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To Fiona—

may you always bear the blessing of the Lady of Moon and Sea


PART ONE:

The Sea

Julian is standing on the shore of the ocean, just where the foam expires upon the sand. It is night, and his comrades are laughing around a bonfire. Some of them are men he served with in the Border Guard, and he wonders what they are doing on the coast. What is he doing here?

But more recent companions from Seagate are there too: Frederic of Bongarde, his friend; his uncle the harper; and Rana, the red-headed girl. They call to him to join them, but the ocean is sighing restlessly. The glittering billows heave as if some great animal were breathing in the dark. Anything could be out there. He tries to tell his friends to watch out for danger, but they do not seem to hear.

Suddenly Julian’s shadow pools at his feet and spills down into the sea. He turns, and sees that the moon has appeared behind him, huge, misshapen, its face scarred by forgotten wars. Cold light chills him as it rises, and the moon grows larger—nearer, not higher, looming above him until his body trembles at its dreadful proximity.

He shouts out a warning and struggles through the sand toward higher ground. At last his boots clatter on bare stone. The others are still singing around their puny fire. They do not seem to hear him, nor do they see the menace of the moon. But though his friends have not noticed the moon, huge swells lift as the sea responds to its pull with an eager roar. Foam-flecked water glistens in the pale light, curving like a hungry maw above the land.

And the monster moon swings down to meet it. The sea engulfs the shore with a thunder of waters and sucks everything back into its gullet. The fire is gone. His friends are gone.

Julian wakes, screaming, as the mad moon falls. …


Chapter One

Water clucked and gurgled against Sea Brother’s smooth sides as the ship moved southward under reefed sails, given just enough momentum by the seaward current to keep the heavy holding nets taut below the waves. A morning’s fishing had filled the nets with striped bass and surfperch, sole and turbot, and young salmon just beginning their journey to the sea.

Nearby, the other ships of the Seagate fishing fleet drifted like butterflies across the Great Bay, and like the return of the butterflies, this blossoming of bright sails signified that summer had arrived. Surface ripples netted the sunlight, keeping the eye from seeing what lay below.

Entranced by that ceaseless flicker, Rana stretched herself more comfortably along the arched back of the dolphin figurehead and drew in a deep breath of the tangy air. If only this momentary mating of sun and sound and sea could go on and on and on!

The soft speech of men murmured counterpoint to the whispering of the waters.

“We’ve nearly filled our nets already, and it’s only mid-afternoon—we’ll have a fair offering for the ritual!” That was Arn’s voice, full of pride in the ship his father had given him when he and Rana’s sister were married. Sea Brother was one of the larger members of the Seahold fleet, a gaff-rigged schooner fifty feet from bow to stern.

“We need it,” came the reply. “The catch has been poor this year. But what should we expect? Nothing is right in the land. A sorcerer on the Red Mountain is bad enough, and now we’re expected to follow this Prince Julian, who comes from the Guardians know where!”

Rana’s copper braids thumped against the smooth wood as she stirred. She knew where Julian had come from. He was son to the last king, brought up unknowing until he had come to the Master of the Junipers last Midsummer to learn his name. But that was not what had put the odd note in old Bertram’s voice. Julian had been struck down in a duel of sorcery and buried in the Sacred Wood. She herself had been the first to find the Prince, with eyes like a wild thing and the earth of the grave still on him, walking in the Sacred Wood on Midwinter Day. No wonder the men of Westria looked at him strangely. Her own skin prickled at the memory.

Rana squinted back along the deck. In a moment she identified the broad shoulders and dark head she was looking for, as motionless at the stern as Rana was at Sea Brother’s prow. But even she could not imagine what a man who had been to the land of death and back might be thinking as he gazed at the green-gold hills and scattering of whitewashed houses that bordered the bright bay.

Julian gripped the rail as a shift in the wind altered the ship’s motion, then forced himself to let go. Reason told him that if Rana could go to sleep on the figurehead, the sea must be calm. But reason could not still the panic that threatened him every time Sea Brother moved. He was not seasick; even that would have been understandable. What had troubled him ever since they left the pier was the unsteadiness. He felt as if he had been uprooted and was floating aimlessly away.

Frederic was picking his way past the people on the port side, his fair hair blazing a deeper gold in the long rays of the westering sun.

