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For Smalls, my beautiful, tempestuous muse.
Captain Aedric Storm leaned against the sterncastle railing of the Saint Oksana, losing his battle with fatigue. His neck and head bobbed like a wharf fisherman’s cork as he waited for the Vile Flame, his sloop under Laronin Mojh’s temporary command. For the fourth time, he stamped his foot until needles tingled up his calf.
At the sound of footfalls, Aedric turned. The dark sheen of Torbick’s bald head came into view. The quartermaster shambled up the stairs, grimacing from every step and clutching a gnarled abdominal scar. He slumped next to the sandy-haired captain and made a laggardly salute, intestinal slop still staining his hand.
“Captain….” he said, groaning from the effort.
“You look tight about the gills, mate,” replied Aedric, patting the sailor’s head.
“Never been…a day like this.”
“Aye. You robbed the gods twice,” laughed Storm. “They’ll be bitter.”
“Aye.”
Aedric looked past his quartermaster to the galleon-deck where the woman he had freed from a cage in the Oksana’s hold knelt over two fallen sailors. He could not tell if they were his men, but also knew their allegiance did not matter—though he did not know why, she was administering to the wounds of every man aboard. Including her former captors.
The woman had refused to speak and Aedric initially believed her to be a monastic, sworn to silence by solemn vow or other foolishness; he had quickly discarded the theory when her hands ignited in silvery magic. Every conscious sailor had watched awestricken as she kissed Torbick’s forehead and placed glowing hands against the quartermaster’s torn belly gash until the exposed entrails retracted inside by an unknown force.
Two minutes later, Torbick’s font of stomach blood had dried to a crackle and sealed shut. Whatever else she was, this dark-haired female controlled magic beyond any Laronin or Pafmil could master.
She could be valuable, Aedric mused.
As if reading his thoughts, the woman gazed up at him. He grinned in response and she stood, walking toward him with elegance belying her gaunt, sickly condition. She had accepted a cold bowl of shark fin gruel from Thaedra an hour before, but Aedric knew it would take weeks of regular meals before the woman returned to shapeliness.
And just how shapely are you, love?
“Those within my capabilities have been healed,” said the woman once she ascended the sterncastle. Her voice sounded like a boatswain’s after shouting orders into a gale, but spoke flawless Cervian, Aedric’s native language.
“My Lady, I’m no stranger to magic” replied the captain, standing to face her. His head did not quite reach her shoulder. “But…well…let’s just say the gods continue to surprise me.”
The woman shrugged and pointed toward Pafmil’s cataleptic form. The merchant’s eyes stared dead toward the sky, his mouth agape.
“How did this man, who wears the Eternal Lady’s pendant, come to such condition?”
“Like many of my lads,” said Aedric, “he fell during the assault.”
The woman’s emerald eyes narrowed and she moved uncomfortably close to the captain.
“Do not be glib.”
“I…uhh….” Aedric wanted to step backward, but held his ground.
“This man was not wounded by sword or club,” she said. “Some force severed his spirit.”
“You have me at sea.”
“Touch his face.”
“I’d rather not,” the captain replied, but found himself moving toward Pafmil’s body. Though still protected by Laronin’s warming magic, Storm could feel the dead merchant’s frozen cheek. Aedric’s arm goosefleshed. “Trapped in an ice flow, this one.”
“Answer me truthfully, Captain. Has this man come into direct contact with creatures of undeath?”
Storm stared blankly at the bruised and beaten woman.
“You have me at sea again. We’re businessmen. Pafmil was a merchant from Sonard. He fancied himself a wizard, but died with your goddess’ name on his lips.”
“You continue avoiding my questions,” she replied. Aedric waited for more, but the woman doubled over, coughing violently. Her lungs rumbled with sticky sickness.
He draped a gentle, balancing arm around her.
“You should—”
She flinched from his touch and grabbed the captain’s throat with a snarl, cutting him off. Dirty nails pressed into his jugular, but her twig-fingers lacked actual choking strength. Instead of forcing himself free, and potentially snapping her wrist, Aedric raised both arms above his head in submission. She let go and looked vacantly across the bay waters toward the moon. Her lips moved, as if in conversation.
Just like that, you’re elsewhere. Prickly minx.
Aedric scanned the distant shore, rubbing his neck. Vormay, called the Bladed City, remained alive with lantern lights and outrage—Danver Kanikov, Vormay’s harbormaster, had upheld his promise to blockade any ship attempting to leave port. But Kanikov would not be able to maintain control of the docks indefinitely. The city might be in open rebellion by dawn and Aedric needed a plan.
What’s keeping that yellow-eyed bastard?
He nudged Torbick’s foot, but the quartermaster did not respond. The big sailor had slipped unconscious without the captain’s noticing.
“Your tribal needs bed rest,” said the woman, her sharp face filled with an emotion Aedric could not identify.
“Aye. As do you. You’re still sick.”
She delicately touched at her right hip, where an abscessed wound seeped beneath borrowed sailor pants. How she could even walk, Aedric did not know.
She shook her head in the negative.
“I maintain an apartment in Vormay’s independent district. Take me ashore once Thalandar rises and I shall rest. For now, Mother beckons.”
“Ashore….” Aedric tapped on his forehead, smiling sheepishly. “Could be a problem.”
“I am confident my petty-coffer will cover any payment arrangement you—”
“Not about coin, My Lady. Bit of a twaddle happening in the city. Lordlings got themselves clicked. Hushings in the open streets and Brullekos throwing chains freely.”
The woman scowled and crossed her arms.
“Lord Brulleko declared martial law?”
“Aye.” Interesting. She understood street talk better than expected. Scurried through Sonard’s alleys in your youth, then?
“Then even more cause to be ashore,” said the woman with a dismissive wave. “The Asberyk Council relies heavily on Silversword advisement.”
“Silverswords,” replied the captain, nodding. “One of my men thought you might be connected with them.”
“I am the Eternal Lady’s Strikeleader for the Maulin Sea.”
Outstanding. This a joke or a boon, Old Girl?
“No disrespect to your…uhh…religious clout, My Lady, but Vormay is a political maelstrom. Too dangerous to dock right now.”
“Too dangerous for whom?”
Me. “For you,” said the captain, crags of deep concern lining his face.
She began to respond, but hesitated. Then she stared at him with the same protracted scrutiny he had witnessed in the Oksana’s hold. It caused his skin to itch.
“Captain…Storm, right?” she said after a full, discomposing minute.
“Aye.”
“Captain Storm, releasing me from imprisonment does not grant you license to lie.”
“I…uhh….” he fumbled.
“This ship was bound for Censtal. I was to be sacrificed by Zyrit’s high cleric. Did you know this?”
“Nay.”
She reached out with an emaciated hand and stroked Aedric’s chin, as if checking the mantle for dust. He made no move to back away.
“Who are you, then, some inane Cervian pirate?”
“I’m just a businessman who is not afraid of contraband.”
“What are you afraid of?”
Chain-demons. “The gods,” replied Aedric. “They frequently conspire against me.”
The strikeleader retracted her hand.
“I have met your kind before. Every braggadocio from Hraecia to Tamor, be they sea captain or man-at-arms, looks skyward and questions why the gods treat them poorly. The truth is, you are insignificant to Them. You are a rabbit on the field of wolves, storing food to survive a winter you will never see.”
“I meant no offense,” said Aedric, frowning.
“As if you possessed the merit to offend me.” The woman turned her back on Aedric and bent over the railing, her lungs seizuring. She continued once recovered. “Life for life, Captain. I preserved and mended your men as payment for opening my cage, but I grow weary of this ship. Take me ashore by sunrise.”
“Of course.” Bitch. Aedric exaggerated a bow, spun on his heels, and descended the stairs; he stopped at the bottom, however, and climbed back up.
“Yes?” she asked, seeing doubt in the captain’s eyes.
“I watched you minister to the Zevotari. Why save the lives of such men?”
“Are you really this witless?” Her voice croaked as if swallowing coarse sand. “I did not save Zyrit’s blind followers. I preserved them until I have gathered enough strength to properly interrogate.”
* * *
“Captain!”
Aedric, sipping from a mug of steaming broth, spied Timmons waving both arms from the bare-poled mainmast.
“Aye?”
“Flame approaches!” yelled the diminutive Tamoran rigger through cupped hands. “Quarter league out!”
“Outstanding,” said the captain, snapping out his telescope to confirm the report. Though she sailed without deck lanterns, Aedric recognized the Vile Flame’s drag. Despite running at only quarter sheets, Laronin would be alongside the stationary galleon soon.
Ten minutes later, the Flame’s bow cut through the watery tumult surrounding the Oksana, knocking aside chunks of half-devoured bodies and sending dorsal fins beneath the surface. Sebastian and Batsakis tossed ropes across to the Flame’s deck and the sloop coasted gently into position. Velez’s voice boomed across both ships and four crewmen secured the line. The Flame’s Cervian boatswain saluted Aedric, but made no move to cross railings.
Instead, a tall, stern-faced Yoshen man stepped awkwardly across. He wore an oilskin cloak, a Hraecian officer’s doublet, and faded gray trousers tucked into undersized boots.
“Nice tog,” said Aedric, wiping grime from his hands and approaching the chief mate. “Soil your robes waiting for our flare?”
“Congratulations on your victory, Captain,” replied Laronin in Yoshrundi, ignoring the jape and locking his shrewd eyes on Storm.
“Thanks, but can’t sail her without more able bodies.”
“The deck remains bloodied. I surmise our losses were significant?”
“Aye. She’ll clean up though,” replied Aedric.
“They always do. As do we.”
“Best hurry. Dawn isn’t far off and we might need to flog the glass.”
“What is your plan, Captain?” The sorcerer’s head turned toward the sterncastle and lingered.
Run? “Need a slapdash meeting with Kanikov,” sighed Aedric. “May also need to take a dinghy ashore.”
“Ashore meaning Vormay? That would be folly.”
“Aye. Not suggesting I row there myself. But I found a pelican in the Oksana’s belly and she is demanding transport.”
“So, what I saw through my scope is accurate,” said Laronin, folding his arms across his chest.
“What?” replied the captain, confused.
“Jessica Tallianos is aboard.”
“Is that her name?”
“Why is she here, Captain?”
Aedric could hear apprehension in Laronin’s voice. “How should I know? Zevot bastards had her locked in a godsdammed birdcage.”
“I am incredulous. Why would you release her?”
Storm hunched his shoulders and lifted an eyebrow. “Why wouldn’t I?”
“Because she is a zealot who reputedly wields the moon goddess’ true power.”
“Enough of this rot!” shouted the captain through clenched teeth, careful of his volume. “I’ve never met her before. Adopt a new tack.”
Laronin eyed Aedric for a long moment before replying. “As you say, Captain. I will happily make arrangements for her to be rowed ashore.” The Yoshen snapped his fingers and a Hraecian named Paitakes hopped across the Flame’s railing. The sailor removed his cap and dutifully listened as the chief mate issued orders. “Lower a galleon dinghy and row that woman you see standing on the sterncastle toward shore. Avoid the docks and dump her the moment your oar can touch bottom. Double-time back.”
Despite a poor command of Cervian, the sailor knuckled his head and sprinted toward the Oksana’s port-side dinghy.
“Paitakes might be arrested,” said Aedric, once the Hraecian left earshot.
“Yes.”
“Having a Silversword in our pocket would be useful.”
“No. That would be the exact opposite of useful.”
