he wanted to get as far from the edge as possible. Lera grasped his outstretched hand as she climbed up and pulled the grappling iron free.

			“What now?” he said.

			She looked around, but the top of the cliff seemed no different than it had been when the two of them had explored it and been ambushed. “It’ll take them a little time to anchor that ship, put down a boat and row across, and I’ll bet Garser’s doing the same thing from where he is. We could try…”

			Her voice trailed off. Jason thought she’d seen something that had taken her aback, but she seemed to be staring at him instead.

			“What happened to you?” she said.

			He realized she’d seen his upper arms—the blackened edges of the holes in his shirtsleeves that showed the marks beneath. There weren’t many of them, but she looked more livid than the burns did.

			“You can tell,” he said. “It’s not import—”

			A deep grinding split the air, a sound like a tree trunk being crushed between a giant’s millstones. Lera spun around, the grappling iron bouncing against her knee, but nothing was in sight. The sound went on, a low crunching rumble, and he heard shrieks as well, all coming from the western side of the island.

			Lera stood where she was, staring at something or nothing in the distance. He wasn’t even sure she was breathing. “You know what that is?” he asked.

			“Yes. I’ve only ever heard a ship run aground once in my life, but it’s not something you ever forget.”

			“Does that mean what I think it means? The ship’s beached?”

			She spoke so fast the words seemed to tumble over each other. “It has to be Princeps. Garser wouldn’t do that—he needs to go back home. I mean, go back to Dagre. Someone steered that ship onto part of the island and tore out its hull—but now they’ll reach us all the more quickly.”

			“This is it, then.” They didn’t have time to look for Garser’s men.

			She nodded. “Let’s move.”

			No one except Voyjole would come with him. Richard had guessed the crew wouldn’t take too well to the ship being deliberately run aground, and in any case, half the crew were too injured to be of much use. But some of them weren’t hired sailors. There were footmen who’d grown up in the house he’d once owned, and the bailiff who’d worked for him, but they refused to meet his eyes when he called for men to accompany him. One muttered that they couldn’t eat gold.

			Richard longed to tell them it wasn’t about gold, it never had been. It was about standing strong against people who’d seized an authority they didn’t deserve and were misusing it into the bargain. But it occurred to him that if he said so, someone was sure to reply that they were doing the same thing, by refusing his orders. Half the crew was still able-bodied, and Voyjole couldn’t fend them all off. Best not to risk it.

			“Then stay there,” he said, hoping they would all remain on the ship, and be swept away by the wave when he unleashed it.

			He and Voyjole made the torturous crossing to shore. The ship leaned at an angle, having come to rest on rocks submerged chest-deep, and he had to use those as stepping stones. Not being able to see where he was putting his feet was nerve-racking, though the prospect of a shark nearby was far worse.

			Telling himself the water was far too shallow for a shark to attack him, and hoping desperately that he was right, he kept moving. He couldn’t use one arm for balance since he’d brought a lit torch from the ship, and that had to be held well above the water’s surface.

			The two of them finally reached the shore. Richard was shivering—from the water, not for any other reason—but the sun and exertion would dry him out. Neither of them spoke as they made their way inland.

			The eastern side of the island sloped up gradually into hills that became the cliffs, but the western side was much steeper. Though when Richard had hired men for the excavations, they’d discovered steps cut into the sheer walls of rock. He had ordered the island scoured, but there had been no indication that any shipwrecked survivors were hiding there, and the steps themselves were overgrown with moss, meaning they hadn’t been used in a long time.

			“The map,” he said. Voyjole extracted the map from a waterproof case and led the way ahead, to the base of the cliffs.

			They found the first dead man there. He had fallen a hundred feet and lay crumpled in the branches of a tree, attended by a swarm of flies. Richard used the burning torch to keep the insects off and climbed the steps quickly. He felt sick to his stomach, although the man wore a deep blue uniform with gold trim and was obviously one of Garser’s crew.

			The rolling stretches of rock showed blood trails where living men had run or dragged themselves away, and birds flapped up from the occasional corpse. Richard ignored them all as he headed for the main fuse, the one connected to all the caches. The long walk was exhausting, but he told himself that once he’d dealt with that, he could rest. He certainly wasn’t going anywhere afterwards.

			The main fuse was just over two miles from the edge of the cliff, but as he drew closer to it he saw piles of crushed rock ahead, beside dark hollows like uncovered wells. Garser’s men had found two of his caches, though Voyjole went to them and came back minutes later to tell him it was all right. The explosives had been uncovered but not dug up. They were still there, fuses and all. Richard breathed a little easier.

			Finding the main fuse was easy too. A dead, twisted shrub stood atop a huge rock, and Richard oriented himself due east to it, took five paces away and had Voyjole dig. He soon found the fuse, and one slash of a knife parted the waxed covering.

			Beneath it was the thick line which ran straight ahead before it met the individual fuses leading to seventy different caches. All were soaked in highly flammable oil to make then burn fast, but he’d still have time to run for cover. He lowered the torch.

			“Stop!”

			The shout wasn’t loud, but it was startling in the silence. Richard’s head jerked up. A man stood just beyond the open caches. Even at that distance, with the sun in his eyes, he knew it was Remerley.

			“Richard.” Voyjole pulled his arm back before he could thrust the flickering fire into the hollow, against the fuse. “Don’t kill him.”

			It was almost as much of a shock to hear Voyjole using his name as it was to be told that. Remerley was still shouting at him, but he barely heard the sounds. “What did you say?”

			“If you spare him, he’ll speak for you. The Council isn’t going to stop hunting us down and we don’t have a ship any longer. They’re going to—”

			“Put me in a cage for the rest of my life rather than killing me?” Richard wrenched away. “How is that any better? And where did you get this insane idea that he would…”

			His voice trailed off as he realized something. “You released him, didn’t you?” He scrambled to his feet. “I wondered how he got loose. You let him go.”

			Still on his knees, Voyjole stared up at him. “I’m trying to help—”

			“You’re either on my side and you’ll do as I say, or you’re against me.” Couldn’t Voyjole see he only had one choice? If he couldn’t win, at least he would leave his enemies wondering if the price they’d paid for their victory was worth it. “Choose.”

			The words seemed to be wrenched out of Voyjole’s throat. “I—can’t.”

			Richard couldn’t even shake his head in disgust, because to do that he would have had to overcome his disbelief. Voyjole had always been there when he was needed, had always obeyed orders. He had been the single bulwark in Richard’s life. Now even he’s betrayed me.

			He turned around. Remerley had taken advantage of his distraction to creep closer, but he was still within the blast zone of the explosives, unlikely to clear them in time. He kept yelling for some reason, though he sounded hoarse, and Richard wondered if he expected anyone to listen. What a fool. He went to his knees beside the fuse.

			Voyjole let out an exclamation and bolted up. Richard spun around. Far to the left, standing on a high rock, was the Denalait woman.

			The sun turned her hair to a fiery halo, and she whirled something around her head in a tight spinning circle. He hadn’t heard the faint whirring sound before, not over the shouts.

			She flung her arm out. The grappling iron flew through the air and slammed into the back of his shoulder.

			The shock was so great Richard felt only a sharp sudden pressure. He pulled away—or tried to. A stone turned under his foot and a yank on the rope finished the work of destroying his balance. He went down hard, landing on his back, and the barbed points drove deep.

			They were made of white-hot iron. A pain unlike anything he’d felt before stabbed into him, and he screamed. The woman leaped down from the rock, and he opened his mouth to order Voyjole to kill her.

			She grabbed the rope. Richard was dragged over the ground towards her. He fought back, seizing the coarse rope with his free hand and trying to pull. It made no difference; the woman seemed murderously strong. She braced her trouser-clad legs apart, wrapped the loose end of the rope around one arm and hauled.

			The barbs were like a snake’s fangs digging into his flesh, so agonizing he couldn’t even cry out. Only the friction of his body against the bloodstreaked, rocky ground slowed her. He hadn’t dropped the torch, but it couldn’t burn through the rope quickly enough and there was nothing within reach as the woman reeled him in like a marlin.

			Except for a corpse ahead, one of the mercenaries he’d hired. He didn’t want to touch a dead man, but that dead man might have a weapon.

			He saw it through the cloud of dust, a knife beside the corpse. Sheer terror had blotted out most of the pain by then. He snagged the knife, praying she couldn’t see him through the dust as he flung his arm up and sawed through the taut rope.

			She did. He heard her run forward, but the knife was so sharp the rope was almost cut through. It fell limp and he struggled up, slashing out blindly at her. The knife missed, but she retreated anyway, keeping a safe distance. Richard reached back and yanked the grappling iron out.

			The sun flared red. The pain almost sent him back to his knees, but the knowledge of what would happen if he failed kept him upright, fighting his way back to awareness. Blood trickled hotly down his back, but it didn’t matter; she didn’t have a weapon any longer and his torch was still lit. He dared a glance over his shoulder. If he broke into a run, he could reach the fuse and she couldn’t stop him.

			Voyjole stood before it.

			He stood between Richard and the hollow in the ground, stood straight and empty-handed in a way that told Richard he wouldn’t fight. Like a trained hound, he would accept whatever his master did to him. But he wouldn’t be moved from that point either, just as he hadn’t moved to stop the woman.

			The thought of killing him flew through Richard’s mind, but Remerley had lunged forward while he’d been fighting for his life, and he would reach the fuse first. Richard ran towards the end of the cliff instead, towards the two open caches. If those exploded with enough force, they might detonate all the others as well in a chain reaction.

			He heard a panicked, wordless shout behind him and knew it was Voyjole, but that only spurred him on. The torch trailed a thin banner of flame. He’d been thwarted too many times—by Remerley, by the Council and its lackeys, by the lying bitch who’d been promised to him, and finally by Voyjole. It was too much. He wouldn’t let anything keep him from fulfilling his last purpose.