“What are you doing all alone back here?”

Julian shrugged his heavy shoulders uncomfortably and tried to smile. Seeing Frederic eased him immensely, for he had been alone with the Master of the Junipers on the Lady Mountain for the past four months, learning to use the Earthstone, but somehow he could not find the words to say so. Frederic laughed.

“When I came home after my first year at the College of the Wise it was a week before my brothers dared to tease me! It will get easier.”

Will it? Julian knew how to talk to the trees, but he seemed to have forgotten how to communicate with men. He heard Rana’s laughter and saw that she had joined Arn and some of his crewmen amidships. He felt a spurt of envy for that easy companionship. Frederic leaned back comfortably against the rail and Julian shuddered, aware once more of the unstable depths below.

“Do you think your father will attack the sorcerer again?” he asked quickly.

“One of these days—he can’t leave Blood Gard to fester like a canker in the heart of Westria!” Frederic frowned. On the other side of the ship someone was shouting for a net as he fought a big striped bass to the side.

“But he has failed once already—” Even from here Julian could see the tip of the Red Mountain, poking above the eastern hills.

“He attacked too soon. …” Frederic answered him. “Well, we all thought you were dead, Julian! My father felt he had failed you, and he had to wipe out the shame. He sent every fighter who had come to Laurelynn for the Midwinter Festival into an attack against the Mountain. But the trees would not fight for us there, and our men were willing to give their lives, but not their souls. …”

“Strength of arms will not defeat Caolin,” Julian said heavily. “What about the College of the Wise?”

“I don’t know—” Frederic’s voice tightened with the pain of that admission. “There is much knowledge there, but little application. There are some of us who want to learn to use the old skills again. But for now …” He shook his head.

“It’s my job,” said Julian. Frederic looked at him anxiously, and Julian shook his head. “Not yet, but I know that I will have to face him one day. …”

Images of the last time he had faced Caolin flooded his vision. He extended his awareness earthward as the Master of the Junipers had taught him, seeking the power to resist them, but the deep currents swirled his will away. Then pain prickled through the tracery of silver scars at his temple where the sorcerer’s blow had marked him, bringing him back to the present again. Julian’s gaze focused on Frederic’s face and he recognized fear in his friend’s blue eyes.

It’s no use, he thought then. They should have let me go to the Sacred Wood …

“Well, if the sorcerer cannot be conquered, at least he is doing us no harm!” Arn’s words came to them in an odd echo of their own. “The sea wolves are another matter. They strike ever more boldly along the coast, and our men are afraid to sail outside the Bay. They’re brave enough at sea, but they’re fishermen, not warriors, and even if they could learn to fight, our boats don’t maneuver very well. We have never needed a navy until now.”

Julian remembered the burned steading they had seen on the way to Ravensgate and shuddered, imagining Seahold in flames. Frederic raised one eyebrow and moved along Sea Brother’s side toward the others, and after a moment’s hesitation Julian followed him.

Rana saw them coming and raised a hand in welcome. She could feel the constraint around her as the others recognized Julian, but she gave him her widest grin. His shoulders twitched as they always did when he was nervous, but he nodded a greeting.

“I couldn’t help hearing,” Frederic said cheerfully, easing down among the others. Julian remained standing behind him, holding onto the mast. “But my father’s not likely to beg the Prince of Elaya for the loan of his warships! We’ll have to find some other way!”

“The sooner, the better!” exclaimed Arn, pushing the sun-bleached hair out of his eyes. “I’ve a wife to worry about now, and a child coming soon!” He blushed as he said it, as if he could still not quite believe in his approaching fatherhood.

Rana could hardly believe it either. It did not seem so long ago that the children of Registhorpe and Seahold had risked their lives in leaky rowboats and chased each other up and down the steep paths to the village. And now her sister’s belly was rounding. In a few months she would look like a beached whale.

“Yes, I heard that Bella was blooming. When is the baby due?” Frederic asked.

“Near Harvest-tide—” Arn blushed once more. “Last year she made the Beltane offering, but now the very thought of getting into a boat makes her stomach churn.”