Aedric watched Batsakis help his countryman tug at the dinghy’s under-oiled pulley. Squeaks filled the morning air.
“Would you believe she fancies me?”
“I can tolerate only so much buffoonery,” replied Laronin with a glower, indicating the subject was unequivocally finished. “Returning to operations, without able bodies for both ships, abandonment of the Oksana is an unfortunate possibility. I suggest we start transferring the hold.”
“Aye,” said Aedric, yawning. “Just one problem. There’s nothing to transfer.”
“Nothing of value? What, precisely, were they hauling?”
“Near as I can tell, they were hauling the pelican.”
“Absurd,” replied Laronin, glowering again.
Aedric shrugged. “Check for yourself. The Oksana is a queer bung.”
“Why use an eighty-tonne galleon for a single passenger? Where did the Oksana dock last?”
“Haven’t checked her logs.”
“I will do so now,” said the Yoshen, descending below deck without another word. Storm shook a fist toward the tall sorcerer.
“Captain!” The call came from the rigging. Timmons waved until Aedric looked up in acknowledgment. “Oars approach!”
Storm extended his telescope. A rowboat containing the dim outlines of three occupants plodded toward his anchored ships. The frontmost outline was larger and more rotund than the others. Outstanding.
“Harbormaster!” shouted Aedric.
The rigger saluted, slung a half-cranked crossbow onto a nearby nail, and returned to his labors.
* * *
Danver Kanikov was a panting, winded beast after his climb up the Oksana’s rope ladder. Aedric waited patiently for the Vormayan to regain himself.
“Your new ship…is a slaughterhouse, Captain,” said the man in Maulinian.
“Mop faster!” called Storm, gesturing toward two nearby sailors with a smirk. “Or the harbormaster’s delicate stomach may cast up accounts.” Beleaguered laughter came from the men.
“Many years since I have stood atop such grisly aftermath. We saw fire from shore, no? Did your….” Danver’s voice lowered to a hushed whisper. “Did your weapon do this? These scorch marks.”
“Yes,” lied Storm with palpable gravity.
“Vormay thanks you and your men.”
“Vormay? Or you?”
The harbormaster turned a quizzical eye toward the captain.
“I’ve risked my neck standing up to Brullekos. The docks remain blockaded.”
Between planning the Oksana’s assault, the pitched battle itself, and the surreality of watching a Tamoran priestess close mortal wounds with silvery words, Aedric had not been afforded much time to consider the harbormaster’s angle. He was certain of only one truth: Danver Kanikov was a political fox who had convinced Aedric to kill the Oksana’s crew for an unknown gambit.
“You used me, no?”
“Explain your tone!” demanded the fat man.
“Galleon has Maulinian name,” began Storm, speaking in the harbormaster’s tongue, “but crew was mostly Cervian. Including her Cervian captain.”
“There were taracany, no?”
“Yes. Some Zevotari were aboard. But it was not their ship. They were passengers.”
Kanikov’s eyes narrowed, calculating. “Let’s discuss business in your quarters, Captain.”
“What business would that be?” came a feminine voice to their left. The two men turned in unison.
“Master Kanikov, I present to you Lady Jess—”
“Jessica Tallianos,” finished the harbormaster, who looked up and down the priestess’ wretched, incongruously dressed form. “How did you…what has happened here?”
“The same as always, Danver,” replied Jessica with obvious discomfort. “Mother has conquered those who would squelch Her Light, no?”
“Of course. Is there…do you require a nursemaid?”
“Though my wounds appear frightful, they are, with all assurance, superficial.” The priestess focused her attention on Aedric. “What I do require is for Captain Storm to load my prisoners aboard the Oksana’s rowboat.”
“Prisoners?” asked the captain, one eyebrow arched.
“The eleven Oksana crewmen still alive.”
“With respect, the prisoners are mine. Not yours.”
Jessica scowled, suppressed a coughing fit, and switched to speaking in Cervian.
“These men have committed crimes against Mother’s Temple. They will not enjoy freedom as pressed sailors aboard your outlaw ship.”
“This big galleon needs men to sail, Strikeleader,” replied the captain, pointing to the rigging. “More men than I’ve got using the Flame’s ranks. Your anger will have to wait.”
“I am not angry.”
Yes, you are. “Bilge, that is,” said Aedric, not thinking through exactly what he wanted to say to this woman who sought his rightful spoils. “Seen plenty of soudsed women in my time. Most curl up and disappear. But some, the strong ones like you, carry their hatred like a weapon. There’s no rush. Trust me.”
Jessica made no immediate reaction. She swayed slightly on experienced sea legs, in tune with the Oksana’s gentle pitch. Then her eyes flared silver as she spoke words of power. Stepping close enough for the captain to feel her breath, she placed a finger on his cheek. A tingling sensation zipped along Aedric’s skin and he recoiled. Though not wholly uncomfortable, his neck hackled anyway.
“What did you just do!” Aedric demanded, stumbling away. He rubbed his face repeatedly, as if the priestess had smeared it with charcoal.
“I forgot to mend your injuries,” the priestess said, her voice calm and distant.
“Thank y—”
“I overheard your sailors discussing Zyrit’s fire apostle. That he gouged your skin as you drowned him in the Maulin. I could no longer concentrate on our conversation, knowing that the apostle’s mark—even one so small as a nail scratch—still existed in the world.”
“Uhh….”
“You are mistaken, Captain. I do not carry my hatred like a weapon. I am the weapon through which hatred flows.” She switched back to Maulinian, smiling wanly at the harbormaster who had mutely watched the two converse. “Master Kanikov, always a pleasure to see you. Convince your business partner to hand over my prisoners before further misfortune befalls his miserable station.”
“I’ll relay your message, Lady Tallianos,” replied Danver, his hands fidgeting. The strikeleader nodded before gingerly descending a nearby rope ladder to the awaiting dinghy.
“Have many dealings with her?” asked Aedric, once the tip of her head disappeared below the railing.
“No. Do you?”
“Not as many as I would like.”
* * *
Five minutes later, Danver and Aedric found Laronin huddled over a pile of documents and two thick logbooks. The chief mate was leafing through them with meticulous care, scratching occasional notes with a frayed quill. A lip-purse was his only acknowledgment of their presence.
Aedric lifted an iron jawbone, not quite life-sized, from the room’s only desk and examined it in the room’s lantern light. No jewels or markings adorned the symbol of Zyrit’s temple.
“Must be that apostle’s quarters,” remarked the captain, scanning the remainder of the small space. A tarnished locket dangled from a peg and he undid the clasp. Contained inside was a thumb-sized painting—a cheerless blonde woman of middle years—and he pocketed the necklace.
“Captain, these correspondences will be of great interest to you,” said Laronin without looking up.
“Aye?” Storm lifted one of the documents and began reading. His aptitude for written Maulinian bordered on the inept, however, and after a minute of struggling to grasp the letter’s meaning, he put it back on the chief mate’s pile.
“Shall I summarize?” asked Laronin.
“Aye.”
“I insist you two stop speaking in that jackal-tongue!” snapped Danver in petulant frustration.
The chief mate swiveled in his nailed-down chair and looked toward the captain for acquiescence. Storm nodded. Whatever the Yoshen had to report, Aedric wanted the harbormaster to hear it.
Laronin cleared his throat and began in his thickly accented Maulinian. “These correspondences are between Adrian Gurov—an apostolic cleric of Zyrit—and at least nine different men. Two of Gurov’s associates reside in Censtal, three more in Cervia. The others are Vormayan. The contents of the documents are largely mundane: payments for the construction of a chancel, tithing delivery, several funerary notices, and numerous scriptural questions the writers sought answers to from the apostle.
“But two of the letters are more substantial. The first bears Lord Grigory Brulleko’s personal seal. The second comes from his brother, Fedor Brulleko, marshal of Vormay’s army. Both discuss in veiled detail Censtal’s annexation and conversion of Vormay.”
Outstanding.
Aedric clapped Danver on the back. “I understand now why we are on galleon and why you needed someone…unattached for blood work.”
“There’ve been whispers and grumblings,” said the harbormaster, dabbing at his forehead with a handkerchief. His blustery pallor had been quickly replaced with ashen disquiet. “Men and cargo disappearing. Mainly in Brulleko Ocrug—we believed there was a conspiracy within Brulleko’s ranks, but never that he was complicit! This is a calamity, no?”
“You said ‘we.’ Who are—”
“And our army’s supreme marshal worships the false god, too! Brulleko controls both the city and countryside! We’re lost….” Danver began circling the room, palms against his forehead.
“Master Kanikov!” barked Aedric ineffectually. He could feel Laronin’s wry smile and gestured rudely to the chief mate. After another minute of blubbering, Storm slapped the harbormaster hard across the face.
“Wha—” came the Vormayan’s startled response.
“Control your flannel!” shouted the captain. Once he could see Danver’s eyes focus again, he continued. “You said ‘we.’ Who are your allies?”
“The entire Asberyk Council, no?”
“Lord Brulleko sits on the Council,” said Laronin, who had returned to his documents. “Lord Savin is dead. Lord Nazrov is missing and presumed dead. The Council is not with you.”
“There are six other members of the Council,” replied Kanikov. “Though none so powerful as Nazrov or Savin.”
“Can you trust them?” asked Aedric.
“I…I don’t know,” said the harbormaster with feeble suspiration. “Timosha. He can be trusted.”
“Who?”
“Lord Savin’s second son. He is leader of Savin’s Bravos and the Maiden’s devout penitent.”
Whistler. “We know this man.”
“Inessa and the other zhritsiks will never submit to a Zevot. But they have few soldiers, Captain. We’re lost. I have opposed Brulleko politically for years. I…I’m going to be hanged.”
Probably. “No one is going to hang! Now sit down.”
The harbormaster complied and eased into a hammock strung across the room. The netting groaned beneath the Vormayan’s weight.
Aedric moved next to Laronin, speaking in Yoshrundi. “Where’s our angle in this vola…uhh….”
“Volaretrippola,” said the Yoshen, still scribbling. “Why should our angle be anything other than south?”
Storm thought for a moment. “Only a gull would linger here—”
“Indeed.”
“—without a keen plan.”
Laronin put down his quill and turned. “Captain, Vormay is being usurped by one of her own lords. He enjoys the financial and religious backing of the city-state’s centuries-old rival. We have fewer than thirty men in our employ, a ship we cannot sail, no ties to anyone left in power, and are actively being hunted for murder and witchery.”
“Long odds, yes. But there’s profiteering here. Somewhere. I can feel it.”
“Captain Santiago’s quarters contained a trunk with nearly eight hundred silver dasonts. That is more than enough profit for us and Parreto.”
Aedric smiled at mention of their enterprise’s chief treasurer. “Aye. A considerable sum. Must have been payment to ship that pelican.”
“I surmised as much.”
“The pelican….” Of course! Aedric snapped his fingers and pointed at the Yoshen.
“No,” replied Laronin flatly.
“Why not?”
“Silverswords cannot be reasoned with.”
“Who cares?”
The chief mate pounded his fist on the desk. “I do. Your sentimental worship habits are meaningless to these people. There will be no kinship when the Silverswords learn your second-in-command attended the Scorperto Sanctuario and drank Ta’al’s sacred wine.”
“Is that why you aren’t wearing your priestly robes?”
“Obviously.”
So you can be spooked. “Everyone wants something,” smiled Aedric. “Silverswords are no different. Toss them this Zevotari plot and your past will be forgiven. Or forgotten? Whichever.”