			He ran the last dozen yards on trembling legs. The sea was a spread of glittering blue beyond the edge of the cliff. His heart felt as though it would burst out of his chest. Before he could drop, the ground—weakened from digging—gave way beneath him. His feet scrabbled on a slide of pebbles and he crashed down into the nearest of the caches.

			A choking cloud rose all around as he landed hard on the wooden surface of a crate. He raised himself with shaking hands, aware that below him was enough blasting powder to tear a ship apart. The wind had died, and he heard nothing beyond his harsh panting as he looked around. The torch, where was the torch?

			A glow through the dust caught his attention. The torch had rolled away, beside the tube that wormed its way out of a crevice in the rock and led down into the crate. Either the outer covering had been torn away by the digging or the flame had licked through it, but thankfully there was no matching flicker in the fuse.

			He snatched the torch away, breathing hard. Somehow being in the heart of the blast zone was terrifying. He wasn’t a coward, not at all, but he didn’t want his body shredded in the detonation. If he could get out and toss the torch in from some distance, that would be better.

			He started to stand, and noticed a bright sparking at the edge of the crate. The fuse had burned far faster than he had expected, all the way down from the point where the torch had ignited it. The tiny flame disappeared into the crate, sinking into the mass of dark powder beneath him.

			The cache exploded.

			Through the shark’s eyes, Kovir watched Princeps run before the wind.

			The ship headed south, and he hoped Captain Garser would order Nemesis to give chase, but then he remembered the jutting cliffs. If Jason was right and the explosives were hidden there, detonating those would bring tons of rock down on any ship beneath. Richard Alth might consider suicide worth it if he took Nemesis with him.

			He sent the shark following Princeps as close as he dared, though, turning her course this way and that, taking full advantage of her maneuverability. An erratic path made her a more difficult target for bolts or harpoons. Every now and then, he let her head breach the surface for a glimpse of the ship.

			Those quick looks were disorienting, because when the shark’s water-adapted eyes emerged into the air, it always took her a second to adjust. That was usually all the time she had before her weight took her back down. As a result, Kovir wasn’t certain he’d clearly seen Princeps’s stern. He thought he’d recognized Captain Vanze’s hair, but he couldn’t be certain.

			Time to spy-hop.

			He sank deeper into the shark’s senses and halted her onward course. When he brought her head up out of the waves, her tail sank in reaction, flicking to tread water as best she could, her pectoral fins spread for balance. She only had a few moments before she sank, but that was enough for Kovir to see Captain Vanze at the stern.

			The shark’s body thudded back in the water, and she breathed again. Kovir tried to think of some way he could help Captain Vanze, but when nothing came to mind, he let the shark wheel about. The last thing he needed was for someone on Princeps to spot a fin and kill Captain Vanze in retaliation—which, he supposed, was why they’d put her there in the first place.

			Plunging, the shark swam faster and soon she was at Nemesis; she both smelled and saw the thick cast-iron links of the anchor chain before her. Above, two long dark ovals blotted out the sun, and Kovir guessed those were rowboats. Of course, the explosives were the priority, and one way or another, Captain Garser seemed determined to reach them.

			The shark had taken a company of twenty men to the island over the previous night, staying under the surface because they had rebreathers. They’d been towed two by two, each holding the end of a rope passing through her jaws. Back and forth until she strained at his control. If she hadn’t been so worn out at the end of that endless night, he wasn’t sure what she might have done.

			But it looked like she might still be better off than those men, because there was no sign of them. Kovir wondered if anyone on Nemesis suspected his shark was responsible for that, but even if they did, there was nothing he could do about it. At least Garser’s second company of twenty would reach the shore much faster, keeping together so they couldn’t be ambushed easily as they struggled up out of the water.

			Nemesis was close enough to the island that the rowboats covered half the distance to it in a handful of minutes. The shark heard the coordinated thrash of oars. Kovir guessed once those men were safely ashore, Nemesis would sail around the north side of the island to intercept Princeps there. That would occupy Alth’s ship while Garser’s men on the island searched for the explosives.

			Kovir wasn’t entirely sure that would work, since he suspected there was a cove or bay on the island’s other side, a safe place where Princeps could retreat and fight with more of an advantage. But Nemesis, despite the damage she had taken and minus forty of her crew, was overwhelmingly powerful. He didn’t need to either see or hear it to know that the cannons were being rearmed and the shot made ready.

			He could only hope Captain Vanze wouldn’t be the first casualty of that.

			Although he was far more in the shark’s head than his own, he still heard what was happening in the infirmary—as if from a distance, muffled through layers of cotton—so the second or third time someone said his name, he detached from the shark. A mess boy, much younger than he was, stood beside his bunk.

			“’Scuse me, sir,” he said, “but Captain Garser sent me to say they’ve reached the island.” Yes, I know, Kovir thought a little blankly. “So your shark, she’s to go ahead of us to the other side.”

			Oh. “Understood,” Kovir said, and closed his eyes. He wasn’t happy about the order, because he’d taken her into a trap once already, but scouts went ahead whether it was safe or not. He let her rise to take one final look at the beach. Not that he expected anything to stave off their having to obey, but there was no harm in staying at the surface now that Princeps was gone.

			The boats had reached the shore and dark blue coats jumped out. The buttons on the coats threw off flecks of sunlight, and the shark dipped her head. Kovir took her up again, but let her roll half over so she could see the ship instead. Captain Garser was at a gunwale, watching; he’d borrowed Kovir’s crutch earlier, so it wasn’t a surprise to see him there. All right, time to—

			Thunder shook the world. The explosion was deafening, but it couldn’t muffle the simultaneous sound of rock splitting apart, sharp and hard, as if it were cracking clear through his skull.

			Shock tremored out through the sea. He heard a muffled whoom as water boiled up. On the beach, the men had abandoned the boats and were running for cover, but they might have been wading through quicksand. Everything happened with hideous slowness, even his shark sinking beneath the waves to flee, and the last thing he saw before she did that was the wall of water bearing down on them.

			Easily eighty feet high, the massive comber turned to white fury when it hit the beach. Kovir pressed the shark down and the water closed over her head. She took off like an arrow, fueled by terror.

			The ship jolted and rose, completely in the grip of the wave. Behind the shark, Kovir heard a faint snap and knew it was the anchor chain breaking. All other sounds were lost in the roar that blotted out the world, and then the solid mass of water overtook the shark, flinging her ton and a half of weight effortlessly on the tide.

			Kovir’s head turned to a hollow shell and a gale rushed through it, so much air that he couldn’t breathe. I’m here, he thought to calm her, because she couldn’t fight that force; she couldn’t see or hear anything other than the great surge that swept over her. You’re safe.

			He forced his body to go limp and unresisting. If you’re taken miles away, you can find your way to me. If all the world separates us, you’ll come back. Nothing else matters.

			Outside, glass shattered and water lashed in. The infirmary had no windows, and Kovir told himself that was good; he was warm and dry except for the sweat on his skin. But under the deliberate calm, he was only too aware that the flagship of the Dagran fleet was being tossed like driftwood, battered far more than it had been during the battle. If they took in enough water, they would sink, and if the wave slammed Nemesis into an island—

			Then it would just be a slower death for him than what must have happened to Captain Garser.

			He imagined his shark making her way through the shattered remains of a ship on the seabed, nosing at the occasional corpse but ignoring them until she found his body—a fancy he knew was as stupid as it was sentimental. What could she do after that, take his corpse back to Denalay? No one would recognize it as him by the time she was home.

			Picturing the worst that could happen calmed him down, though, and he fed his composure into their link. The shark was tossed on the wash, taken farther and farther away from him, and he was so deeply locked with her that he had to stop himself from reaching his good arm out to her.

			As the force of the wave dissipated, though, she could breathe. As long as she breathed, so did he. The sea was still turbulent, and new waves heaved through it at short intervals, so the shark swam back as far as she could during each lull. He let her drift on the brief surges to conserve her strength, aware that it might take her hours to return. But she hadn’t been crushed against rocks or hurt because she’d panicked.

			And he was alive too.

			The infirmary was busy around him. He heard Dr. Strant giving orders, fallen instruments being scooped up, sand hissing to the floorboards. Men staggered in. When they spoke, they did so in low voices as if too much sound might dislodge another mountain of water, so Kovir didn’t know what had happened on the deck until someone came to the side of his bunk.

			“Are you all right?” It was Dr. Strant’s voice.

			Kovir nodded. “The ship?” He must have been more tired than he’d expected, because it was an effort to talk, and it seemed easier to keep his eyes shut too.

			“Not the best she’s ever been. That wave was carrying plenty of broken stones. But we’re afloat, and Captain Garser sent Brian here to get a status report from you.”

			Kovir opened his eyes. The mess boy stood beside Dr. Strant, clearly waiting for information, but—

			“Captain Garser?” he said.

			Dr. Strant’s smile was tired but pleased. “It’d take more than a tidal wave to pry him off the deck. He caught a rail and held on.” The smile faded. “Probably did himself a worse injury. And when I told him not to go up there, what did he say? Oh yes. ‘Malcolm, don’t be an old hen.’”

			He’d also said that he couldn’t expect men to risk their lives on his command unless they saw him equally willing to do so, but Kovir decided not to remind the doctor of that. Besides, he had a status report to deliver.

			“My shark is safe,” he said.

			Brian and Dr. Strant both waited until they seemed to realize that was all the information he had, then Brian bobbed his head in a nod and left. With the tension drained away, Kovir felt like a wrung-out rag, and he longed to sleep. The shark didn’t need him to find her way back to the ship; she’d covered longer distances on her own.