“So I’m standing in for her,” said Rana briskly, fighting down the discomfort she felt when she allowed herself to think for too long about what was happening to Bella. Pregnancy was a natural thing; everyone else was rejoicing. But it seemed to Rana that she would rather face a reiver, sword in hand.

“And it’s almost sunset!” exclaimed Arn. Swiftly he began to gather in his line. Carefully he unhooked an undersized turbot and tossed it back over the side. “Frederic, Lord Julian, excuse me, and Rana—you had better get dressed right now!”

He picked up his pole and started forward, preparing the crew for a course change. Julian was still standing by the mast.

“Are you all right?” She stopped short, afraid she had offended him, but his eyes lost their distant look and he smiled.

“It’s nothing that matters. … You go along now—I’m looking forward to seeing you in the ritual!”

Rana made a last check on the sun, which was now dropping swiftly toward the Lady Mountain, and squinted into its dying flame. Then she opened the stern cabin door. As soon as her eyes had adjusted she began to strip off her tunic and the short breeches she usually wore onboard.

Be still, she told herself. Pay attention to what you are doing! You are going to act as priestess here! Biting her lip, she wondered if she would remember what she was supposed to do? What would happen if she failed?

With trembling hands she poured fresh water from the bottle and began to sponge herself, and the cool touch of moisture on her skin calmed her so that she was able to unroll the linen without fumbling and lay out her gown.

Water … It is all water—water on my skin, in my body, in the sea … there is no reason to be afraid.

The aqua silk of the Festival dress shimmered even in that uncertain light. It had been made for Arn’s mother when she was young and Sea Brother was new; Lady Leonie wore a new gown now that she was offering for Wind Dancer, but this one belong to Sea Brother, and in the other ships it was the same. If Bella had a son, his woman might wear the dress one day.

Shells tinkled musically as Rana lifted the gown, and the embroidered sea-creatures seemed to move. She let the soft fabric slither over her head and fall in loose folds, and fastened her own silver and abalone-shell necklace around her neck before she began to brush out her braids.

There was a clatter of feet outside and then a rhythmic squeak as the crew raised the main sail. The deck tilted as the ship came about. Rana realized that they must be turning toward the rendezvous point, gave her copper mane a last swipe with the brush, and flung open the door.

The sun had dipped below the ragged black wall of the hills, but the sky still glowed. Sea Brother seemed to be gliding across a sheet of fire that shattered into embers as she passed. In the shadow of the Lady Mountain, little lights already winked from the windows of Seahold, but they were pale beside the splendor of sea and sky. A few thin clouds caught the last rays of sunlight and streamed across the heavens like banners of gold. The other boats were dark specks against the brilliant water, moving towards the same invisible point near the center of the Bay. The tide was on the ebb, but here in the lee of Stag Island the water was almost still.

Rana moved toward the prow and found Frederic already standing there.

“Beltane Eve—” he said softly without turning. “I have never before celebrated it upon the sea. It will seem strange not to have the flower-decked pole and the fires. But I know the principle is the same—to invoke fertility for predator and prey, so that we all may live.”

“There will be fires—” Rana responded, “and the ocean has its own flowers!” She gestured toward the tangles of wet kelp that, like the fish, had been kept fresh in nets beneath the surface until now.

“I hope Julian enjoys it. …”

Rana did not answer him. Julian had gone back to the stern again, and was gazing at the Lady Mountain. Despite old friendship, Seahold’s Beltane Festival did not usually merit the participation of the Lord Commander’s household, much less that of a royal heir. But the barriers between the worlds thinned on Beltane Eve, and there was reason to fear that if Julian saw the tree-spirits dancing he would never return to the world of men.

A soft order from Arn brought Sea Brother around on a new tack. Rana swayed to the motion instinctively, but Frederic staggered and clutched at the rail.

“I hope I can remember my part. …” she said nervously.

“It will be all right.” Frederic looked at her now. “The words are important, but less so than the will. Do you know why you are making the offering and wearing that gown?”

Rana smoothed back her hair, burnished by the westering light to an even brighter flame. “The tides of a woman’s body obey the moon like the tides of the sea, so a woman must be the celebrant,” she answered as Lady Leonie had taught her. “If the fishing boat is captained by a man the role goes to his closest female kin I must ask Sea Mother to make Her creatures flourish, and give what we have caught this day back to Her in token of our willingness to take no more than our share. The fish that we release will be our messengers …” She paused as a drumbeat sounded from the stern. “Listen! It’s beginning now!”