“Neither.”
“Both! Godsdammit, Laronin. We agreed before attacking the Oksana that sailing south meant never returning to Vormay.”
“The situation has changed,” said Laronin, tidying up the parchments before standing.
“Changed in our favor.”
The chief mate paused and cocked his head slightly. “Go on.”
“We took this job on the flimsy promise a Vormayan priestess type would offer pardons. But instead of finding a shipload of common Zevotari sailors, we find and kill one of their godsdammed apostles, uncover evidence of a plan to overthrow the city-state, and rescue a half-dead Silversword strikeleader. I think we’ll be more than just pardoned. We’ll be rewarded.”
The sorcerer, with fingers splayed together in front of his mouth, eyed Aedric.
“Interesting, Captain. Your argument is cunning. There is risk…but I can see the edges. You will, of course, need to handle negotiations with Lady Tallianos and Zhritsik Inessa.”
“Aye.”
“What about our prisoner?”
Aedric knew Laronin meant Lord Nazrov, currently shackled in the Vile Flame’s iron cell.
“Too soon to tell. He could be useful for planting.”
“Pinning his murder on Brulleko would be persuasive.”
“Details later. Sun is coming up and we may yet need to cut and run if the blockade collapses.”
“Indeed.”
Aedric turned to the harbormaster, whose despondency had become all-encompassing. No one gave up hope more quickly than a privileged man.
“Master Kanikov!” said the captain in animated Maulinian, grinning broadly and advertising complete self-assurance. “Pull yourself together. My crew will keep you alive. And for very reasonable fee.”
Chapter 2
Jessica pulled the chime-string on her apartment and waited numbly. Before long, a shuffling of footsteps signaled the housekeeper’s approach. The weathered door creaked open and Lana, a hump backed elderly woman, stared with deep, unsurprised sympathy at the priestess. She silently extended her arms and Jessica went down to a knee, hugging Lana with all her remaining strength.
“Babu…it happened again,” whispered the priestess. They were the only words she could muster before emotion seized control. The woman patted Jessica’s back with the gentle tenderness learned from cloistered years spent caring for the aggrieved and injured alike.
Once the priestess’ sobbing ran its course, Lana helped her stand and led them both inside. The housekeeper returned with a purse, pulled out a thinly hammered silver coin for the boy whose carriage had transported the strikeleader, and closed the door.
They walked hand-in-hand to the tub-room, where a large cauldron, presumably meant for laundry, was already heating over burning logs. Lana undressed Jessica, discarding the foul-smelling sailor clothing with an upturned nose. The Silversword made no move to cover the purple and black bruises crisscrossing her body.
After testing the pot water’s temperature with a finger, the woman nodded in approval and motioned for Jessica to climb into the stone basin. The priestess stepped over the rim, huddling to fit in the narrow tub. She squatted down, knees touching her chin, and Lana began pouring not-quite scalding water over her head and back. Jessica bit down on her lip at the sharp pains coruscating through her lower torso—though the Eternal Lady’s magic had sealed her abscessed hip wound, the skin remained raw and sensitive.
“They were going to sacrifice me,” Jessica said as Lana vigorously scrubbed with ox tallow soap. Globs of filth congealed on the water’s surface. “I could not stop them. Mother said my time had come…that the mantle of night awaited another.”
Lana did not reply, instead lifting one of the priestess’ arms to clean the underside. Jessica had known and employed the elderly Vormayan woman for nearly five years—since appointment to the Maulin Sea region—yet had never once heard her speak. A lifelong propitiate of Saint Severine, Lana’s reasons for remaining mute were her own and Jessica never pried. The priestess loved her intensely and had taken to calling her Babu, a Maulinian endearment for grandmother.
“The Zevotari attacked Prince Pascale. I tried to preserve his life, but…I cannot be sure. Have the criers spoken of news from Sonard?” Lana motioned in the negative with a soapy hand. “There is corruption from all sides, Babu. I burned Allandra to ash for heresy and treason.”
The elderly woman tipped another pail of hot water over the priestess, rinsing away the lather. Jessica stood up, shivering until Lana wrapped a dingy, spun-wool blanket around her body. As Jessica wiped rivulets of water from her face, Lana walked into the kitchen; once dry, the priestess followed. The housekeeper had already sliced wedges of gingerbread and hard cheese into a wooden bowl. Jessica’s stomach roiled with hunger. She wolfed down the food and asked for a generous second helping. It was her first substantial meal since capture, more than two weeks prior.
“I need to speak with Fervana immediately,” said the strikeleader, her hollow cheeks puffed out as she chewed. Lana shook her head in disapproval. “I have no choice. War looms within the Temple.”
The stooped woman reached up, pulled Jessica’s face down, and dismissed the Drake Talon’s topic with a light kiss to her nose. Then Lana ascended the apartment’s narrow stairs, muffled pops from her knees marking each successive step. The priestess sighed, knowing Babu would be turning down the bed.
Sleep…. Toward the end of her imprisonment aboard the Saint Oksana, Jessica was no longer in control. Her body was too sick, too broken. Her mind may have been broken also. Normally ordered dreams had become jumbled and nightmarish. Had Mother really let go? No. The Eternal Lady’s faith in the strikeleader remained incontrovertible—Jessica was still alive.
With one last swallow of gingerbread, she hobbled up the remaining stairs, slid naked into bed, and fell asleep too rapidly to even thank Lana.
* * *
Jessica stirred awake. She scissored her legs beneath the warm blankets, enjoying their softness, and peeked open an eye. Night had fallen, a single half-melted taper the only light; clothing had been draped over her dress vanity’s chair. She eased out of the bed, passed water into the room’s chamberpot, and dressed hastily.
The allure of fragrant cooking wafted from downstairs and the priestess made her way toward the kitchen. Lana smiled at the sight of Jessica, leaving her preparations long enough to hug the strikeleader’s waist. After inhaling the hearth cauldron’s aroma, the priestess knew Babu had prepared dough pastries called pirogi, each stuffed with peas and chopped fish.
The diminutive woman shooed her away, pointing authoritatively toward the dining table. Jessica pouted but obeyed; once seated, she spotted a sealed letter propped against a large container of onions and turnips.
“Babu, did this arrive for me?” Lana nodded without turning. Jessica found a knife and cut off the wax seal. The letter was in Cervian, written by a sloppy, uneducated hand.
Lady Tallianos,
I’ve an important job to talk on the sly. Discovered scrap aboard ship. This isn’t a better-racket. Look for Thaedra at the Ox and Whistle. You’ll remember her.
The unsigned missive left no question as to the author: Aedric Storm. She crumpled the parchment and threw it into the hearth. Jessica was grateful to the brigand, but also considered her debt paid in full. One of the perpetual dangers of dealing with malfeasants was their tendency to want more. Much like lordlings and noblefolk, criminal thugs were rarely capable of satisfaction.
Lana placed a steaming bowl of pirogis and broth in front of the priestess. Jessica broke one apart with a wooden spoon and delighted as she bit into the dumpling. She could not recall a more pleasing flavor. Wetness rolled down her cheek; without realizing it, she had begun crying again. The elderly woman ran a concerned thumb across one of the priestess’ eyes like a baker impotently watching bread fail to rise. Maulinians wrestled to understand grief for they rarely indulged in the gratifying luxury of tears.
“I am fine, Babu,” Jessica said, sniffling. She gripped the housekeeper’s hand reassuringly. “And these are delicious. You spoil me.” Lana ladled a bowl of her own and the two women ate in complete silence, as they often did.
* * *
Strict martial law was in effect throughout Vormay. Even in Doki Ocrug, the city-state’s independent district, constables and soldiers inspected wagons, broke open crates, and demanded documentation of ownership for all goods, no matter how small. Jessica had witnessed Vormayan martial law twice before and, much like past events, she glided through inspection points without being halted.
Fifteen blocks from her apartment stood the Silversword temple hall. Modest by Pheronian standards, the drab three-story building contained fewer than five hundred bound tomes and sealed scrolls. But Bastion, as the temple was known, housed the Eternal Lady’s most unflagging swords. Chiseled above the temple’s granite archway were the words “Let darkness cower before Her light,” for here, where civilization’s curtain fell, did Mother’s true defenders array themselves against menace and abomination.
Jessica climbed the entrance dais and opened the double doors. A garnet mosaic of the Eternal Lady’s symbol greeted her, as did a young male novitiate carrying a precarious stack of firewood.
“Lady Jessica!” exclaimed the Tamoran, whose exuberance turned to worry once he took in the priestess’ spindly appearance.
“How have you been, Etienne?”
“I have…well…my training has been dutiful, My Lady. Master Fabian believes I shall be ready with mace and shield by summer.” Jessica was not surprised. The novitiate’s broad back and thick thighs allowed his skill with weaponry to flourish. He would be a competent addition to her Order.
“With you on my flank, I will never doubt,” the strikeleader said, smiling warmly. “Now, quote for me the Red Pilgrim’s ninety-seventh stanza.” Etienne chewed on his lower lip. After suitable pause, Jessica feigned impatience by tapping her foot. The novitiate blurted out what he could recall.
“‘The timbered yoke cracked…for the farmer ignored his plowing to gaze upon the marching army. And though…uhh…and though the army moved peacefully past, starvation nevertheless befell the family.’”
“Well done. Do not lose sight of your own burdens, Etienne, by worrying about the burden of others.”
The novitiate blushed. “Of course, My Lady.” The enormous log pile swayed as he ambled toward the kitchens.
Jessica strolled through two separate sitting rooms, making casual conversation with several more novitiates and priestesses, before moving more purposefully toward Bastion’s central worship hall. Inside she found Fervana Gant, the Silversword force commander, and Heloise, a distinguished sword-arm no longer young enough to fight, in heated discussion. Both women stopped and gasped.
“Blessed Mother!” crowed Heloise, who rushed to engulf the strikeleader with both arms. “You are alive. You are alive!”
“We received harrowing news from Sonard….” said Fervana, unable to finish. A normally reserved and frigid woman, even the force commander found herself suffused.
“I have never felt better,” replied Jessica. The older Silversword playfully slapped at the priestess, but kept hugging tight.
“Can you tell us what happened?” asked Fervana.
“I can. But not without wine.”
All three women laughed. The priestess pried herself loose from Heloise and kissed Gant twice, as was customary between high-ranking members. The group retired to the force commander’s private chambers where Jessica recounted High Priestess Allandra’s inquisition and ordeal, the attack against Prince Pascale, the torturous, rape-filled days and nights aboard the Saint Oksana, and her miraculous rescue. By the end, two full bottles of Rabelan red had been drained and the women were decidedly intoxicated.
“Our Temple is in crisis. That much is clear,” said Fervana, laying across a divan and staring at the ceiling. She spoke haltingly, struggling beneath the magnitude of Jessica’s story. “The Tris Royames War brought the Silversword Order into existence. And now we face its possible cessation.”
“I will not let that happen,” replied the strikeleader.
“‘Unto our final breath, shall we stand resolute.’” It was a popular mantra within the Silverswords. “How long until you are recovered?”
“With food and rest…I will be myself in a week.”
“Excellent. Visit the armory when you are able. Cannot have the Drake Talon striding about Vormay in those common maid’s clothes.”
Jessica hummed in agreement.
“You know what I cannot stop thinking about?” said Heloise, abruptly slamming a wine bottle onto the room’s low-legged center table. “Sister Francine. The Triumvirate will banish that poor girl. Cursed weasels! A recognized avatar and she is to be emptied into the streets like so much pail waste.”