			Before she could reach them, Garser was helped down into the infirmary and headed off Dr. Strant’s irritation by telling him their flag was visible from a peak on the island—from that alone, Kovir could guess how far they’d been taken, since the captain was likely to have been using a spyglass. “Even if it’s a trick,” he said, “the wave would have blasted their ship to hell. Nemesis is the only chance anyone has to get off that island, so we’ve set a course.”

			In his mind, Kovir set a course too, floating on a warm steady current to carry him back home. He closed his eyes and was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			The Homecoming

			For all the strength of her arms, Lera wasn’t a runner—sailors didn’t have much occasion to sprint. She might have tried it anyway, to bring Richard down, except the half-mad look in his eyes gave her pause. That and the knife, since she didn’t have a weapon. She hesitated, and then he had too much of a head start.

			The other man, Voyjole, bolted after him. Jason tackled Voyjole, and they rolled over in a struggling heap. Lera ran towards them instead. Whatever the hell was going on, her priority was getting Jason and herself to safety, so a rabbit punch to the back of Voyjole’s neck stopped the fight.

			Jason scrambled up. He said nothing, and Lera’s heart seemed to have paused between beats as she stared at Richard’s figure in the distance, growing farther and farther from them. Whatever was going to happen next would happen. She saw Richard—along with the tiny fleck of flame—disappear into the ground as if it had swallowed him up.

			Paralyzed, she stared at the emptiness where he had been an instant earlier, struggling to think of what to do. Run away? Cover her ears? Her arms and legs wouldn’t move.

			The explosion sent a cloud of boiling smoke and shattered stone into the air. Vibrations raced through the rock below her feet. To her horror, she heard deep echoes as the other lot of explosives detonated. She had a sudden image of every cache setting off the one next to it, like a line of tiles toppling.

			Jason pulled her down, and a wave of scorching air rushed over them, followed by a low subterranean crack as the cliff began to give way. The tremors went through her as though her own bones were splitting open. If the fracture lines snaked in every direction and fissures opened up below… No, she wasn’t going to start imagining things.

			She didn’t need to. Through the ringing in her ears, she heard a roar as thousands of tons of rock slammed into the sea. Water erupted into the sky. Then came the rush of the wave.

			It seemed to take hours before the dust started to settle, before she dared to stand. Voyjole had come around by then, but he said nothing to either of them, only looked at the place where part of the cliff had been. Jason told him they were going farther inland, and asked if he wanted to come with them or stay there—which was more of a choice than Lera would have given him.

			Voyjole picked himself up and said he would go with them. A lot of the fight seemed to have left him, but Lera wasn’t taking chances and made him go ahead as they approached the cover of the trees, constantly aware of the rush of more waves in the distance.

			Though before long they came across Garser’s men, who had reached higher ground just before the wave struck. Their boats had been smashed, but one of them went to the cliff with a flag. She led the way to the stream, so everyone drank and Garser’s men handed out some ship’s biscuits they’d brought with them.

			Then she took a knife to Jason’s shirt, so he wouldn’t need to move his arms to remove it, and wrapped the burns with strips of soaked cloth, which was as much as could be done for him until they had medical help. By nightfall, Nemesis had reached the island.

			After that, as a commanding officer had once said to her, it was all logistics.

			Princeps had been ripped free of the rocks, though some of her crew had managed to get inland before the wave hit. Those who surrendered were placed in irons in the hold, and Garser left fifteen of his men behind with supplies, to secure the island and hunt down any of Alth’s crew still remaining there. He wasn’t in as good a mood as Lera had thought he would be, and she assumed his injury was bothering him, until Dr. Strant told her it was because Meghan had disappeared somehow.

			“Can’t say I’m surprised,” Lera said to Jason later on, in his cabin.

			“No?” His brows went up. “I am. Surprised she didn’t get away sooner.”

			True enough, Lera thought, since the girl was resourceful as hell. She supposed the only reason the Council might not hunt Meghan down was because, despite her tenacity and sheer instinct for survival, she wasn’t personally ambitious. She had no desire to rule Dagre in any capacity and just wanted to be left alone. Lera hoped that would finally happen.

			Garser was also not pleased that they hadn’t found Richard Alth’s body, but since both Lera and Jason had last seen him within five feet of enough explosives to shatter part of a mountain, he had to be content with that. Nemesis didn’t carry enough food for a prolonged stay at the island, but they replenished their freshwater stores before the steamship left, now pointed towards the mainland.

			Kovir’s fever broke and his arm began to heal. By the time they reached the Sea of Weeds, the crew helped him to the gunwale each morning so he could put his shark through their daily paces, and Lera thought life was slowly returning to normal.

			Except what was normal for her meant being alone. Not without people, because it was difficult to be solitary on a ship, but certainly not getting in too deep with any person in particular. Especially when she would never see that person once she returned home.

			Even if the Admiralty sent her back to Dagre for some reason, she would avoid meeting Jason again. Because he was smart and brave and attractive, because he accepted her past—accepted her, completely—and because he made her smile. He looked more than ever in need of some large meals and a hot bath, but in the future, some woman luckier than she was would be happy to provide those.

			And while it was selfish, she couldn’t bear the idea of seeing him with that other woman, whoever she was.

			Telling him any of that was impossible, of course. Jason was easier to talk to than anyone she’d known, and he already knew her worst secret. She might—just might—not even feel so damn vulnerable admitting her feelings to him. But what in the world could he do about it? Give up everything he had to come back to Denalay with her?

			They couldn’t even spend their last few nights together, because Jason needed to recover from his burns, and it wasn’t as though they had privacy. She took care of Kovir, and Jason shared his cabin too; since Voyjole had surrendered, he’d been taken prisoner and Jason had offered to be responsible for the man. Garser hadn’t liked it and Lera had thought it was suicidal, but Jason appeared alive every morning, so the muttering had died down.

			She ate meals with him frequently, and they found a lot to talk about. She related everything that had happened during the race, and he told her he finally believed he’d paid his debt to his father. But he never spoke of what had happened between them on the island, and as they passed out of the sea forest, Lera began to think of the night they’d spent together as a sort of waking dream. The kind of thing she would do once, but never again. Jason probably felt the same way; he’d had his little taste of wild adventure and exotic foreigner, and that was enough.

			Then they were back in Sandcliff Harbor.

			Lera remembered the people who had crowded to watch the end of the race, but the crowd waiting to welcome them seemed a hundred times larger. The sky was full of banners. Alyster was on the deck of Checkmate, and he waved to her as Nemesis was towed into the harbor.

			“I suppose you’ll go back home now,” she said to Jason.

			“Yes, I’m looking forward to it.”

			He sounded cheerful, as though he really couldn’t wait to go back to everything he’d left behind. Not a word about missing her, so it was good she hadn’t said anything foolishly sentimental. Best to go pack her belongings in preparation to disembark.

			“Lera?” he said as she turned to leave. “You know there’s going to be a banquet in your honor, right? Well, in Kovir’s honor, since he’s being made a peer of the realm. It’s two days from now, and Captain Garser told me I was invited.”

			That was odd. She knew none of them, most of all her, were likely to be alive if not for Jason, but it still seemed very generous of Garser to extend such an invitation in thanks. Especially since she had the impression Garser didn’t like him much, and she said so.

			Jason smiled. “I was able to help him. Gave him a map showing the locations of all those caches of explosives, and his having it should compensate for Meghan’s disappearance.”

			“How did you get that map?”

			“Voyjole gave it to me. What I wanted to ask you was, may I escort you to the banquet?”

			Her heart did a little flip, but she managed to keep her features still. At least, she hoped she had. “I suppose it’s customary in Dagre for women to be escorted?”

			“Of course.”

			She hesitated on the verge of refusing, but something pulled her back from that point. Maybe it was a reluctance to be rude when he’d always treated her cordially or maybe it was the way he looked at her—just as he’d looked up at her from the garden of the Velvet Court, with a steady trust in his eyes. She couldn’t bring herself to hurt his feelings, and she told herself that if they were only friends, it was still better than nothing.

			So she nodded and went back down to her cabin. By the time she returned to the deck, Nemesis was moored, someone with more soppiness than sense had strewn the gangplank with violets, and everyone on Checkmate was waiting.

			It was good to see them all again, especially because she felt a bit more accepted among them now, and Kovir was happy to be in familiar surroundings. He couldn’t stand for long, but Dr. Strant accompanied them to speak to Checkmate’s physician and assured Kovir he would be able to walk by the time he returned to Denalay. A good thing too, since Lera could imagine the reaction from Seawatch if their operative was returned in a permanently damaged condition.

			Though his recovery meant he had no choice except to attend the banquet, but he refused to wear Dagran fashions. Instead he had a change of clothes he’d brought from home—clothes in the unadorned, drab grey Seawatch preferred, because those called less attention to operatives.

			Except in his case, Lera knew those would stand out, especially since they were worn, darned and faded into the bargain. Besides, as Jason had told her on Nemesis, grey was a mourning color in Dagre.

			But fortunately the banquet was organized by the wife of one of the many, many lords in Dagre. Lera couldn’t pronounce the lady’s last name, but she soon found out that though Dagran women didn’t fight battles, some of them had more than the normal allowance of both spine and charm. Kovir ended up in blue velvet breeches and a white shirt embroidered with ivory vines. He still didn’t look completely appropriate, but that was better than making everyone think he’d suffered a death in the family.

			For her part, Lera declined the offer of a dress, partly because she wasn’t used to wearing those and partly because the current Dagran fashion was for low necklines. With her breasts, she’d never dare bend if she wore something like that. Her uniform was cleaned and pressed by the afternoon of the banquet, so after she pulled on black trousers and polished black boots that came up to her knees, she buttoned her coat, pinned the silver bars on the sleeve and looked in a mirror.