Pulse pounding, she gripped the rail as a dull boom drifted across the water like an echo. Others, fainter, followed it, coming from the other boats as they neared. Wind Dancer had pulled away as they tacked, but they were all drawing together now. Louder and louder the drums boomed, crescendoing like a breaking wave, then soft again. The beat throbbed across the water, the ships were borne by waves of sound. Above them, the brilliant sky had faded to rose and the quarter-round of the waning moon was already high.

No, not beginning—it has begun. … Suddenly, she was caught by the momentum of the ritual, and she knew that like a swimmer swept away by the current, her only safety lay in allowing it to carry her along.

Now the boats formed a great circle on the water, which tightened as they converged. The drumbeats had become more distinct; soft, soft, loud, loud, LOUD, and then soft again. Sea Brother’s big mainsail had been furled once more, and the fishermen stood at attention along the sides, allowing the ship’s momentum to carry her along.

From across the water came a long horn call. Arn gave a quiet order, the foresail went down, and the ship’s headway carried her the last few feet to her position. Arn spoke again. The splash and thunk as their anchor hit water was repeated all around the circle. The boat lurched slightly as the anchor bit, then Sea Brother was still.

The drums, finally, were silent. For a moment Rana stood still as well; then she met Arn’s anxious glance and realized that he was nervous too. She took a deep breath of salt air.

“Oh my brothers and my sisters, who are you?”

“We are the People of the Sea!” came the full-throated reply.

Rana nodded. “Indeed, we are sea-hunters. Like the creatures who feed us, we are people of the sea. Let us proclaim that kinship by wearing Ocean’s garlands!” She bent to the pile of glistening garnet-brown kelp, pulled free a long strand and draped it about her shoulders, then grasped at more, wreathing it about Frederic’s neck, and Arn’s, and up and down the lines of fisherfolk until everyone was garlanded.

The west still glowed crimson, but overhead the sky had turned a rich indigo against which the brightening moon rested like a rind of pearl. The waves lapped quietly against Sea Brother’s sides, and her dolphin figurehead nodded greeting to her companions—Wind Dancer, Cazadora, Sea Otter, Ballena, Gull, and Orca, as if the Guardians of the Sea were meeting there.

The stillness deepened. The silence was within her now, and Rana could not move. But she drew breath sharply as against the violet sky the summit of the Lady Mountain suddenly quivered with flame. A horn sounded and torches sprang to life around it, light springing from prow to prow. Almost directly above, the cold moon glowed; to the west the Mountain was crowned with flame, and below them, a circle of fire floated upon the sea.

Deep as the voice of the ocean, the hymn began. The tune was simple, repeated over and over again, but Rana felt the gooseflesh rising on her arms.


“See! the year has turned again—summer’s in:

we who bore the bitter storms, and alarms

now need fairer winds to fill every sail …

So favor us who love the sea—Lady, pray!”



The music rose around her, and instinctively Rana lifted her face to the moon and heard her own voice soar.


“We seek Thy bounty anywhere wind may bear

our little ships, and as the tide may decide,

return to harbor once again, landborn men,

so favor us who love the sea—Lady, pray!

“The Sea-People near and far our brothers are.

Together taking what we need, our young to feed,

to Thy will obedient, we submit—

so favor us who love the sea—Lady, pray!”



The singing ended. Rana, remembering who she was and where, made her way to Sea Brother’s prow. A horn blew once more, and a rope came flying through the darkness on their right just as Arn cast Sea Brother’s line toward the ship on the left. Men wound it round a pulley, and flung it back, while the same thing happened on the other side. The pulleys squeaked as the fishers hauled on the ropes.

“Scaled swimmers, now hear us! Will you be our messengers?” Rana’s fingers tightened on the rail as she leaned forward, staring at the glitter of silver in the dark waters below. “Kindred of the Sea, we offer you all honor! Go to Sea Mother and tell her how we have treated you. Beg Her to bless us and give us what we need to live!”

As she finished, the lines between the ships grew taut. They were attached to the nets which had been filled during the day. As they were drawn together, the nets fell open, so that ships and nets together formed a circular pen. The discouraged fish quickened to confused life as the nets freed them, and the sea boiled as the seething mass sought open water.