Prideful to the last. The strikeleader rubbed the older Silversword’s leg. Though frowned upon by the Order, Heloise had maintained a torrid, decade-long affair with Strikeleader Casantos before his ritual murder by Zyrit’s high cleric. Redaction of Francine’s celestial status would lessen the sacrifice by Heloise’s Cervian lover.
“When I return to Tamor,” said Jessica, “I will speak with Francine. Perhaps I can cure whatever malady afflicts her mind.”
“But not before you speak with High Priestess Carolyn,” ordered Fervana. “She is our lone ally within the orthodox Temple.”
Sadly, not the Silversword’s ally. Mine. “Of course.”
“Too much wine,” said the commander, wiping her forehead. “And too much to consider. We must not act rashly.” The priestess grinned knowingly. Fervana was a judicious strategist until the moment battle began; then she transformed. Jessica had witnessed the commander charge headlong into an entire village of tribals, the brilliant arc of her galdir blade signaling redemption and death. The strikeleader had fought alongside, and against, innumerable swordsmen stronger and faster than Fervana; but never one so ferocious.
The force commander stood, swooning slightly. “Unfortunately, there are dull matters I must attend lest Bastion collapse beneath its crumbling roof. I used to bleed beasts lurking at the world’s edge, and now I haggle against stonemasons.”
Jessica kissed Fervana and the two walked for the exit. “If my strength holds, I will visit the Asberyk Council this afternoon.”
“When will you sail for Tamor?”
“Within the week, assuming the blockade lifts.”
“Excellent.” Fervana took both of the priestess’ hands in her own. “Today, my prayers were answered, Jessica. You are Mother’s greatest gift to us. Now, please, go rest.”
* * *
Though her coughing fits had markedly improved, blustering snow flurries sought to chill Jessica’s lungs. She tightened her fur cloak and continued trudging toward the black-washed building known as the Abseryk, Vormay’s seat of governance. An hour ago, she had opted to stretch her legs, believing walking across the city would be gratifying; a carriage would be hired for her return home.
Soldiers, not guardsmen, loitered about the front entrance, and one of them stepped in front of the priestess as she attempted to enter.
“Council ain’t taking no visitors today, madam,” said the man in a gravelly voice. Though he appeared younger than Jessica, his beard, which draped mid-chest, was striated with gray. No one stayed youthful long in Vormay.
“I am not a visitor, Efreitor,” she replied, seeing no insignia of rank. She assumed correctly he was a common soldier. “I represent the Silversword Order and frequently advise the Council on matters of—”
“Sergeant said ain’t no one getting in.”
“Efreitor, I am in no mood to be interrupted by—”
“Don’t care,” he said, raising his voice. He jabbed a leather glove into her chest. “Get lost, hag, before I cuff you.”
Jessica snarled, but turned at the sound of someone shouting her name. The portly steward, Jurgis, approached, waving amiably.
“Lady Tallianos, I did not realize you had returned,” he said, gently kissing her offered hand. She noticed his spectacles were cracked and a fist-sized lump protruded from his skull.
“I arrived yesterday,” she replied. “And you arrived just in time.”
“Oh?”
“I was about to instruct this efreitor in the bitter disappointment of failed propriety.”
“Oh? Oh! Forgive them, Lady Tallianos. Recent upswings in violence and thuggery have brought these brutes to our doorsteps.” Jurgis shook a hand at the soldiers, as if swatting an insect. The soldiers stepped aside. After Jessica and the steward entered the Asberyk, the efreitor lapped his tongue salaciously, eliciting cackled laughter from the other men.
“Do you know that soldier’s name?” the priestess asked in her contralto voice once the door closed.
“I do not.” The steward hesitated, adjusting his eyeglasses. “Vormay teeters on chaos, no? Though not my place to say, further displays of magic could be detrimental.”
“Further displays? Who has been using magic?”
“I witnessed nothing myself, but wild tales are being told, My Lady. Wild tales.” Jessica motioned for him to continue as they walked toward his office. “Gods walk among us, they say. Eight scions have been abducted and Lords Savin and Nazrov murdered.”
“Murdered? By whom?”
Jurgis shrugged. “Lord Brulleko claims a ship captain is responsible. Someone named Storm.”
“Aedric Storm?”
“Yes.” The steward produced an iron key and unlocked the door to his office. Papers, documents, and scrolls had been systematically organized into dozens of cubbyholes and a street map of Vormay covered the far wall. His enormous desk was spotless, the workspace of an ordered mind.
“Will the Council be meeting today?” she asked.
Jurgis sat down at his desk, slid open a drawer, and pulled out a tally sheet. “I cannot say when the Council will meet next.” Then he added, “Lord Brulleko has placed a moratorium on all municipal affairs.”
“Has Lord Brulleko dissolved the Council?”
“That is not for me to say, My Lady.”
Then he has. “Where is he now?”
“I could not say. His Lordship’s attendance is not expected today.”
Jessica pulled the latch on the room’s closed door and exited, bidding the steward a perfunctory farewell.
* * *
Returning to her apartment, Jessica took greater notice of her surroundings. The careful, alternating placement of militia squads versus constabulary guards; the lack of armed men wearing tabards from houses Savin or Nazrov; the subdued din of foundries operating without shouting; and the scornful, sidelong glances she received when passing. Jurgis had been mistaken—Vormay was not teetering on the edge of chaos, it had been preemptively conquered.
Unless there is orchestration here. She immediately dismissed the thought as unfounded. Seventeen years prior, the Zevotari tunneled beneath the city’s fortifications and razed nearly a third of Doki Ocrug, including every pier. But Jessica saw no evidence of such an assault; only an opportunistic usurpation by the ever-rapacious Brulleko. There was little to distinguish these backwater lords from one another, each pecking over his bit of frozen bogland as if it contained the world’s last undiscovered vein of precious metal. What she did not know was Storm’s role. Nor did she particularly care.
Thirteenth bell rang across the city. Between the morning’s wine and marching the length of Vormay, Jessica realized she was exhausted. She opened her apartment door ten minutes later. Lana had prepared lunch already and was idly knitting. Her face beamed when the priestess walked in.
A bowl of boiled white cabbage and beets appeared within moments, and Jessica happily ate it with chunks of molasses bread and cold butter. Only after she finished did Babu hand her a mug of sorrel tea and another sealed letter. The wax press indicated the missive came from Captain Storm. Jessica tore the seal off.
Lady Tallianos,
I found your exquisite armor. Await you in the same squat if you wish it returned. Hurry.
“When did this arrive?” Lana indicated three hours ago. The priestess sipped thoughtfully at her tea. “I need to write a letter, Babu.” The elderly woman left the table and returned with quill, ink, parchment, and a whale-bone comb. As Jessica’s elegant handwriting slowly filled the page, Lana brushed the strikeleader’s hair.
When finished, the priestess reviewed the note several times before enunciating words of power. “With Mother’s Wisdom, hide this message from undeserving eyes.” Smudge marks coated the parchment and the ink appeared to run freely off the sides.
“Babu, I need to visit someone. If I do not return, please have this note delivered to Fervana in the morning. It will be urgent.” A patina of seriousness covered Jessica’s face, but Lana merely smiled and kept combing. Though she wished to change attire, the priestess folded both hands in her lap and waited—Babu still had another fifty strokes before she would be satisfied.
* * *
Unlike Vormay’s streets, a rancorous clamor filled the Ox and Whistle alehouse. Dockhands, stevedores, stranded sailors, and laborers of every variety shouted their unifying frustrations. Audacious proclamations abounded, from running the blockade to drubbing constables with bricks. Strife had turned half the Ocrug into trumpeting drunks.
Jessica examined each bearded face in turn until Thaedra’s bandages came into view. The Hraecian sailor sat playing dice with four men of differing nationalities, each more unwashed than the next. The priestess maneuvered through the table maze and tapped one of the dice players on the shoulder.
“Game is over,” she said, speaking in Maulinian. “I have business with this woman.” The man, who possessed a bulbous, Ochinskan nose, craned his neck toward Jessica. The faint light of recognition winked on behind alcohol’s glaze. After spitting brownish fluid into his empty shot cup, the man cursed his terrible luck and stumbled to another table. The other dice players collected their coins and followed suit.
Jessica took a seat, brushing aside a clear space on the table to rest her hands.
“Ha! Showed them bastards,” slobbered Thaedra, in what Jessica concluded must be Cervian.
“Your captain found my armor?”
“Aye. And lovely it is, miss. Shiny like a sunbeam.”
Moonbeam. “Yes, thank you. Do you have it with you?”
“Ha! Can’t be carrying that about. Need to come back to Captain’s ships.”
“There is a blockade in effect, sailor.”
Thaedra scrunched what little of her face was visible.
“Dinghies still running, miss. Don’t guess anyone would stop you neither. If you catch my meaning.”
Jessica found herself grinning at the noseless Hraecian. “No, I suppose they would not.” The priestess lowered her voice to conspiratorial levels. “How much do you know about your captain’s business dealings in Vormay?”
“Captain don’t tell me much,” replied Thaedra, leaning in and matching Jessica’s tone. “I just tighten when he says tighten and loosen when he says loosen. And shoot when he says shoot.”
“You have seen battle, then?”
“Aye. Been with the captain two years.”
“How many men have you killed?”
The Hraecian sucked in her cheeks, thinking. “Don’t count so well. More than ten.”
“How many of those were Zevotari?”
Thaedra placed a calloused hand over Jessica’s and squeezed. “Not right what they did to you, miss. Bet them bastards are afraid of you now.”
“Yes, I think you are correct. Are you afraid of me?”
“Aye. But captain says you can be trusted. I was scared of chief mate at first, too.”
“Why?”
“He can make magic happen. Like you. Ha!”
Interesting.
“I expect the chief mate and I would have much to talk about,” said the priestess, drumming the table with her fingers. Her armor was irreplaceable, but rowing back to Storm’s ship seemed frivolous. She needed to return home and rest. “Sailor, I appreciate your captain’s offer. Inform him there is a handsome reward for delivery of my armor. Also convey my insistence regarding the prisoners. Have him send word of a drop time and I will arrange for Silversword escort.”
Jessica stood to leave.
“Wait!” honked Thaedra. “Captain gave me a special message. Made me learn it.”
“Out with it, then!”
The Hraecian leaned across the table and whispered, “‘Lady Jessica. Lord Brulleko is a Zevot. Evidence aboard the Oksana.’”
“Do you have a boat waiting?” asked the priestess without hesitation.
“No, miss.”
“Then I shall hire one. Come!”
Chapter 3
Aedric already regretted his decision to involve Jessica Tallianos. It had taken her fewer than thirty minutes to read through the fire apostle’s letters and cast off every plan Storm had devised since her original departure. He was now standing outside Captain Santiago’s former quarters while she donned her armor. She spoke loudly from within, but Aedric had ceased to listen.
Sebastian Black’s head, scarred from an unparried cutlass during the Oksana attack, popped into view.
“Captain,” said the sailing master.
“Aye?”
“The men wish to know if the pelican will make us all wear dresses, or just you.”
“Shut it!”
“Aye, Captain!” Black’s head vanished.
Insufferable bastard.
The cabin door opened and Jessica ducked to avoid hitting her helm against the frame as she stepped out.
“…while that rube Kanikov attempts to glad-hand the very lords and ladies he has spent years undermining with gelded manipulation….”
Gods. She’s still talking.