			Exotic, and not in a good way. At home, she would have looked functional, crisp, competent. In a Dagran ballroom, especially with her scar, she’d look odd and immensely out-of-place. She didn’t give a damn what foreigners thought or said about her, but she didn’t want to give people any reason to look down on her homeland.

			She undid her braid. By then she’d trimmed the burned ends of several locks, and she combed her hair out until it cascaded smoothly down her back.

			That was better. Exotic, but in a good way. And in one of her rare moments of vanity, she thought there was nothing like the severe black-and-white background of her uniform to set off hair that looked like a wake of fire.

			Two carriages arrived at the harbor for them, though both were drawn by matched horses rather than being steam-powered contraptions. Probably because those left smuts on clothing, whereas with horses, all she needed to do was watch where she put her feet. The driver climbed down, but Jason stepped out first and opened the door for her, so she got in with him. Although she’d never been much for grand celebrations, the carriage was so well appointed that she couldn’t help feeling excited. Even the horses wore plumes on their heads.

			Jason’s clothes, she thought, were clean and perfectly suited to him but not at all ostentatious. “I like what you’re wearing.”

			“Thank you.” He glanced down at a new suede jacket—in a slightly deeper shade of brown—and dark trousers. “I thought it was best not to get too dressed up. People believe you’re trying to ape your betters if you do that.”

			What betters? Lera thought, but when they reached the manor house where the banquet was being held, she was taken aback to see how well dressed everyone else was. Satins gleamed in the light of a thousand candles and every swish of skirts flashed foamy lace. Some women sported feathers, fans and scented handkerchiefs. It was a little daunting.

			But she was there as a show of support for Kovir while the Minister made a speech. She had expected Kovir to kneel while someone touched his shoulder with a drawn sword, but Jason said that was only for knighting and no one drew swords in a ballroom anyway, it was vulgar. So Kovir was made the Earl of Loftmark without too much fanfare and thanked the Council of Dagre for the honor, though he still wasn’t allowed to escape.

			Everyone applauded, accepted tall glasses from servants circulating with silver trays and drank a toast—not only to Kovir now, but to all of them, all the Denalaits who had so nobly and generously come to the aid of another land in its hour of need. Finally the talking was over and the Minister, with a smile, suggested the festivities might begin.

			The musicians in the gallery struck up a lively swirl, and Lera took an involuntary step back. Even in Denalay, when she’d attended celebrations hosted by the Admiralty, she hadn’t danced, partly because she’d never felt she had much to celebrate and partly because it drew too much attention. Besides, she stood out too much already in her uniform, whereas every other woman was in a dress.

			She felt a little better when she saw Charlotte in a gown plain except for bare branches embroidered on the skirts. Then Charlotte came to greet her and Jason, which was enough time for the branches to sprout to her waistline and burst into leaf. She left before Lera could get a closer look, and Jason said the dress was from Lunacy—expensive, naturally, but employees of the Science Institute could afford it.

			Alyster was on the floor with a dark-haired woman in a red gown, but Lera needed a moment to recognize Miri, the woman he’d brought from home for some reason. Not just a civilian, but only half-Denalait, or so rumor had it. Still, she looked very pretty with her hair up and crimson roses in it. Lera briefly considered doing something similar, but all the flowers in sight would have clashed with her hair.

			Oh well. Jason kept her company and told her what he knew about the different guests as they sipped champagne and watched everyone. Though he fell silent when a crutch thudded on the floor, and Garser limped up to them with a woman at his side. He looked imposing in full-dress uniform, and the woman was a willowy blonde in green silk, whom he introduced as his wife Katherine.

			He was perfectly cordial, and Katherine Garser thanked them both for their invaluable assistance in her husband’s mission, but it took an effort for Lera to look the woman in the eye and say something appropriate in reply. They finally left, and she drank all the rest of her champagne in a gulp.

			Jason grinned. “Let’s go outside for a while,” he said. “No one will miss us.”

			Lera was quite agreeable, so they went out to a balcony. She could still enjoy the music drifting from inside, but the night seemed larger and much more peaceful than the glittering, busy ballroom. Pushing herself up to the rail, she sat on it—that was something no lady would have done, or could have done in some of those skirts—while Jason said he would get them both more champagne.

			He disappeared into the ballroom. Lera waited, but it seemed to be taking him a much longer time to refill their glasses than she expected.

			“Lord Kevin?”

			If he hadn’t been sitting alone on the velvet-upholstered couch, and if the servant hadn’t looked directly at him, Kovir wouldn’t have taken any notice, because obviously someone else was being addressed. “Me?” he said. “Kovir.”

			The servant apologized. “Lord Kovir?” He held out a silver tray.

			The food was tasty, though Kovir wondered why it was all in such small portions. Perhaps Dagrans didn’t have much in the way of appetite. He selected bread cut in two slivers with smoked salmon between them, and thanked the servant, who looked a little confused and went away.

			Kovir ate the morsel and still felt hungry, although another servant came by with game sausages the size of his smallest finger, and he took two. For the first time that night, he relaxed. Not only was the couch comfortable, it was in the perfect spot—out of the way, yet giving him a good enough view of the ballroom floor. Just the kind of location a scout wanted, now that he came to think about it.

			His feet ached slightly, but that was only because he’d been standing on ceremony. The swelling was gone, and he could wear shoes again, though those felt as uncomfortably foreign as the rest of his clothes. He thought of slipping into his shark’s mind, hunting with her, but if he did that he might not notice anyone else trying to get his attention. Oh well, it was only for one night and then he could go home.

			A woman left the ballroom floor and came to sit on the couch beside him, skirts rustling as she smoothed them out of the way. “Kovir, I hope you’re enjoying yourself.” She beckoned a servant closer. “Would you like some more champagne?”

			“Thank you, Lady Alexis.” Kovir took one of the misty-cold glasses. His left arm twinged if he moved it, so he set the glass down and helped himself to a chilled oyster. That was covered with a lemon-vinegar sauce that stung his mouth pleasantly.

			Lady Alexis looked him over from head to heel. Since she had chosen his clothes, he supposed she wanted to be sure he’d put them on correctly. He must have passed muster, because she smiled and said, “I noticed you watching the other guests. Would you like me to introduce you to anyone?”

			Kovir took a long swallow of champagne to give himself time to think. He couldn’t dance or flirt, that was for sure, but it would be nice to just talk with someone whose company he would enjoy. Except he’d already seen how young men socialized at a ball: they were either in a group, or they paired off with attractive girls. They didn’t sit down for a chat with another man.

			“No, thank you.” He decided to change the topic, hopefully without her noticing he’d done that too. “But there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask your advice about.”

			“Oh?” She looked pleased. “Go ahead.”

			“Are there any specific duties I have as the Earl of Loftmark?” When Kovir had first heard about an honorary rank, back on Checkmate, it had been meaningless and he hadn’t paid it any attention because his priority had been the new assignment. Now, though, it was suddenly brought home to him that he’d been given custody of land on which people might live.

			Would he have to look after those people or make decisions about their lives? He didn’t look forward to that at all, and he could only hope the earlship wasn’t another responsibility the Dagrans had saddled him with.

			When Lady Alexis smiled again, it wasn’t with the practiced charm she’d shown earlier, but with genuine warmth. “It’s rare that one finds people who ask what they need to do, rather than what they’ll get out of being made a peer of the realm.”

			“Well, I already know I won’t get anything out of it,” Kovir said, and for some reason she laughed. He tried to explain. “It’s an inland province. What good is that to a Seawatch operative?” Even a province on the coast wouldn’t have been much use, though that he could have visited every few years or so.

			“That’s probably why you received it.” She tilted her head and looked at him out of slightly narrowed eyes, her gaze shrewd. “Don’t worry about anything being expected of you. But I’m curious. Is there anything in particular you want?”

			“To go home.”

			“Other than that. Money?” She raised her brows. “Recognition? Love?”

			Money? Kovir didn’t know what he’d be supposed to buy that he didn’t already have—food and clothes and a home. He’d need a new watersuit and mask, but Seawatch would provide those. And he’d have recognition enough once he was back in Whetstone, from the people whose opinions of him actually affected his life. His parents would be amazed to hear he’d gone all the way to Dagre, too.

			As for love, when he thought of that, his shark came to mind at once. But he knew he was wrong. The first lesson trainees learned was that sharks weren’t dogs, but the second was what sharks were—feral predators under no obligation to love the operatives they worked with. Decades might go into training, but that would still be just a veneer over the inherent wildness.

			No, much as he cared about his shark, he couldn’t expect the feeling to be returned, especially given her bad habit of snapping at him every now and then, often when he least expected it. Perhaps it was a good thing he didn’t need love either, though when he looked at the other Denalaits who had been invited to the celebration, he thought of what it might be like to have someone who would walk down to the water’s edge with him.

			But the prospect of walking brought a twinge to his feet, reminding him of who he was—a Seawatch operative, not someone who could afford having such fancies, much less giving in to them.

			He shook his head. “All I want is something to eat, and maybe more champagne.” At least those he could be certain of getting.

			Lady Alexis called three servants with laden trays over, then got up and told him her husband had claimed her for the waltz. Kovir didn’t have much time to enjoy the solitude, though, because Jason joined him.

			“Kovir,” he said without preamble, “I have a business proposition for you.”

			That was unexpected. “I don’t have any money.”

			Jason looked as though he was trying not to laugh. Did I say something funny again? Kovir wondered, but before he could ask, Jason said, “Let me tell you what I have in mind.”

			Kovir ate a stuffed mushroom cap and listened.

			Lera was about to return to the ballroom to see what had happened to Jason when he came back out to the balcony with two glasses of champagne. He handed her one and clinked the rim with his.