“From the Sea we have taken them—to the Sea we return them again!” came a many-throated cry.

The vibration pulsed through the water, adding its impetus to the deeper currents that already bore the scent of the fish and the boats themselves and all things touched by the waters through the Gateway to Mother Ocean.

“It’s more than fish we should be giving Her. …” muttered old Bertram. “Dead men should stay buried, and if earth won’t hold them perhaps the water will!”

There was an uneasy murmur as folk stared toward the stern, where Julian’s dark figure was silhouetted against the torchlight. Rana felt a cold fist clutch in her belly. Was this the kind of talk that was going around? She hoped desperately that he had not heard those words.

“In the old days the land’s best blood bought favor from the ancient powers. …” said Bertram more loudly. One of the fishermen gave him a sharp look and bent to his companion, whispering.

Julian had turned and Rana could see his face clearly now, heavy brows a little bent as if he were striving to understand. Why didn’t somebody say something? Rana glared at Arn.

“The old days are dead and gone—” he said lamely. “We know better now.”

“We know that it is not blood but beauty that makes a worthy sacrifice!” Rana exclaimed. “We win favor by giving what we value away.” She had their attention, but they still looked dubious. She would have given her life for Julian, but that wasn’t the point now. She frowned, thinking, then reached up and fumbled to loose the clasp of her necklace.

“Here is the fairest thing I own! Let the Sea take this necklace if there must be a sacrifice!” For a moment silver glittered in the firelight. “Behold my offering—now all debts are paid!” she cried, and flung the necklace in a glittering arc over the side.

Bertram grinned sourly. “Eh, lass, that was foolish, to give something of your own. The necklace stands for you—it is you that the Sea will claim now!”

“So be it!” Rana’s defiant reply was lost in Bertram’s laugh.

They were all still gazing at the spreading ripples where the necklace had disappeared when they heard a crash from the stern. The deck tilted suddenly and Rana staggered as one of the men fell against her. Painted teeth gleamed from the darkness behind them, and as Sea Brother righted herself Rana glimpsed a long dark shape slipping alongside. Grappling irons snapped accurately over the rail.

“Reivers! Reivers!” She found her voice as the night exploded in sound.

From across the smashed circle the ceremonial horn blew frantically. Tangled in their own lines, the fishing boats wallowed helplessly as more raiders reached them. Arn shouted to his people to take up poles and push back the boarders; he grabbed a net and tried to entangle a raider’s sword.

Rana started toward him, tripped over the skirts of her gown and crashed into a bench. For a moment she lay where she had fallen, gasping. Across the circle a ship was burning. Elsewhere, most torches had been doused. Dark figures struggled in the uncertain light—impossible to tell friend from foe. She put out a hand to push herself up and felt the horn haft of a scaling knife. Crushing the wadded folds of her gown against her with one arm, she crouched, prudence overwhelmed by rage.

A helmed figure darted toward her. She slashed and dodged as it clapped hand to arm and dropped its sword. Beyond she could see another reiver jerking away Arn’s fishnet. She shouted and kicked the sword across the deck to him, turned and glimpsed a man in leather armor sweeping his cutlass toward Frederic’s side. Shrieking, she dove at the raider, bringing her knife up beneath the armor. Astonishingly, it sank in. Then the man fell, dragging the knife from her hand and pinning her beneath him.

Rana’s head struck hard against the deck, and there was a blessed moment of darkness. Then feet thundered past. Panicking at the thought of being trampled, she struggled free. A man hurtled towards her, was thrust aside by another. Frederic shouted to her to get to the rail. She heaved convulsively, got her legs from under the body of the man she had downed, and scrambled toward her friend.

Frederic was parrying the blows and the bodies that came his way with a three-legged stool and striking with his ceremonial sword. Rana grabbed a broken pole and crouched beside him, thrusting it out to trip raiders who came past.

“Have you seen Arn?” she panted when for a moment they were free. It would be hard for Bella to be widowed so soon.

“Not lately. He was over there with Julian—” Without expression, Frederic nodded toward the heaving mass of bodies in the stern. A rush of raiders cut them off from the others.