Aedric nodded, running thumb and forefinger along his chin in false consternation.
“Lady Tallianos, if I may sp—”
“Grigory Brulleko’s inquisition will be swift and—”
“Lady Tallianos!” shouted Aedric, feeling like a boy scolding his mother. The priestess quieted, centering her emerald eyes on the captain. With the conversational window open, Storm leaped through. “If you march into Brulleko Ocrug demanding the heads of the marshal and the city-lord, you’ll be cut down. If you bring a retinue of Silverswords with you, blood will wash over the cobblestones. Anger blinds you—”
“I do not require your counsel, Captain Storm.”
“Reread the godsdammed letters! Brulleko and the Apostle never mention these pinchings or murders. Their focus was on the long job. The Zevotari don’t control Vormay. Grigory Brulleko does.”
“Your point being?”
“Every guard and soldier for ten leagues is probably garrisoned within the walls. There will never be a worse time to directly confront Brulleko.”
“There will never be a better time,” said Jessica with a sneer. “Mother does not hide Her victories behind subterfuge. The whole of the city shall bear witness to Lord Brulleko’s treachery.”
Aedric threw his arms up in exasperation. No reward when you’re dead.
“This is going to go turvy,” he said with finality. “You’ll be taken ashore now. And then I’ll be sailing south to saner waters.”
“You bleating sheep,” said the priestess, her voice biting. Storm rolled his eyes; when Jessica’s demeanor darkened further, he burst into laughter.
“Forgive me, Lady Tallianos, but I’m not scared. Just more interested in having a safe port in which to trade. Mytore watches over the foolhardy, but even more so the wise. And wisdom tells me there’s no coin left in Vormay. Your crusade is a bad gamble.”
“Did you murder Lords Nazrov and Savin?” Her question came without warning, but was not unexpected.
“Of course not!” Aedric took a step forward, pointing a finger at the priestess. “I was once engaged to Lord Nazrov’s daughter. I consider the man a second father.” Jessica hardened her stare, examining the captain’s face for evidence of falsehood. He had never looked more sincere. After a minute, she lowered her eyes and rubbed contemplatively at her left thigh.
“I told you before, Captain, I am not angry. This is simply the way of things.” She exhaled audibly, as if struck by sharp pain, but said nothing further.
She offered her gauntleted hand and Aedric took it. They ascended to the Oksana’s main deck. A dozen sailors, who had all been eavesdropping, snapped into sudden motion and the afternoon became filled with the sound of hammers and grunting labor. The priestess spoke again when they reached the port-side rowboat.
“Come ashore with me.”
“You can’t be serious,” replied the captain with a chuckle. Then added, “Why?”
“You remind me of a man I know in Sonard. He too is a pragmatic brigand. Vormay needs such men.”
Aedric flashed her a wicked grin. “Thank you.”
“I shall introduce you to Inessa. Convince her, as you have convinced me, and any charges or rulings against you and your men will be absolved.”
“And if I can’t convince her?”
Jessica adopted her own wicked grin. “Then Inessa will undoubtedly acquaint you with the suffering of Saint Severine.”
“Outstanding.” Storm called across the deck. “Black! You’re with me!”
* * *
The riot started as Aedric imagined all riots began: contained. He had been identified before they even set foot on the pier. Four guardsmen bellowed with laughter and started clapping under the erroneous belief that Sebastian Black and Captain Storm were the strikeleader’s prisoners. But their mirth had not lasted long.
Jessica pushed the guardsmen aside with her shield, dragging the two sailors with her. The constables pursued, jeering the priestess, and soon four became ten; the ten quickly became thirty. The guards’ indignant shouting brought the tavern-crawling drunkards street side. The mob surrounded them, but Jessica kept marching.
“Stand aside!” she shrieked in Maulinian, her vision never straying from the path directly ahead. She outmatched every man’s volume. “These men are protected by the Silversword Order! Make a path!” Over and over she repeated herself.
Then someone threw a brick. It ricocheted off an invisible barrier surrounding the priestess, causing no apparent injury, but she stopped mid-stride. Without any further provocation, the Drake Talon unleashed her goddess’ power.
Light exploded from Jessica’s eyes and a half dozen constables were lifted off the ground by thick tendrils of magical force, like silvery tentacles from the sea’s depths. The guardsmen screamed. They screamed with the raw terror only children normally possessed. Even amidst such cacophony, Aedric could make out the unmistakable sound of bones being crunched.
Panic fulminated through the Vormayan mob with alchemical speed. Frenzied bodies ran past on both sides, as if the sailors had slipped into a cattle corral. But there were no ranchers controlling the flow. No one, including Jessica, was in control. Aedric was knocked down and lost sight of Sebastian.
Something tugged at Aedric’s overcoat. He blinked and looked up. A metal hand grasped his sleeve and then Jessica’s voice registered.
“We have to move!”
“Aye,” he replied, shaking off his torpor. Black reappeared and the captain could see blood coating his longsword.
“I just pissed myself!” yelled the sailing master.
Mytore, Old Girl, don’t let this insane cluck kill me! I promise to listen in the future. I promise!
Wordlessly, they scrambled away. Windows smashed behind them. As did skulls. Vormay’s mob had gone berserk. Animosity against the city’s bashers, against the Silverswords, against their own fear, against the stranger standing within arm’s reach—for every reason, and for none, the fervor of violence broiled up and Aedric, Sebastian, and Jessica ran for their lives.
Five minutes later, they were clear. Panting like an unwatered hound, Jessica collapsed against the side of a cobbler’s shop. She flipped up her full helm. Despite sub-freezing temperatures, Storm could see the priestess was drenched in sweat. She ineffectually pawed at black hairs stuck across her face.
“You look bad,” said Aedric, catching his own breath. He knelt beside her and carefully wiped the hairs away. She made no move to resist.
“Still…so weak,” Jessica managed. Her rumbling cough returned and it took a half minute before her lungs regained equilibrium. Saliva and mucus oozed from her mouth afterward.
“Not safe here, My Lady.”
“Not safe anywhere, Aedric!” hissed Sebastian. “This is suicide!”
“Help me up,” said Jessica. The men lifted her to a standing position. She unsheathed her longsword and uttered words of power: “With Mother’s blessing, light’s blade tears deeply.” Silver fire ignited along the blade causing both men to step backward.
“What are you doing?” asked Aedric, his palms held toward her cautiously.
“No one can know I am helpless.” She lowered her great helm’s visor and limped in the direction of Savin Ocrug, favoring her left side. The captain grabbed Black by the shoulder blades and propelled him after the priestess.
The city’s discord seemed inescapable: bootfalls crashed against the cobblestone, whistles pierced dusk’s glaucescent temperament, and an unknown conflagration belched its smoke plume across Doki Ocrug, but the three fugitives encountered no further resistance. Makeshift guard posts were either abandoned or the constables stood motionless after one look at Jessica’s flaming sword and shimmering dragon-scale armor.
Eighteen blocks northwest of the cobbler’s shop, they reached one the Maiden of Sacrifice’s temples. The mountainous structure was four stories of sprawling granite with no decorative details beyond two front columns and a perimeter cornice. A chiseled signboard read “Our Lady of Atonement.”
Surely this is the world’s ugliest temple.
“Lady Tallianos?” The speaker was a one-armed, weaponless temple guard in mail armor, who appeared from an inconspicuous door.
“Svash,” said Jessica, indicating the guard’s clerical rank, “I have affairs of the highest magnitude to discuss with Zhritsik Inessa.”
The svash bowed and stepped aside, gesturing with his amputated stump toward the main doors. The strikeleader’s sword extinguished without any oral command and she removed her helm before entering.
“Be mindful with Inessa,” said the strikeleader, speaking rapidly in Cervian. “She and I are not always amicable.”
“You couldn’t tell me that before?” replied the captain with a false smirk. His nerves were already on edge.
“Answer her questions precisely. She does not appreciate raillery or banter.”
“Aye.”
The guard led them down a sconce-lit corridor to a sitting room. As with the rest of the temple, the room boasted no tapestries or iconography of any kind. Dried flecks of blood spray within the stone, darkened by the passage of years, were its only adornment. Aedric surmised this had, at some point, been a flagellation cell for Saint Severine’s crazed mendicants. The svash left them alone, promising Inessa’s imminent arrival.
An hour of trenchant waiting passed. Jessica dozed off, her snores faintly reverberating against the stone, but the sailors remained wakeful. Neither spoke, but Black’s right leg developed a mesmerizing quake. The captain wondered if the Tamoran had ever set foot inside a temple. Approaching bootsteps brought the men alert.
Rubbing his hands together, Storm nudged the strikeleader until she blinked awake. All three were standing by the time two Vormayans strode into the room. Aedric recognized them both. The first was Timosha Savin, second son of Lord Savin, and leader of Savin’s Bravos. He wore a nondescript mail hauberk and a sheathed broadsword on his right hip. The second was a slender, barefoot woman, dressed in dun-colored peasant robes. Though presumably she was Zhritsik Inessa, Storm knew her as Torbick’s condemner at the gallows.
“Jessica!” exclaimed the Zhritsik, speaking in accented Tamoran. She reached out with both hands and squeezed the strikeleader’s gauntlets. She resembled a street waif beside the Silversword.
“Inessa, it has been too long since we visited,” began the priestess. “And I must depart shortly on official duty. Before I leave, however, I have an introduction and a request. This is Captain Aedric Storm and his man, Sebastian Black—”
“Former Captain Sebastian Black,” interjected the sailing master.
“—I understand Captain Storm has been accused of heinous crimes.”
“He has,” nodded the Zhritsik cheerfully, as if delighted to be in the presence of murdering bandits. Timosha stood behind her, both arms folded behind his back. He glowered at Aedric with naked disgust.
“These men have conducted invaluable service for the Silverswords,” said Jessica. “I would consider it a personal favor were you to aid in their exculpation.”
“Forgiveness can be granted,” replied Inessa, “if he has suffered, no?” She moved closer to Aedric and ran a finger across his faded facial scars. Despite Jessica’s warnings, he winked at the diminutive Zhritsik, hoping for a reciprocal smile. She granted his request. “Have you suffered, Captain Storm?”
“Aye.”
“Tell me of your suffering.”
Aedric raised an eyebrow and looked toward the priestess for guidance.
“I must return to Bastion,” the Silversword said, ignoring the captain.
Really? You bitch.
Switching to Maulinian, she addressed Timosha. “Svash Savin, I have something to show you.” She pulled out several of the fire apostle’s letters, handed them to the Bravo, and the two exited the room.
Storm rested a hand on his sidesword pommel, thinking. He and Black were alone in a cell with the strangely imposing leader of Vormay’s most cherished religious order. The woman awaited his grand tales of pain, completely unafraid. How do you impress a gull whose bizarre devotionals revolve around self-abuse and bodily purification?
The truth. “I have no memories, My Lady,” he admitted, adopting no false solemnity.
“Is this your most enduring pain,” she asked, her eyes glittering. She was beautiful, in the way one’s mother was unquestionably beautiful.
“I couldn’t say. I awoke two months ago and my prior life, whatever it was, was gone. This man, mate Black, once served with me aboard a carrack named Coralie. But I only know this through his stories. I met him for the first time three weeks ago.”
Inessa looked toward Sebastian, who stared back stone-faced.
“Your man reveals this as a lie, no?” she said without hesitation.