			“You look splendid, by the way,” he said. “Everything below the neck is ready for a warship. Everything above is asking for a bed.”

			Lera considered that, then reached up and undid the top button of her uniform coat. It was an unexpected compliment, and what she liked even more was the way he glanced over his shoulder as if to check whether they were visible from inside the ballroom. That made her wonder if there was some place they could be alone. Maybe she’d drunk too much champagne. Better change the subject.

			“You’re not going to be in trouble with your superiors, are you?” She remembered rather belatedly what he had told her about his work being in jeopardy. “I mean, you saved people’s lives as much as Captain Garser did. That has to count for something.”

			Jason leaned against the rail beside her. “Whether it does or not, I’m resigning.”

			“What?” She might have considered resigning, since she had enough money to support herself for a long time, but surely that didn’t apply to him. He hadn’t been able to afford a meal when she’d seen him sitting on the dockside bench that night.

			And now that she came to think about it, she’d be better off continuing to work. She didn’t have a ship any longer, but the Admiralty could still find a post for her, and it would be better than doing nothing.

			Jason shrugged. “I was good at my profession, but that’s not the same as wanting to spend the rest of my life doing it. Although one meets the most interesting people in brothels. So I always saved my pay with another future in mind.” He sipped his champagne. “The odd thing was, until all this happened, I was reluctant to give up a steady pay and all the security of being employed by the government.”

			Lera had felt the same way. Working for the Council of Eyes and Voices had certainly been safer than making them suspicious of her.

			He looked out over the balcony as if he saw something other than formal gardens laid out geometrically and a fountain gleaming in the moonlight. “But I won’t waste any more time—or be too hesitant to take a considered risk again. There’s a plot of land near the Mountains of Thunder. It borders a riverbank and there’s a good road to the nearest city, plus more than enough space for a farm. Chilly in winter, warm in summer, perfect for apple orchards. And there’d be pastures for cows.”

			For a moment Lera couldn’t speak. The music and laughter and tap of feet faded, and instead she heard the wind through mountain passes, the lowing of calves and the drip of rain from leaves. Each time memories—good or bad—of her parents’ farm intruded, she’d pushed them ruthlessly down, but while her mind had been well trained, her senses apparently weren’t. When she managed to breathe again, she could smell the apples in autumn.

			She swallowed. “Sounds very…”

			Jason’s hand covered hers where it rested on the rail, warm fingers tightening slightly, as if he’d heard the change in her voice. “Bucolic?”

			Whatever that means. “I was going to say peaceful.” She closed her free hand into a fist until her palm hurt enough to remind her where she was, until she heard the harps inside. “But—”

			She stopped, aware she’d been about to say something potentially rude, because she hadn’t been thinking as she struggled to return to the present day. Jason raised his brows.

			“Say it.” He lifted her hand to his face and held her fingers to his cheek. “You know I can take anything from you.”

			“Can you afford it?” she said bluntly.

			“Well, I have my savings from my work. My former work. But as it turns out, I know the Earl of Loftmark.”

			Lera couldn’t help smiling, though it was odd how quickly she’d recovered from the unwanted recollections. She’d known from the start that he had a shrewd calculating streak, but now she was aware that was tempered by a solid moral compass. He’d pull all the strings he could, but he would never be unfair or cruel about it.

			“You have friends in high places,” she said.

			He grinned. “Yes, apparently I move in more exalted circles than I realized. That land is part of Loftmark Province, so I stopped to speak with the earl a little while ago, and told him I’d put it to good use. He wasn’t sure at first, but after he heard about how I grew up on a farm, and what my plans were for orchards, he was happy to sell me the land for a most reasonable amount.”

			“More than I paid for you?”

			“Oh, thrice as much. I mean, this is land we’re talking about.”

			Lera chuckled. It hadn’t been fair that she and Kovir got so much of the praise for their mission while Jason went unnoticed, but recognition had never mattered much to him, and now he could build a better life for himself.

			“So I’ve bought that land and I’ll be a farmer.” He turned his head and pressed a kiss into her palm. “What I’ve been wondering is…would you care to become a farmer’s wife?”

			Lera went still. She was suddenly aware of nothing but air behind her back, how far away the white cobblestones and the geometric lawn were, but she also knew Jason would never let her fall.

			“I know as proposals go, that one was…” He frowned, as if even he was lost for words. “Well, presumptuous. Because you want to go back to Denalay. But I had to take the chance.”

			She needed to feel solid ground beneath her feet. Pushing off from the rail, she stood on the balcony, her thoughts in a whirl. Her hand still cupped his jaw, held there by his palm, and she felt the throb of his pulse against her skin.

			She drew her hand back, because that wasn’t helping her think clearly. It was like being caught in a crosswind, being tugged first one way and then another. She was used to obeying orders, because she knew what happened when people defied established authority. Except there was no law in Denalay which could stop her marrying Jason if she wanted to, and she would like to see anyone try.

			But to be with him, she would have to resign her position. She’d lost her ship, but the Admiralty would have given her another—after all, her reputation preceded her. She’d spent half her life on a deck, between the wind and the sea. If she married Jason, she would have to give that up. It was the kind of decision she could never retract; once she made it there would be no going back.

			Except it was a choice. She hadn’t decided to become a sailor; she’d joined a ship because it was either that or starvation. She had a choice now, because Jason always gave people choices. That had been clear when he’d spoken to Richard in a last attempt to persuade him to turn back from his course of destruction.

			She could go back to Denalay for good, with one more unwanted memory to join the rest of her past, and sail a warship until she died or grew old. Whichever came first. She would have money and her reputation and security, and even if she never stopped searching for something just beyond the horizon, there would be contentment in that life. The wind and the tide had healed her wounds once. They might do it again.

			Or she could stay in Dagre and marry Jason. She couldn’t keep one foot on land and one in the water, so she had to make her decision.

			“How long do I have to think about this?” she said.

			“As long as you need. I’ll never push you to do something you’re not ready to do. I realize I just—well, sprang this on you, but I was thinking of it all the way home.”

			“Really? I had no idea.”

			Jason looked rueful. “Because I didn’t want to propose to you until I had a good home for us. I know, you’re Denalait and you don’t need to be supported by a man, but we’re a little behind the times here. All I have is a rented room, and my wife deserves something much better. I wanted us to have a house to ourselves, on land we own.”

			“You mean if Kovir hadn’t sold you that land, you wouldn’t have asked me to marry you?” Lera folded her arms. “Maybe I should marry him instead.”

			Jason laughed. “Provided you could get past his shark. No, if he hadn’t sold me the land, I’d have thought of some other way. Because I’ll do anything for you.”

			His gaze was clear and direct where it rested on her, yet full of tenderness, and she turned towards the garden to compose herself. Something deep in her chest felt full and aching, as breathless as if she was about to cry, and she had no intention of getting so sentimental, even over a marriage proposal.

			“So you’ll really give me as much time as I want?” she said, as she would have confirmed a business arrangement.

			“Of course. I know Checkmate is leaving tomorrow, so you can think it over in Denalay and send me a letter.” He frowned. “In fact, that might be a better idea.”

			“A better idea?” That didn’t make sense, unless he really thought she was going to refuse and had decided on a go-back-to-Denalay preemptive strike.

			“Well, yes. I can build our house—I mean, a house on the land and get the farm in order. Then, if you decide to come back, it would be all ready for you.”

			“No.” Lera shoved her hands into the pockets of her coat. “Not acceptable.”

			Jason looked taken aback, but by then she knew him well enough that she could almost see the cogs and gears turning over in his mind. She went on. “If I’m going to live somewhere, I want a hand in choosing and building and preparing the place. Why should you have all the fun of that? I’m the captain of a ship, not some fine lady who only comes downstairs after the servants have lit the fires and laid the tea out.”

			His thoughtful, preoccupied expression warmed into a grin. “So you’ll come back.”

			“I’d only need to do that if I was leaving.”

			“You’re not going back to Denalay at all?”

			“Jason, do you remember my telling you how long the journey took us? How much we lost along the way?” She shook her head, feeling her loosened hair sway against her shoulders. “I’m not going back and forth, not when I’ve made up my mind.”

			The Admiralty would be none too happy about it, but she’d paid her debts and more. Denalay had sixteen years of her life, and that was enough. It would always be her homeland, but it couldn’t chain her down any more than it could stop her from marrying Jason.

			She expected him to smile or kiss her or tell her more about his plans for their farm, but instead he took a handkerchief out of his pocket. Something gleamed among the folds of white linen, and he reached for her right hand. The ring—a subdued, ashen metal like pewter—slid on to her fourth finger, cool against her skin.

			“It fits.” When he smiled, it was private and amused, as though he knew a secret she didn’t.

			“What’s this for?” Lera held up her hand to look at the ring closely. It was a plain smooth band and she liked the simplicity of it.

			“It shows you’re married.” His brows went up. “Oh, that’s why you were so surprised when I said Captain Garser was married—you didn’t know he was wearing a wedding ring.”

			“That wasn’t the only reason I was surprised,” Lera said. “But I don’t have anything to give you.”

			Jason chuckled. “You already did. I had it made from the coin you paid me.”

			She didn’t know whether that was adorably sentimental or another indication of his wicked sense of humor. “If we ever have children, we’ll tell them we met at a dinner party.”

			“Better yet, in church,” Jason said. “And being our children, they’ll know it’s a pack of lies.”

			Lera laughed. She couldn’t remember doing that before, but then again, the unexpected always seemed to happen with him. Oh, she might be docking in a safe harbor as all ships eventually did—if they were fortunate—but she’d never be bored, and the warm deep fullness felt as though it was spilling out from her heart to every part of her. She had never been so happy.

			“I think I love you,” she said quietly.

			Jason’s arms went around her, and she knew that was where she belonged. “I love you too, Lera Remerley.”