“Nay. Look at me, My Lady. He doesn’t know. This is my secret, which I willingly share with you.” Aedric could not tell if she had witch magic like Jessica, but when Inessa looked directly at him, it was a gaze of unimagined hardness. He felt compelled to not lie.
“A dreadful secret, Captain Aedric Storm. Simply dreadful.” She knelt on the stone floor and bade Aedric to follow suit. He obliged and she placed an open palm against his heart. “Do you remember your father or mother?”
“Nay.”
“Such tragedy. What is your first memory?”
“I was in a stone pen. Shackled.”
“A prisoner?”
“Nay,” he replied. “A combatant. A gladiator.”
“In Ochinsk?”
“In Teshgate.” Where they don’t yet have the amphitheater built.
“Reborn into battle, no?” Inessa said. “The first moments of life involve most profound struggle. We emerge incomplete, helpless. To have no memories, no past….” She kissed his cheek and removed her hand. “Someone else spoke to me of Teshgate.”
Aedric twitched. “Dalton.”
“Yes. The son of Damien Graycastle. Pain in Teshgate for both of you, no?”
“Significant pain, My Lady.”
“But not like exquisite pain of rebirth, which is both unthinkable and inviolable. Few men are cherished so deeply by the gods as to be reborn. Maiden embraces you, as do I.” She extended her arms and Aedric leaned into her bosom, where she held him for an awkward minute.
“What now?” he finally asked.
“Now you will be escorted to Lord Brulleko’s prison,” she replied, her joyfulness gone.
“Uhh….”
They both stood.
“Or you will flee into the obscurity of night. While your suffering is impressive, I cannot grant amercement. Four citizens witnessed your coldblooded murder of Oleg Nikephorus.”
“Who?” Aedric’s hand again strayed to his sidesword pommel.
Inessa pouted. “Captain Storm, please do not ruin my admiration.”
“My Lady, I don’t know an Oleg. Who is he?”
“A respected member of Savin’s Bravos,” she replied. “And a father of tw—”
Storm burst into laughter, both arms thrust into the air. Dashiell, you magnificent deranged bastard! Sebastian looked baffled and the Zhritsik momentarily lost her composure. Aedric quickly explained.
“My Lady, Oleg isn’t dead. He’s still alive on my ship!”
“Truly?” Her skepticism was palpable.
“Aye! Timosha lied to you. The Bravos attacked us, not the other way around! He left Oleg to die and my surgeon drilled his head. Swelled brain or some such nonsense.” Aedric gave Black a fraternal push, still laughing. “I didn’t murder anyone!”
“Your claim can be easily verified by one of my nurses,” Inessa replied, her capricious disposition warming again.
“I know!”
“‘The shameful return to righteousness on this day, our day of glory.’” Aedric assumed she quoted scripture from her queer religion. She reached out and took the captain by the elbow. “Have you dined?”
“We haven’t,” said Aedric, winking.
“Captain Storm. Former Captain Black. Will you accompany me to our dining hall?”
“Aye,” they both answered.
“Excellent. Over soup we shall discuss the numerous murders in Dikau Square, when your savage escaped. I am eager to learn how you are innocent of these crimes as well.”
* * *
Aedric tore off a chunk of stale bread and soaked it in his flavorless bean soup. He had been judiciously recounting Torbick’s escape from the hangman since they sat down. Though he spoke directly to the zhritsik, three dozen more clergy were seated along either side of the enormous dining table. Everyone enjoyed his spun yarn except Timosha.
“The guard begged for mercy and opened his hand,” continued the captain, speaking in Maulinian. “Held Zyrit’s talisman. A metal jawbone. Said to me, ‘I’ve taken the covenant.’” Aedric swallowed another mouthful of soup. “Thought I was a Zevot cleric.”
“Are you?” asked Inessa, mirth crinkling her lips.
“Of course not. Right, Timosha?”
The Bravo’s hand tightened into a fist and his reply was an unintelligible mumble into his bowl. Aedric knew Timosha’s derision had morphed after reading Lord Brulleko’s letters to the fire apostle. The hatred was no longer rooted in dogma; it had been rendered ordinary and predictable. Timosha wanted to wring the captain’s neck because Aedric had accomplished more toward cleansing Vormay in three days than the Bravo had his entire life. The stalwart penitent was embarrassed and Aedric fully intended to swagger and strut.
“Speak up,” grinned the captain. “Your opinion carries with this crowd, no?”
“Stupid southman.” Timosha stood and marched away, his bootsteps ringing across the stone hall. Just as he turned the corner, he shouted, “Rover scum!”
“Such rudeness!” said Storm, leaning backward in his chair.
The zhritsik giggled. “Continue your narration, Captain Storm.”
“Not much left to tell. I fled into the alleyways, knowing constables circled. Hid out for several bells before dashing across docks and swimming for the Vile Flame.”
“How could you survive such a swim?” asked Inessa, drinking buttermilk from a pewter goblet.
“Was protected by a ward. Against the cold.”
“A magic ward?”
“Yes. My chief mate has training.”
“Fascinating.”
Aedric clinked goblets with Inessa. “When fighting Zevotari, having such…uhh…not sure of proper Maulinian word. Such superiority. Having it leads to victory.”
“The word you seek is faith, Captain Storm. Even Censtal Zamok’s magic could not snap Severine’s faith.”
“As you say, My Lady,” said Aedric, bowing his head.
The monks and clergy of Our Lady of Atonement began filing out of the hall, carrying their empty bowls and drinking vessels. If some command to exit was given by Inessa, Aedric had not detected it. The two sailors were left alone with the zhritsik.
“Former Captain Black,” she said, abruptly turning to face the Tamoran and speaking in his native tongue. Sebastian’s poor grasp of Maulinian had forced him into exclusionary silence during supper. “Were you in Dikau Square?”
Aedric raised his thumb slightly, signaling the sailing master to answer truthfully.
“Aye,” said the sailor.
“Citizens were killed, no? You brought lawlessness to my streets.”
“With respect, Lady Inessa, our quartermaster was innocent. We aren’t afraid to sail aloof.”
“I do not know what that expression means,” she said.
“It’s when you sail close-hauled, near dead to the wind. We weren’t attacking the gawkers, My Lady. We were rescuing our mate.”
The zhritsik clapped her hands together. “How could Maiden cast judgment against a man rescuing his own falsely accused company-man? Severine forgives your violence, but does not condone. This leniency will not be revisited.”
“Aye, My Lady,” said Black.
“But what of you, Captain Storm?”
“Pronounce me equally innocent?” he laughed, miscalculating Inessa’s bearing. The zhritsik’s cunning face stared back, painted with grim assessment. He cleared his throat and adopted a more serious tone. “As I stated, Lady Inessa, Cyril Graymane disobeyed orders. Though my men and I seized the opening once it came, Cyril cut Torbick’s rope. And he died attacking the Saint Oksana. I’m not a worshipful man, but your Maiden might recognize redemption—”
“Lord Nazrov,” she said, interrupting Aedric’s explanation.
And we’ve arrived. Mytore, Old Girl, lend Your honeyed tongue.
“What about him?”
“Lord Savin asked you to kill Lord Nazrov,” she said. “Timosha was with his father when the two of you met.”
“Aye. Savin tried to strong-arm me. Thought Nazrov had killed Timosha’s brother.”
“Lord Nazrov was taken from the Asberyk the following afternoon.”
“I didn’t kill Lord Nazrov.”
“But did you abduct him?”
“No.”
Such a simple answer. One word carried the entirety of his future in Vormay. No one was armed in her temple—he and Black could walk straight out—but if the zhritsik refused clemency, his gambit was finished. Inessa’s bottomless dark eyes searched for duplicity. He made no challenge, offered no resistance. After several moments she blinked and, just like that, the charming, beatific woman returned.
“Maiden’s love adopts many forms, Captain Storm. Know that She loves even men of ruinous providence. Men like you.”
Aedric breathed imperceptibly in relief. “I shall tithe on my way out.”
Inessa laughed, for the first time, with her entire body. It carried a wonderfully feminine tone Aedric found exhilarating. She was a marvel, this trifle of a woman.
“The mystery of Lord Nazrov and the missing city elite remains unsolved,” she said. Standing, she extended a hand toward Aedric and then Sebastian. They both kissed her knuckles in succession. “What is not mysterious, however, is Lord Savin’s death.”
“Nay?” said Aedric, his elation dissolving.
“He was beheaded in Dikau Square. Lord Savin sought to murder another city-lord and received just punishment, no? Avarice filled his heart and he now stands before the Great City, awaiting entrance. I wish him fortune and mercy.” Gods…she knows I scuppered him. The realization intrigued Aedric.
“Captain, it’ll be dark out,” said Sebastian. “Need to make for the Flame.”
“Aye,” replied Storm.
“If you can wait half a bell, I will crest letters absolving all charges against you both.”
“Most generous, My Lady,” replied Aedric. “We’ll wait.”
The zhritsik’s bare feet fluttered from the room, but reappeared a moment later. Inessa held a finger in the air, as if testing wind direction.
“One question lingers with me, Captain Storm,” she said. “Why rescue your savage but not the son of Damien Graycastle?”
“Dalton is alive?” asked Aedric with more volume than he intended.
“Lord Brulleko imprisoned him. Too valuable to hang, no?”
Much too valuable. “Indeed, My Lady. Do you know where he’s being kept?”
“I do,” she said with a twinkle before departing again.
* * *
Aedric slithered along the rooftop of a three-story glazier’s shop. The building neighbored Temnit Tower, a five-story prison complex. Within Temnit’s dank, sorrowful walls, two hundred fifty-seven men and women measured eventless time. However, because of Vormay’s famously severe punishments—a man was more likely to lose a hand for thievery than be tossed in chains—some considered imprisonment a blessing.
Storm nearly slipped for the second time. Grith, the accreted oily film coating most surfaces in Vormay, collected heavy on the shop’s tiles. After catching himself, he pulled two jemmy-claws from his lightweight backpack and cinched the climbing spikes onto his hands. Dropping unceremoniously onto his back, in plain view of the prison’s entrance gate, would be tragically fatal. With a calming breath, he kept moving. Fourth bell would ring soon.
Gaining entry into Temnit would be no simple matter. With only five hours to plan, Aedric possessed no floor maps or contacts fit for bribery; every window was predictably barred and lockless, and he could see more than a dozen guards stationed near the outer gate. Fortunately, even the tightest ship leaked.
No archway connected the two, but the glazier shop’s northeastern corner came within five strides of the prison tower. The side streets were empty—the earlier riot had been quelled swiftly enough by the constabulary’s bashers—and Aedric jumped without delay. His jemmy-claws clanged against stone. Once his grip solidified, the captain climbed rapidly.
Smoke spewed from three ceramic pipes and one large chimney, the latter of which was his destination and hopeful ingress. He moved across the triangular roof and inspected the brick chimney cap. It was too narrow to climb under. Unslinging his backpack, he rummaged and found an iron pick and a hand mallet. Careful to dampen the sound by angling each blow into only the grout, he began chipping away at the cap.
Two hours later, he had broken loose five bricks on either side. He pushed against the cap and a chunk broke free. Two more grunting pushes and there was a large enough hole. He tied a handkerchief around his face and peered down the flue. Light blazed from below, but he could see little else. I know You love me, Old Girl. Don’t let me burn. Aedric gathered his tools, inhaled deeply, and swung a leg over the cap.
The flue was compact enough to climb downward using his back and outstretched arms for leverage. He moved briskly downward, keeping both eyes tightly shut. The choking smoke enveloped him, but the captain did not breathe. If his delicate chiseling had not alerted the guards already, a booming cough from the chimney certainly would.
His lungs began to panic. The body could be denied air only so long. Aedric hastened his pace. Through leather gloves he could feel soot stratums breaking free. Then he felt heat from the fire. Allowing himself to free fall the remaining distance, he plunged directly into the hearth.
Ash and embers and soot billowed forth. Maulinian curses filled the room. The captain opened his eyes, took a desperate breath, and unsheathed his galdir blades. Four bearded guards gawked in astonishment, utterly unprepared.
Aedric’s longsword sliced the nearest Vormayan from clavicle to aorta. The guard gurgled and died in a torrent of blood, never leaving his chair. Storm snapped the leg of another chair with his boot. Its occupant tumbled backward and Aedric drove his sidesword through the second guard’s ribcage before the Vormayan hit the ground. The man tried to scream, but produced only a sickening wheeze from his punctured lung.
The remaining guards had yet to draw their weapons and the captain leveled a deadly gaze across the circular table separating them from him. They sat petrified in their tight-fitting, worn leather armor. Cuffing defenseless gaolbirds was the only combat these sagging men had seen in years.
His lower lip quivering, one of the guards threw something limply at the captain, who made no attempt to dodge. The gambling dice bounced harmlessly against Storm’s chest and fell onto the bronze coin-littered table with a single blue pip showing on each die face—dragon’s eyes, a lucky roll in any other circumstance.
Aedric chuckled, feinted left, then circled right. Dicethrower broke for the door, but Storm’s longsword tripped him up, severing two toes in the process. The other man roared with unfounded bravado as he untethered a mace from his belt and rushed the captain. Aedric knocked aside the man’s slow overhand swing, sending the mace skittering across the stone floor. He pommel-punched the guard, breaking his nose, and knocked him unconscious with a second blow.
Aedric grabbed Dicethrower’s ankle and dragged the man toward the fireplace’s still red-hot grate.
“You want to scream?” he hissed into the man’s ear. “Each time you do, I will burn you, no? Arm, leg, maybe even your face.”
“P…please,” howled the guard, ash and dirt coating his otherwise groomed beard. The captain promptly thrust the man’s right arm against the heated metal and held it there. Aedric, who was warded by Laronin’s magic, suffered no ill effects from proximity to the fire, but the man’s flesh sizzled and quickly blistered. Storm clamped a gloved hand over Dicethrower’s mouth, muffling his shrieks, and pulled him away.
“Am looking for my friend. Tell me where he is and you will live this night. Nod if I am understood.” The man nodded, over and over. “His name is Dalton. Big strapping lad. Cannot be many Tamorans here.”
The Vormayan’s limbs still twitched, but Aedric released his grip.
“Ain’t heard of him, boss,” the guard stammered, his voice and eyes harried.
“You lying to me?” Aedric yanked the man’s hair and cruelly twisted his neck. “Dalton’s been here several days.”
“Ain’t no Tamorans here, boss! Unless they come in tonight after that dust over by Doki Ocrug.”
“Where else might he be?”
“Couldn’t say. What’s his crime?”
“Murder.”
Dicethrower vigorously shook his head.
“Ain’t no murderers kept here, boss. Bronze to buttons he’s hanged by now.”
Godsdammit! Aedric stood and paced the room, keeping a watchful eye on the guard. Brulleko must keep political prisoners elsewhere, possibly in a dungeon beneath his walled manor. Then another thought came to the captain.
“You are Zevot, no?” said Aedric, seizing the back of the guard’s neck.
“No,” replied Dicethrower.
“Take your tunic off. Bet there is jawbone hidden somewhere.”
“Ain’t no taracany!” The man spat insistently onto the floor, but wriggled out of the hardened leather breast piece using his uninjured left arm. As expected, he wore no necklace. Storm found no rings or charms in the guard’s undergarments.
“I believe you,” said the captain. He patted and held the man’s face with comity and brotherhood, leaving two sooty thumb prints on the man’s cheeks. “My friend and I, we hunt and kill Zevots. Is why Marshal Brulleko captured and condemned Dalton, no?” Dicethrower twinged at mention of the marshal and Aedric snapped his fingers. There it is. He pointed at the guard. “You know something!”
“Heard stuff. Never seen nothing, boss.”
“Tell me.”
“You ain’t going to burn me again?”
“Only if you make me,” replied the captain, his voice sinister.
The guard coughed and nodded in terrified agreement. “My cousin is baker. Works in his Lordship’s kitchens. Feeding soldiers and the like. He overheard two officers talking about selling men.”
“Selling? Slavery here in Vormay?”
“Couldn’t say, boss. But my cousin said they was whispering and the like. Said one of them had Censtalan accent.”
“What is officer’s name?” asked Aedric.
“Couldn’t say.”
“Tell me exactly where to find your cousin.”
“Please, boss. He’s—”
Aedric grabbed Dicethrower’s nape, pushed him to the floor, and dragged him toward the fire. The Vormayan promptly squealed his cousin’s name and street address, which was on the opposite end of Brulleko Ocrug. Satisfied the guard’s usefulness was exhausted, Storm pommel-struck the man’s skull, collapsing him like a tossed grain sack.
Aedric barred the door using the table and all four men piled atop. The corpulent guards, who had not missed many meals during their drowsy shifts watching Vormay’s cagelings suffer, made adequate doorstops. Pausing to catch his breath, Aedric dowsed the hearth with the room’s half-filled chamberpot and began his filthy ascent.
* * *
Aedric exhaled in weary frustration. If Dicethrower’s squab of a cousin knew anything, the captain could not tell through the man’s incomprehensible blubbering. The baker was unfortunate in both form and size; he resembled a fatted calf, his belly large enough for Timmons to nestle comfortably inside, and his harelipped mouth was permanently twisted from an unknown childhood illness. The captain squatted on the man’s glutinous chest, listening halfheartedly to his slurps and ramblings, when the bedroom door keened open.
A bleary eyed, flaxen haired woman stood in the doorway, wiping away sleep.
“Timofey, it’s too early. What are—” Her plain, bucolic face contorted in abject fear.
The captain leaped off the woman’s obese husband and crossed the room in a single stride. Her body went rigid when he tucked an arm around her copious, potato waist, but she raised no alarm.
“What is your name, love?” said Aedric, his tone soothing.
Her vision flicked down to Storm’s unsheathed sidesword.
“Ta…Tatya,” came the quavering answer.
“Beautiful Tatya, I am friend. Need information from Timofey, but cannot understand him. You translate for me.”
She nodded in bewildered affirmance.
Aedric restated his demand for Tatya’s benefit. “You overheard a soldier officer speaking in kitchens about selling slaves. An officer from Censtal. This man is a Zevot, no? Tell me his name and location.”
Panting for breath, the baker replied in his raspy fish voice. He went on and on, but the woman’s translation was succinct.
“He’s simple baker. Doesn’t know nothing.”
“I am employed by Zhritsik Inessa herself,” said Aedric. “You are scared, I know, but Maiden brings you strength. Tell me what I want and you never see me again.” He pulled Tatya’s head close enough for his lips to touch her ear and added, “Unless you want to.”
She looked at him with shocked disgust and he winked.
Another round of snot-filled speech bubbled from the Calf.
“Timofey….” she whispered in response.
“What did he say,” demanded the captain.
“He says…he says Staff Captain Arsov is man you seek. Says no mention of slaves. Only sons.”
“Sons? Whose sons?”
“He doesn’t know that,” translated Tatya. “Just that varvars want them.”
Aedric let go of the woman, thinking. Varvar was a Maulinian pejorative for the northern tribals who, living beyond Vormay’s direct influence, periodically rampage down from the Settentrionale Shelf and sack outlying villages and boglands. What possible coin or usefulness could such men have for high-ranking Brulleko officers, let alone the Zevotari?
“Did you overhear names of any men sold?” asked the captain, scratching his head.
Tatya spoke after listening to Timofey. “Alexandr only name he heard.”
Aedric’s jaw popped open. Mytore, Old Girl, what madness have You involved me in! He kissed the baker’s wife on her cheek, leaving a faint soot smudge, stepped on her husband’s belly, and sprang out the window. The captain was not looking forward to swimming after his strenuous night crawling across frozen rooftops, but Igar Longtooth and a dinghy would be waiting a quarter league from shore and Aedric needed to confer with Laronin immediately.
* * *
A rough slap brought Aedric awake. Igar’s broken, horse-toothed grin loomed large and the captain pushed the sailor’s head away.
“Stop breathing on me, you ape,” said Storm, yawning and stretching until the fogginess lifted. Thalandar’s orange and red orb had risen just above the horizon, tormenting the world with fraudulent warmth.
“Past eighth bell, Captain,” said the Maulinian sailor.
Aedric dusted snowflakes from his hair and sleeves, but one section of white smeared instead.
“Outstanding. Birds cleared the deck on me.”
“Rowed through a pack of angry squawks,” laughed Igar. “What could I do?”
“Avoid them?”
“Aye, Captain. Next time.”
Aedric splashed seawater across the stain to clean himself as the rowboat coasted against the Vile Flame. He scrambled up the sloop’s rope ladder to Velez’s waiting figure. The boatswain knuckled a salute using his three-fingered hand.
“Welcome aboard, Captain. Care for my duty report?” Velez was spick and span at all times.
“Nay. Is Laronin about?”
“In his quarters.”
Aedric thanked the boatswain and descended below deck two steps at a time. He opened the chief mate’s cabin without knocking, eliciting an exasperated harrumph from the Yoshen. Laronin sat mid-shave at his desk, face covered in soap suds.
“Without privacy, Captain, there can be no civilization.”
“Guess what I nosed tonight?” said Aedric. He spied Laronin’s breakfast bowl on a shelf and helped himself to an onion wedge.
“I am confident of your inability to keep anything secret,” droned the Yoshen, continuing to scrape with an ornate-handled shaving blade.
“I think I know where Dalton is.” When Laronin remained silent and wholly uninterested, Aedric moved into the sorcerer’s field of view. “Zevotari have him. Or maybe the tribals. Not sure yet.”
“Captain, you are blocking my light.”
“Godsdammit, Laronin, this is important!”
“Is it now? Will you be requiring further energia wards, then? Six bells ago I could not talk you down from your lack-brained plan to steal Graycastle from the very clutches of his captors. You return with phrases such as ‘I think’ and ‘not sure yet’ and expect me to hop with excitement?”
“Enough prattling, you old maid. Listen to me. I think Dalton was taken by the same people who abducted Vormay’s scions.”
Laronin placed the blade into a small washbasin on his desk. “Explain your conclusions.”
The captain relayed Dicethrower and Calf’s interrogations and waited as the sorcerer made a series of humming sounds, which he knew meant the sorcerer was deliberating. Laronin dried his face with a square towel and dabbed a finger press of musky unguent against the underside of his chin.
“You believe the name ‘Alexandr’ refers to Alexandr Savin, heir to the late Lord Savin’s house?” asked the chief mate finally.
“Aye.”
“Alexandr is a common name throughout the Maulin Sea, Captain. However, your theory is also puzzling.” The sorcerer bit into an onion wedge of his own, chewing the vegetable cud for several more minutes. Then he cleared space on his desk, opened a drawer, pulled out a sheet of parchment, and began writing names. Once complete, he circled the last entry, which read “Grigory Brulleko.”
“You think Lord Brulleko is directly involved?” asked Aedric, looking over the chief mate’s shoulder.