			“Lera Vanze.” She couldn’t pronounce the name he’d given her, because all the l’s and r’s turned it into a tangletongue. “Where I come from it’s not a custom to change your name when you marry.” Reaching up to take his face between her palms, she drew him closer, until her lips almost touched his. “But when we’re together, when we’re alone, when we’re naked, when I’m under you…”

			His arms tightened around her. “Yes?”

			“…you can call me Captain.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Dear Lera,

			I hope this letter finds you and your husband well. I’m writing to let you know we all arrived safely home about five weeks ago. The journey took just under a month, since Checkmate didn’t have to be held back to the pace of any other ships this time, and she performed as competently as one could expect.

			I delivered your letter and the prize money to the Admiralty. No one seemed very pleased, but given that you’d resigned and had handed the winnings over, there wasn’t much they could say. At least your career expired in a blaze of glory. I daresay if you hadn’t won, the reaction would have been much less restrained.

			Miri and I were married recently, which is why I haven’t had time to write to you until now. Make of that what you will. Vinsen has been assigned to the command of Fallstar, a cargo carrier. I think he’d be far happier with a warship, but it’s not as though there’s a great deal of pirate activity to be dealt with any longer. There’s some rumor that what’s left of them are leaving the islands together—going where, I’m not sure. To hell, my brother says.

			Write back and let me know how your farm progresses. Oh, and one last matter. Apparently the Council of Eyes and Voices has elected a Hand of the Unity. Strikes me as unusual, since there’s no immediate threat to confront. Still, they must know what they’re doing. The first Hand was chosen before the first Turean uprising and the second Hand dealt with the Infestation. It should be interesting to see what the third Hand does.

			Take care, then.

			Alyster
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			He’s racing for a prize. She’s running for her life. And they’re on a collision course.

			The Farthest Shore

			© 2014 Marian Perera

			Eden Series, Book 3

			Captain Alyster Juell is relishing the taste of his first command for the fleet of Denalay. The steamship Checkmate doesn’t carry weaponry, but that doesn’t matter. His mission is to win an ocean-crossing race—and its hefty prize.

			As the voyage gets underway, Alyster hits his first snag—there’s a stowaway on board, a reporter who poked around for information about his ship the day before. And it’s too late to turn back.

			Miri Tayes didn’t intend to stow away. She was forced to run for her life when a colleague discovered her secret: She can pass for normal but she’s a half-salt—daughter of a Denalait mother and a pirate father.

			Despite her lack of seaworthy skills, Miri works hard to earn her keep, and Alyster, taken with her quick wit and steely nerve, falls for her. But as the race intensifies and the pirates use a kraken to hunt down Checkmate for its new technology, the truth could be the most elusive—and dangerous—prize of all.

			Warning: Contains a reporter hiding a dangerous secret and the captain who’d like to strip her bare in more ways than one. Also pirates, prejudice and passion.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for The Farthest Shore:

			Putting the lantern down, he pulled the crate’s lid off, blade at the ready.

			A woman’s corpse was curled up inside. Or at least that was what it looked like until she twitched and fell still again. Alyster caught her shoulder and pushed hard to roll her face-up.

			He recognized her despite the blue-grey undertone to her skin, and the half-lidded eyes that didn’t seem to see anything. He touched her throat. A pulse pressed against his fingers and didn’t return for what felt like half a minute, just like the way she’d rapped on the inside of the crate. How long had she been in there? He looked away from her face and saw the blood, clotted and dried, but still recognizably blood.

			Belatedly remembering he no longer had to deal with this by himself, he yelled for help, then slapped the woman’s face lightly. “Come on, wake up.” What was her name? She’d told him, but he couldn’t remember.

			Steps rattled under the impact of feet, and he shouted at whoever it was to bring Dr. Berl. The woman seemed to be breathing a little more often now, though, and the blood beneath her skin was visible where he’d smacked her. Her eyelids quivered and so did her limbs.

			She was still mostly curled up in the crate, so Alyster sheathed the saber, slid his arms beneath her knees and shoulders and lifted her out. Carry her to the surgery? No, best wait until Reveka made sure it was safe to move her. He laid her on the floor instead, and her eyes opened fully.

			“Can you hear me?” he said.

			Her lips moved, though her voice was so quiet he had to lean down to hear. “’m s-sorry.”

			“Sorry for what?”

			“Sorry I…scared you.”

			Alyster drew back, not sure what to say, but no reply seemed to be called for as the woman’s eyes went wide. With a whimper she doubled over, face to the floor. The sound turned to a muffled keen, and he guessed she was feeling blood flow back into limbs held cramped and motionless for too long. Risking her life and going through that much pain seemed rather drastic measures to take just to report back to the Endworld Beacon about his ship.

			The sound stopped, and she worked a trembling arm beneath her, but before she could lift herself off the floor, Reveka came clattering down the stairs. Alyster stepped aside for her.

			“I found her in this crate,” he said as he replaced the lid.

			Reveka went to her knees beside the woman—now he remembered her name, Miri—and took a wrist between her fingers, her other hand snapping open the lid of a pocket watch with practiced ease. Unity, Alyster thought, everyone has a watch these days.

			The woman’s damp hair hung down lankly, hiding her face, but the questions in Reveka’s eyes were only too clear when she finally put the watch away. Alyster shrugged.

			“She’s from Endworld,” he said, “and she was asking questions about the ship yesterday, but that’s all I know.” A handful of the off-duty crew had crowded into the hold to gape, so Alyster leveled a look at them until they began to shuffle out. “Dunvin, make yourself useful and get some hot water,” he said, and told Reveka he would fetch some rum.

			He didn’t know if that was medically advisable for the woman, but he could certainly use it now that the surprise of his discovery had worn off. By the time he returned, Reveka was inspecting a gash on Miri’s arm. Nasty. He would have distrusted a small scratch, but that looked like the kind of injury which resulted from blocking a blade.

			“How did you get that?” he said.

			Miri licked her lips. When she spoke, her voice was hoarse and dry, but quite intelligible.

			“A man tried to kill me,” she said.

			Oh, that was one for the logbook all right. Alyster said nothing more as Dunvin came in with a steaming jug, while Reveka produced a pair of shears and cut away Miri’s sleeve. He uncorked the bottle of rum and held it up, but Reveka shook her head.

			Before this voyage is over, we might all have learned to speak without saying a word. He offered Miri the bottle.

			“What is that?” She didn’t look at all enthusiastic.

			“One of the best from Varland Distilleries. They call it Admiral’s Blood.” He held it out. “It’ll make you feel better, trust me.”

			She swallowed a mouthful and grimaced, but there was color in her lips now. Reveka cleaned the wound with hot water, while Alyster took the bottle back and sipped, feeling the warmth of the deep green glass where Miri’s mouth had been. She looked a little more alive now, and the muscles in her face relaxed slowly as Reveka bandaged her arm.

			“Any instructions for your patient before I take over?” he said, recorking the bottle. Reveka shook her head again, slipped rags and shears into her pockets and began to rise.

			“Wait.” Miri started to put a hand on Reveka’s arm, then seemed to think better of it. Her voice was still throaty, but now that was probably the effect of the strongest rum on board rather than of near-suffocation. “Thank you for your help. I’m Miri Tayes.”

			“She’s the ship’s physician,” Alyster said. “Dr. Reveka Berl.”

			Miri blinked. “Doesn’t she speak?”

			“When she has something important to say.” He reached down to help Miri up, thinking it was almost a tradition that fleet doctors were brilliant eccentrics. Reveka left as Miri clutched his hand tightly and got to her feet, swaying as she let go.

			He took her condition in with a single look. Nothing but limes and straw had been in the crate, so obviously she hadn’t brought any extra clothes, and the ones she wore were not just torn but filthy. His first priority, though, was to make sure she wasn’t a threat to the ship.

			If she was? Checkmate was so stripped down for speed that she didn’t have a brig. Well, he’d cross that strait when he came to it.

			“Let’s go.” He picked up the lantern and allowed her to precede him out—not so much from courtesy as from caution that wouldn’t allow him to turn his back to anyone he didn’t trust. It took her a little while to climb the stairs, but while she looked wobbly on her feet, she didn’t fall. Alyster wondered if she was hungry. If her story passed muster, he’d send for food.

			He directed her through the narrow corridor that led to the officers’ quarters in the stern and the captain’s cabin at the very end, a suite consisting of a tiny bedroom and a slightly larger cross between a dining room and a study. That was a good enough place to question her, so he pulled out a chair and she sank into it as if the journey had taken the last of her strength. Alyster locked the bottle of rum away. No need for the lantern now the windows admitted plenty of sunlight, making Miri look even more draggled and weary.

			Except for her eyes. The lids were swollen, but the alert look was back. And the hollows around her eyes made them seem larger, like pools in autumn, brown leaves and water.

			He steered his thoughts away from that distraction. He had to question her while she was at a low ebb, and there would never be a better time to begin. Drawing another chair out, he sat down facing her.

			“What exactly are you doing on my ship?” he said.

		

	
		
			Some secrets are best forgotten.

			A Veil of Secrets

			© 2014 Hailey Edwards

			Araneae Nation, Book 5

			Fresh from the battlefields of Erania, Marne rides south with Edan, headed for the city of Beltania. Among the Mimetidae guards accompanying them is Asher, who’s been a thorn in her side since the day they met. He’s rude and abrasive…yet he was the first to volunteer as escort.

			Marne dreams of a fresh start where no one knows who—or what—she is. But first, they must cross the veil. Rumor has it spirits haunt that grim stretch of road, and unwary travelers who enter are never heard from again.

			Veil or no veil, Asher is honor bound to see Marne safely to her new home. Though truth be told, Marne leaving Erania is the last thing he wants. This journey is his final chance to convince her distance will only make his heart grow fonder.

			When Edan is lost to the mists, Marne is trapped in a strange land with no allies—with a man who draws her closer every day. Closer to her heart, and her secrets. Secrets she must reveal if they are to save the one man bent on tearing them apart.

			Warning: This book contains one heroine willing to fly into the face of danger and the hero who gives her heart wings. This adventure is BYOM, Bring Your Own Meal. Trust me, where we’re going, takeout is to die for. Literally.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for A Veil of Secrets:

			“Did you know anyone can make an offering to Old Father, and if he accepts, he can divine their future mate?” He let me snatch the journal out of his hands. “The Salticidae belief in soul mates is so deeply rooted in their culture that before a person forms a strong bond with their significant other the couple must have their spiritual status confirmed. They bring Old Father an item that belongs to their beloved, and from that he can tell whether they are a match. I decided to test his process for myself.”

			“Why would you—?” A worse thought occurred to me. “You shared my journal with him?”

			“No.” He reached behind his back. “That would have been a violation of your trust.”

			“Trust? What trust?” My claws lengthened. “You read my journal without my permission.”

			His lips tightened. “I read your notes to save you, to learn how to care for you.”

			The joints in my wings began itching. “I am not a pet.”

			“You would have died if I hadn’t,” he pointed out to me.

			I tucked the journal, the memories of Edan, against my chest. “I wanted to.”

			He went still. “And now?”

			“I will do my duty to Henri.” Starting tomorrow, I would write. “Then I’m going after Idra.”

			He pulled the bowl I had used for breakfast from behind him.

			“Where did you—?” I groaned, feeling ten kinds of foolish. “You lied to me.”

			“I did. I had to know.” He tossed it to the ground. “Tell me.”

			Tell him. Not hardly. “I see no reason to answer your deceit with the truth.”

			“Tell me the truth.” He prowled closer. “Were you married to Edan?”

			The evasion came harder to my tongue than expected. “That is none of your business.”

			He stalked me until my back hit a tree. “A yes would have been simpler.”

			My pulse leapt when he braced a hand over my head and leaned closer. “Why does it matter?”

			“It might be what you are, or what was done to me, but I can’t stop thinking about you.” His jaw worked. “You can imagine how that conflicts my morals to covet another male’s wife, especially one whose husband obviously adored her.” He smiled, and it was hard. “Rather he doted on her, like one might a younger sister. After reading your journal, I thought to myself that I never saw you and Edan be affectionate in the way husbands and wives are. Rough as his edges were, he would have stolen a kiss from you, a real kiss, if he had wanted one. Yet he never did. Not that I saw. Why was that?”

			I shivered as his eyes searched mine. “Perhaps we believe in keeping our private lives private.”

			“No.” He brushed his knuckles down my cheek. “You have such fire in you and yet I never once saw that spark of passion in your eyes when you looked at him. You didn’t desire him, did you?”

			I clamped my mouth shut.

			“There it is.” His soft chuckle blew his warm breath across my face. “That spark I so admire.”

			I shoved his chest. “What did Old Father tell you to make you so bold?”

			What he read must not have been proof enough for him to act on his interest. What had he read? I thought I was being so careful. I never said we were or weren’t married or much else on the topic. I stuck to the facts in case we had reason to return to Erania as husband and wife. Was that the tip-off?

			Had he expected me to praise the man he thought was my husband in some softhearted fashion?

			“Old Father said only that the heart of the female who last used the item might yet be won.”

			“My heart is not a prize.” I shoved him again, harder. “Love is a gift. Not a trinket.”

			He put a hand at my hip to prevent me from pushing him away.

			“I don’t know what this is, but it’s not a game.” He stroked my side. “Not to me.”

			Heat spread through me at his touch. “Please tell me he didn’t convince you we were fated.”

			“On the contrary, he said my soul is tainted. Whatever he might have gleaned from me is gone.” He stared at my mouth. “He said the same for you, that your heart was too well hidden from him.”

			“Or perhaps it is the bond of matrimony that conceals the inner workings of my heart.”

			“Don’t torment me.” He bent his head. “I have to know, for my own peace of mind. It’s not that I believe in fated mates. I don’t believe anyone is entitled to love, but I do believe there is something to be said for the power of spirit walkers. I have witnessed the power of my own clan’s maven often enough, and Maven Mana was Old Father’s apprentice. Her powers must stem from his teachings.”

			I put a hand to his chest, above his racing heart. “Until we crossed the veil, you were indifferent to me. Are you sure this sudden swell of affection isn’t due to a sense of misplaced obligation?”

			His head snapped back. “Is that what you think?”

			“You glared at me the whole way,” I reminded him, “and barely saw fit to converse with me.”

			“I thought you were Edan’s wife.” He shoved from the tree and turned. “I was showing him the proper respect by avoiding your company whenever possible so as to resist temptation.”

			“I don’t believe you.” I scowled. “Your actions might have roots in some sense of propriety, but I saw the way you looked at me. It was not covetous or desirous. It was furious, disgusted or worse.”

			Asher spun around. “Can you blame me if I was afraid of my attraction?”

			His meaning struck me mute for a moment. “You thought I had beguiled you.”

			He flung out his arm. “I thought all your kind were capable of such manipulation.”

			My kind. Imagine what he would think if he had been cognizant enough to remember how a few notes of my accidental song appeared to have broken Idra’s spell. “I told you I had no such talent.”

			His arm dropped. “I didn’t believe you until I saw how you were…after Edan.”

			“Ah.” I tapped a finger to my lips. “I was a heartless monster who preys on innocent males until you saw how the loss of one has broken me.”

			He jabbed a finger at me. “I didn’t mean that.”

			“You are so set on proving to yourself that your attraction to me is of your own doing—and not mine—that you are overlooking whether or not I am attracted to you at all. It’s not the matter of my marriage to Edan, or whether we were married at all that you seek to disprove. You want to have me so that you can say to yourself, ‘That proves it. My attraction is real because I couldn’t possibly—’”

			Asher closed the distance between us, fury crackling in every step. He cupped my face between his hands and pressed his lips to mine. His were soft and tasted sweetly of the blueberry wine he had been drinking, and I wanted to kiss him back. More than anything, I wanted to kiss him back.

			So I smashed my knee into his groin and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

			He grunted and sank to the ground.

			I stepped over his legs. “Never touch me again in such an intimate way without asking permission.”

			I ignored his garbled plea to stay and let him explain. I had heard enough. I went inside and left him to his moaning.

		

	
		
			Dragons, demons, gods, gorgons. Who will save the world…and who could destroy it?

			Battle for the Blood

			© 2014 Lucienne Diver

			Latter-Day Olympians, Book 4

			Tori wakes after Rise of the Titans to two very shocking realizations: one, she’s in bed with a very naked Apollo, having lost the fight to resist their attraction. Two, she still has her wings. Not dinky little fairy wings. Full-scale, cover-’em-with-a-trench-coat bat wings.

			Apollo suggests consulting the Gray Sisters on the wings. Those cannibalistic, psychopathic oracles who, even with only one tooth and one eye among them, manage to see too much. As in a Rapture, zombie-apocalypse, biblical-plague, hellgates-busted-open the end of the world.

			While the Sisters are perfectly on board with death and destruction, the thinning of the human herd doesn’t sit well with them at all. They’ll help her. All she has to do is save the world.

			Tori and her team trace the origin of the plagues to New York City, which is under quarantine and martial law—as if that’s enough to stop the influx of gods and gorgons, dragons and demons. But as death threatens from without, betrayal lurks within Tori’s ranks. And nobody is safe. Nobody.

			Warning: Betrayal and bad-assery, sensuality and a sizzling hot sun god. Death, demons, destruction and, potentially, the end of the world as we know it…zombie style.

			Enjoy the following excerpt for Battle for the Blood:

			There was a knock on the door, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. “Are you expecting anyone?” Apollo asked me.

			I shook my head and reached into my bag for my pepper spray, tossing it to him. He caught it one-handed on his way to the door and looked out the peephole.

			“Who is it?” I asked.

			“Trouble.”

			Apollo opened the door and stepped out of the way so that I could see. There stood Hades. Not the flaming-haired, James Woods, Disneyfied version of him from Hercules, where Hera is a wispy little blonde and Megaera is the heroine rather than a crazed killer. But the real deal. Dark hair, eyes as black as kohl, overtall and unmistakable in light-wash jeans, a sunny orange Pirana Joe T-shirt and a white blazer with rolled-up sleeves. His aboveground wear. Possibly he would have blended in back in the original Don Johnson Miami Vice days, but in the twenty-second century he was an anachronism.

			Behind him walked Hecate, all in black leather—pants, biker jacket, knee-high stiletto boots. Even her hair was jet black, twisted and uncontrollable, sticking out like live wires around her head. She looked like a badass biker/dominatrix. Strangely, it worked for her.

			Hecate slid down her sunglasses—black, of course—as she entered the room. Light seemed to disappear into her eyes with no escape. My brain dithered, as it sometimes did, wondering how she’d fare as a manga character with no little white wedge of light for her oversized eyes. My mind worked in mysterious ways.

			Apollo closed the doors behind them. With everyone else standing, I felt at a disadvantage as the only one sitting, but I wasn’t about to reveal my discomfort. Hades stopped by the desk and leaned casually against it, studying Apollo and me. There was no missing that I was in one of Apollo’s shirts or that Apollo…wasn’t.

			“Don’t you two look cozy,” Hades began.

			“We are,” I said. “Not that it’s any of your business. I suppose you’re here about this.” I gestured with the remote toward the television, but already they’d moved on to some trouble in the Middle East, face eating forgotten.