“No, Captain. Lord Brulleko and his firstborn carry the same name.”
“You have me at sea.”
“Grigory Brulleko the Younger is among the missing scions. Ask yourself why a man such as Lord Brulleko would be willing to sacrifice his son.”
“He doesn’t have to,” replied Aedric. “Were it me, I’d just hide him away for two weeks and….” Storm paused, realizing his answer was unsupportable. “Wait. I’m on the wrong tack. The pinchings aren’t part of Brulleko’s conspiracy to seize the city.”
“Precisely,” said Laronin. The tall Yoshen magically prepared two mugs of warmed tea, handed one to Storm, and continued. “We can therefore conclude these abductions are neither orchestrated by Lord Brulleko nor politically motivated. Or, at a minimum, not primarily political.”
“Then why?” asked Aedric, taking a tentative sip. “Coin?”
“You posited the northern tribes are involved. Their primitive minds worry little about coin, Captain. They are driven by only two relevant impulses: blood debt and ritual.”
Storm’s forehead scrunched. “Can’t be about clan honor, or whatever nonsense they believe in. Dalton’s spent little time in the Bladed City and his service as a Dog Warrior was five hundred leagues from here.”
“Which leaves us with ritual,” said the chief mate.
“What kind of ritual?”
“Unknown. Or should I say, unimportant. Even primitive rituals involve precision of movement and vocalization, and the alignment of Fango’s elements. Most of all, they require time.”
“Which means Dalton might still be breathing,” said Aedric.
“You are thinking with uncharacteristic narrowness, Captain. Finding Dalton Graycastle alive is valuable. But finding and rescuing the heirs to Vormay’s ruling elite…that guarantees our long-term business holdings.”
Aedric kissed the Yoshen on the mouth, chortling with jittery anticipation even after the chief mate jabbed him with a pheasant quill.
“Better grab my winks while I can,” said Storm, rubbing his arm.
“Yes, Captain. While you recover, I shall write a letter to Lady Tallianos’ Order requesting their assistance tracking down Staff Captain Arsov.”
Aedric snorted. “Didn’t take long for you to cozy up and swive our gigantic pelican.”
“Do not be crass, Captain. With fortune on our side, the Lady Strikeleader will overextend herself again and be torn limb from limb by the mob.”
Aedric raised his mug in a triumphant salute before exiting for his own quarters, where blessed sleep hopefully awaited.
Chapter 4
Aedric awoke to the sound of voices shouting in unison. Ships were rarely quiet during daylight hours, but the hammering and yelling and chattering maintained a natural order and pattern. Commotion aboard ship meant trouble.
We being attacked? He dismissed the initial thought immediately. No, something else. Hurriedly lacing on boots, Aedric snatched his overcoat from its hanging peg, ran topside, and found the Vile Flame’s entire crew staring shoreward. Even without a looking glass, he could see three ships moored at Vormay’s piers had been set ablaze, their columns of black and gray smoke obscuring warehouses and crowds of onlookers.
Aedric moved next to Velez and the boatswain wordlessly handed his telescope to the captain. After a long minute inspecting each ship, he shouted orders.
“Back to work, lads!”
“You heard the captain, you scurvy dogs!” called Velez without missing a beat. The boatswain clapped his hands together and the Flame’s sailors returned to their duties.
Aedric waved his officers over and Torbick, Velez, and Black formed a small circle by the port railing.
“Report,” said Storm.
“Ships went up simultaneously, Captain,” replied Velez. “Looks like barrel oil smoke to me. Guessing they were razed.”
“I couldn’t read the placards. Whose ships are they?”
“Unsure, Captain. Don’t know their brightwork.”
“Big merchant galleon is La Constancia,” said Sebastian, pointing to the western most conflagration. “You and I passed her heading back from the song shop. Didn’t see the others.”
“Fair bet Brulleko is putting ships to the torch,” said Aedric, rubbing his chin scruff. “Has the Harbormaster lost control of the docks?”
“Yes and no, Captain.” The voice was Laronin’s. All four sailors turned to greet the chief mate. He handed Aedric a small note bearing the Eternal Lady’s seal; as the captain started reading, the sorcerer continued speaking. “In summary, the Silverswords and two separate Orders loyal to the Maiden of Sacrifice have launched assaults against Vormay’s army. War engulfs the entire city.”
Storm angrily crumpled the letter after he finished reading. He threw it into the Maulin and punched the railing just hard enough to hurt.
“Our bitchy priestess isn’t going to help us find Dalton,” he said.
“Is Dalton really our main concern right now?” asked the sailing master, looking to the other officers for support, but receiving only silence.
Storm narrowed his gaze. “By now everyone here knows Dalton is the son of a Tamoran lord. Nothing keeps us rolling in whores and whiskey more than wealthy connections. So, Mate Black, can we agree that recovering our only tie to the court of Tamor qualifies as a significant concern?”
Sebastian gave a lazy, annoyed salute.
“Outstanding.”
“Captain, what’s our move?” asked the quartermaster as he grabbed Black in a headlock and abraded the sailing master’s grimy scalp.
“We’re safe for the moment, but still short on able bodies.” Aedric looked across the bay toward the city. “Torbick, take two dinghies ashore. With ships being burned, there’s going to be plenty of men looking for pay.”
“Aye, Captain.”
“Saltier the better. And try to find a carpenter. Black, the Oksana’s belly is still empty. Take Igar and a boat. Talk to as many ship captains still anchored within sight. Merchants are dying in the city and the captains may find their trade contracts useless. Offer them one-third price in hard coin for goods. Make sure what you purchase is worthwhile—Chief Mate says grains and foodstuffs are particularly valuable right now.”
Laronin confirmed with a nod.
“Velez, break open a cask for the remaining men. Need morale as high as possible.”
“Aye, Captain.”
“But keep the singing piped down. Rutting pigs make sweeter music than these sorry swabs. Torbick, add finding a godsdammed minstrel to your list.”
The quartermaster, sailing master, and boatswain walked away, shouting delegations and putting their individual tasks into motion. Aedric regarded the five-story statue of the Maiden of Sacrifice, Her supplicated arms protecting Vormay’s docks and raised skyward toward Palonia, the Great City. Your people need more than prayers, Severine.
“It occurs to me, Captain,” began the chief mate, pulling Aedric from his musings, “that we still have an angle without Lady Tallianos’ succor.”
“Find Staff Captain Arsov ourselves?”
“Highly improbable, given the city’s belligerent circumstances. No, I was thinking rather about locations.”
“Oh?” replied Aedric, rubbing his hands together. The waning sun had left a chill.
“Graycastle and the other scions must be somewhere. At some…location. If we are correct, that they are part of a savage ritual, then their whereabouts may conform to a well-known, sacred map.”
“You still have me at sea.”
“What I am suggesting, Captain, is that we find ourselves a primitive.”
“Torbick!” yelled Aedric, finally grasping the Yoshen’s meaning.
“Aye, Captain?” shouted the quartermaster from the sterncastle.
“Get cracking! I’m coming ashore with you.”
* * *
“You fit for a scrap?” asked Aedric as the Flame’s dinghy bumped against one of Vormay’s piers.
“Brought my sword, didn’t I?” answered Torbick with a grin as he climbed out of the boat and tossed a rope back down for the captain to secure. There were no dockworkers available, at least none working, as lawlessness had descended upon the docks. Within fifty strides, six separate fisticuffs were in progress, and one melee involving brandished weapons.
Jorge, Gage, and Laroque arrived in the second boat and soon all five sailors stood atop the pier, their weapons already unsheathed. Aedric watched a woman run past, her bodice torn and exposed breasts flopping like bell pendulums, with two greasy men tight on her heels shouting lecherous catcalls.
“Ugly business, boys,” said Storm to his men. “Jorge and Laroque, you two head west along the docks. Gage, you’re with me. Torbick, stay here and clobber anyone who noses about. Can’t have the boats pinched out from under us.”
“Aye, Captain,” came the reply from all four men.
“Let’s move. We’re not here to lark.” The sailors saluted and fanned out.
* * *
Aedric and Gage had walked purposefully toward every gathering of men, ale house, warehouse, and tavern they could find, delivering the same message each time: full-share pay for able-bodied men seeking employment. There had been no shortage of enrollees; in fact, Aedric turned more away than he accepted, as lubbers of every variety came forth from the woodwork seeking what they viewed as tantamount asylum from Vormay’s turbulence.
“You!” yelled Storm in Cervian, pointing to a bowlegged black-skinned sailor with forearm tattoos venerating Thalandar. The man pushed through the congregated crowd and Gage began speaking into his ear, giving the newly hired sailor instructions on where to find Torbick. Aedric’s careful gaze lingered on every face and body in the dilapidated warehouse, inspecting each as a rancher would his high-value livestock.
An uproar swelled within the mob of desperate men, each shouting at their would-be employer. “Take me!” “You bastard!” “Let us aboard!” A grizzled Maulinian with a lumpy scar running from forehead to chin seized the captain’s left arm and Storm hilt-smashed him. The Maulinian staggered backward.
“Time to leave,” announced Aedric. Gage put himself between the warehouse crowd and the captain, and both sailors moved calmly, but rapidly, backward.
Storm blundered into a shield, unaware armed soldiers had arrived outside the building. He spun, fearful they were Brulleko guardsmen, but broke into broad smile when he recognized the harbor militia’s black and yellow armbands. Danver Kanikov’s chubby face stood two strides behind a column of mail armored men.
“Master Kanikov!” exclaimed Aedric.
“Captain Storm,” replied the harbormaster. “Foolish for you to be on the streets, no?”
“Need men for the Oksana.”
“Hurry, then.” Kanikov waved a vexed hand and barked at his soldiers, who began clubbing the hostile warehouse crowd. Amidst vulgarities and outrage, the two sailors slinked down the cobblestone street.
“Can’t fit many more in the dinghy, Captain,” said Gage, leering threateningly at a passerby who strayed to close.
“Aye. Let’s double-time back.”
They jogged the ten blocks to Torbick, where the combined hires from both search squads loitered. Aedric whistled sharply as he approached and the quartermaster indicated that all was clear. The captain mentally noted the fourteen men he and Gage had tapped were accounted for, and spent a minute examining Jorge and Laroque’s eight recruits. They all appeared ship-shape.
“I am Captain Aedric Storm,” he began in Maulinian, “and this is Torbick, your new quartermaster.” Aedric repeated the officer introductions in Cervian—in typical maritime fashion, the twenty-two men arrayed before him hailed from multiple nations. He stopped when the Flame’s remaining crewmen walked into view with two more recruits in tow.
“Captain!” called Laroque in Tamoran. “Found you some tribals!” Aedric grinned, motioned for Torbick to continue the sailor briefing, and strode toward the approaching sailors. Though the primitives were both huge men, the rightmost one was mountainous, measuring half again the size of Torbick. They wore thick furs, carried well-used double-bladed axes across their backs, and moved with the poised certitude of veteran warriors. The captain was confident they had never once stepped foot aboard a ship.
“What are your names?” asked Aedric in Maulinian, foregoing pleasantries.
“Tarl,” replied the Mountain.
“Ludis,” replied the Hill. Their accents were thicker than their beards, which appeared dense enough to house forest squirrels.
“Why are you not with your clan?”
The two tribals looked at one another briefly before Tarl answered.
“Came for trade.”
Aedric waited for more, but the giant remained silent, his impassive blue eyes blinking, doe-like.
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