			“You’ve got to do something,” Hades said. But it wasn’t me he was looking at.

			“About?” Apollo asked, crossing his arms over his chest. Hecate clicked her tongue in disappointment.

			“Look, I was about to call in that favor you owe me, have you turf-sit the underworld while I go on a well-deserved vacation. I’m thinking maybe an active volcano somewhere, get a front row seat for the panic and destruction. Reconnect with an old flame.”

			Hades and Pele? The mind boggled.

			“But there are rumblings. Your blood woke Rhea. She woke the titans. Whatever fallout exists, it’s your job to fix it,” Hades continued, giving Apollo his best stare-down.

			“First of all, it was Zeus’s priests who spilled my blood and performed the ritual, so if you’re looking for someone to blame, I’d start there. Second of all, what rumblings? For Olympus’s sake, you sound like one of my Oracles. Can’t you talk in a straight line?”

			Hades’s dark brows raised, and I thought I saw the hellfire spark in his eyes. “Be glad I don’t strike you down where you stand.”

			“Hit me with your best shot,” Apollo fired back. I tried not to laugh as I heard Pat Benatar in my head singing backup. Death threats from the god of the dead were no laughing matter. But still.

			“Boys,” Hecate said, stepping between them, drawing all eyes. “Apocalypse first, grudge match later.”

			I latched on to the important part of all that. “What do you know about the apocalypse?”

			Hades looked from Hecate to me to Apollo again. Yes, there was definite hellfire in his eyes. “Souls started arriving yesterday. Well, souls are always arriving, but these…these were mad. Stark, raving mad. No humanity left, just appetite. Hunger, thirst. We have a place for damaged souls like this, of course. It is a dark place, howling and unhappy. Dante would have called it the seventh circle of hell, although his Inferno is about as accurate as the National Informer. If he’d ever had a tour, he’d never have lived to tell about it. But now, the lost souls batter against their barrier, ravenous, hungering. Our boundaries wear thin as it is, with the damage of the titans rising and all of our energies going to repairs. With the world’s population explosion the various underworlds are stretched to their breaking points.”

			“Wait,” I cut in, “various underworlds? You’re not just talking about the Elysian Fields versus Tartarus, are you?”

			Hades’s eyes blazed as he turned them on me, twin infernos that looked about to explode. He was not happy about what he had to say. He was not happy that he had to say it to me, a mere mortal…or something. In fact, if looks could kill…

			“No,” he growled. “I am sure you’re aware by now or have been told…” he shot a glare at Apollo, “…that belief and worship fuel our power? They also shape reality. There are many different beliefs and many different afterlives, with divinities for all. Sometimes there are turf wars as one faith is lost and another rises or is usurped or stamped out. Holy wars, plagues, ‘missionary work’—all change the landscape of not only your world, but ours. You have overcrowding on Earth because of all those who live. Imagine the overpopulation in the underworlds due to all those who have died.”

			“But—but I’ve been to the underworld, the caves. There’s room for expansion,” I protested.

			“Ever closer to your living world and discovery. Remember, much like the Hotel California, you can check into the underworld anytime you like, but you can never leave. Even as it is, a few of the living find their way every year. There are some missing-persons cases that will never be solved. If we keep expanding at this rate, there will soon be no barrier, no boundary between the living and the dead.”

			“I’m not sure I understand what that means,” I said, “or why souls take up space.”

			“Then you understand nothing. Remember, belief fuels reality. So much of the human imagination or religious teachings have focused on what comes after death. Except for the atheists, for whom there is nothing, all involve elaborate setups. Pearly gates, harps and wings, scales and a great book in which deeds are weighed or recorded, servants or grave goods, beloved pets or virgins aplenty. Belief takes shape.”

			My wings ruffled at that, and I wasn’t sure why. Was that some kind of key? My wings existed because I remained aware of them? It made much more sense that I was aware of them because they were there. I put that aside for later, when I wasn’t facing down the god of the dead and the dominatrix of the damned. Okay, not quite fair. Hecate was the dominatrix of the undamned as well and the mother of witches. She’d once brought Apollo back from the brink of death…or the godly equivalent.

			“So what do you want us to do?” Apollo asked, cutting to the chase.

			“There are rumblings that Namtar has risen again, the bringer of plagues, purveyor of death and destruction, and that the apocalypse has begun. If this is true, we are all doomed. Cassandra has come to me—”

			Pain rippled across Apollo’s face, and his eyes closed, as if what went on behind the windows to his soul was just too raw and private. Was Hades talking about the Cassandra? The prophetess of Troy, whom Apollo had granted the gift of prophecy, then cursed to be powerless in the face of her visions when she spurned his advances. It was one of the tales that had kept me from giving in to my attraction to him for so long. I kept a watch on his face. Hades and Hecate watched just as avidly.

			When Apollo opened his eyes again and saw all us staring, he tried to glare back, but the pain was still too present. “How is Cassandra?” he asked.

			Hades ignored that. “She said that you—you two—are to fight. And win. Or die. Apparently, the future is unclear. Also, she says to tell you that you’ll find what you need at Mycenae.”

			“Of course, Mycenae,” Apollo said.

			“Why of course?” I asked.

			“The founding was attributed to Perseus. It makes sense he’d be buried there with his sword.”

			I’d always wanted to see Mycenae, which I knew best for the legendary Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, the brother-in-law and sister of the notorious Helen of Troy, with the face that launched a thousand (battle)ships when she ran off to Troy with Paris. As usual, the whole trouble was started by the gods and paid for by humanity. Well, started by goddesses, anyway—some petty squabble between Hera, Athena and Aphrodite over who was the fairest of them all. Poor Paris had been roped into judging, as if there were any right answer, and let himself be bribed by Aphrodite with the hand of the most beautiful woman on earth. Never mind that she was already married. School children learned of Aphrodite as the goddess of love. Lust would have been a lot closer to the truth. Physical slaking of thirsts, maybe, but Aphrodite had never contributed to anyone’s happily-ever-after.

			But I digressed. Again.

			“Hecate will stay with you to make sure the job is done,” Hades said. “Don’t fail me in this.”

			I started to protest that we didn’t answer to Hades and certainly didn’t need a babysitter, but Apollo got to Hades first, putting a hand to his arm to stop him as he turned for the door.

			Hades stilled, making the stop-motion somehow threatening, like he’d had to leash all kinds of potential energy that might not be a ton of fun if unleashed.

			Apollo was undaunted. “Tell Cassandra…” he began, then seemed at a loss. “Just tell her…that I’m sorry.”

			Hades took his arm back and glowered at Apollo. “She knows. She’s had centuries to get over it. Probably time for you to do the same.”

			And with that oh-so-helpful pronouncement, Hades was out the door, and we were left with Hecate, who stared at Apollo’s chest while we stared at her. “Well, this is fun,” she said wryly. “Where do we start?”

			“First, we get you your own room,” I said. “Three might be a crowd.”

			“Done,” she said. A room key appeared in her hand as if she were a magician producing a bouquet of flowers. “Now what?”

			“Asclepius?” Apollo started. “I know he’s deceased—Zeus lightning-bolted him for raising Hippolytus from the dead,” he said as an aside to me, “but surely you have access. The god of medicine seems the perfect ally for countering supernatural plagues.”

			Hecate averted her gaze, studying her nails, which made me study her nails, which led me to discover that they were sharpened to points. Note to self: Avoid catfights with Hecate…or invest in a nail file of my own. “He’s, um…indisposed,” she said without looking up.

			“Indisposed?” I asked.

			“Gone, okay? When the titans busted out of Tartarus, they weren’t alone. We’ve rounded up most of the escapees, but Asclepius…we’re still tracking him. If stopping the plagues were that easy, why would I even be here? Anyway, what about your granddaughter Panacea?” Hecate asked. “This sounds right up her alley.”

			Panacea! I nearly smacked myself upside the head. “That’s perfect!”

			I ignored the twinge about Apollo being a grandfather. A grandfather! Hell, he was probably a many-times great-grandfather thousands of times over by now. Which made us, what—a January/December romance.

			“Disappeared,” he said sadly, “into Africa. The AIDS epidemic.”

			“But—” so much I didn’t understand, “—if she’s there, why is it still raging?”

			“At the height of our power maybe she could have controlled it, but almost no one believes in miracles anymore. Everyone is suspicious, even of modern medicine. And why not? Medical disclaimers are longer than the ads themselves—touch this and you’ll go blind. Take that and risk depression, thoughts of suicide…impotence. Unlike germs, her cure doesn’t spread. She needs to heal individually, and she’s only one woman. But, still, it’s something. She’s still a miracle for some.”

			“So even if we find the epicenter of the problem and take her to it, she can’t magically save the day?”

			“We’d only be stealing her from one epidemic to face another.”

			“Well, damn,” I said eloquently. “So, the Sword of Perseus.”

			“Tonight?” Apollo asked. “First we have to reconnoiter, eat and rest. Mycenae is many hours from here.”

			“Does the great god fall with the sun?” Hecate taunted.

			“Does the mother of witches fail to realize that the sun never falls, the Earth simply turns away, unable to stare too long at its glory?” Apollo fired back.

			Hecate snorted.

			“All right, children,” I said, both annoyed to have Hecate foisted upon us and amused to be the mature one in the group, at least temporarily. “We reconnoiter, eat and sleep. It’s not like we need a lot of sleep anyway. Five hours enough?”

			Apollo and Hecate both gave me a surprised look, maybe expecting me, reasonably enough, to be the weakest link. “You’re enough changed now that you no longer need sleep?” Apollo asked.

			“I didn’t need much last night.”

			A look passed between us, and Hecate groaned. “Oh, get a room.”

			“We’ve got one,” Apollo answered. “Unfortunately, you’re in it.”

			“So no threesome then?”
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