“Sea Mother save us!” Rana breathed. For a moment a great quiet weighted her ears. As if from very far away she saw a slim figure in a shirt of gilded mail, face hidden by a golden helm. She felt the stare of shadowed eyes. The raiders surged around them.

“There’s two still on their feet—a wench, by the Lord—a redheaded wench, and a man!” a deep voice exclaimed. “Hurry now, but handle him carefully—we’ve netted their Regent’s own cub this time!”

Frederic’s hand clenched on the hilt of his sword, but there were too many of them. The harsh sound of their laughter broke through Rana’s shock and she was suddenly painfully conscious of the slap of waves against the hull, of moans from the deck, of cries from the other end of the ship. Where was Julian?

“Put down your weapons. …” Graybeard’s sword threatened.

Frederic’s glance flickered to the water and then back again. For a moment he stood very still. Then he flung the sword to the deck and let the stool bounce into the hold. Why had he given in so easily? Rana felt her stomach churn with shame. Then she realized that something was moving beyond them, silent as the sharkships had been, but larger. She clamped lips tight against sudden hope, then flung down her pole.

The big man pulled thongs from his belt-pouch to bind their wrists behind their backs. Rana gasped as he lifted her, then she fell.

Julian wrenched his blade from the body of a reiver and looked up just as Rana disappeared over the side. The other reivers were retreating now, but he was almost the only one of Sea Brother’s defenders still fighting. Arn lay curled beside him, blood welling between his fingers as he clutched his side. Others lay still.

He pushed away from the sternrail to follow, and staggered as Wind Dancer loomed up suddenly beside them. Timbers groaned as the bigger ship scraped along Sea Brother’s side.

“This way!” shrieked Julian. “They’ve got Frederic and Rana!”

The two ships lay grappled now. Westrians poured over the rail and after him, waving whatever weapons they had been able to find. Julian’s blade bit deep and the nearest reiver went down. Another turned to fight, snarling. Julian struck again, felt the momentary resistance of leather armor, and let his own weight draw the stroke the rest of the way through.

“For Westria!” he cried. “For Westria!”

Now there were only a few men between him and the sharkship. The rush of the counterattack carried him forward. Steel clanged as an enemy sword came up to parry. Julian’s strong wrist flexed; disengaging, he thrust and the man fell. A flicker of movement brought him around, sword lifting. He felt the sting as the reiver’s blade sliced across the top of his arm. Then his own stroke sent his assailant screaming over the side.

There were no others.

Julian grasped the rail, staring stupidly at the strip of black water that was opening between the sharkship and Sea Brother’s side. He could just see the copper gleam of Rana’s hair. A mallet hit wood with a hollow knock, and two dozen oars dug into the waves. The galley surged away. Against the silver water he saw the dark shapes of the rest. They must have crept in on the afternoon floodtide and hidden in the lee of Pelican Island, he thought dimly. Now they would have the full ebb to help them out again.

Frederic, Rana, can you hear me? His thought sped after them. In the Guardians’ names I swear it—I will do whatever I must to get you back again!

Julian’s breathing steadied as his battle-fury drained away. The ship rocked gently, and he was aware of the treacherous water beneath him for the first time since the attack began. But he watched the sharkships until they disappeared, while blood from his wounded arm dripped unheeded into the sea.

Almost as swiftly as the sharkships, the fish the folk of Seahold had released moved through the Bay’s chill waters toward the sea. But the waters carried other tales as well, borne seaward by the ebbing tide. There was blood in the water now, and the bodies of men. Scavengers gathered to feast on the unexpected bounty. But both kinds of information came to Sea Mother at last. For a time she pondered. Then she sent out her own messages, summoning the Guardians of the Sea.

The ship rocked in the long ocean swells, lifting and dropping in an irregular rhythm that was different from the purposeful surges that had brought them here. The change in motion roused Rana, and she twisted awkwardly to see. Frederic drew a painful sigh.

“Why have we stopped?” he asked miserably.

“I do not know. …” His face was a dim blur against the darkness, and beyond him the shapes of the rowers bulked deeper black against the sky. But she shouldn’t be able to see anything.

“Dawn …” she breathed. “They must be waiting for more light before they go on.” She shivered violently and Frederic curved his body against hers in a vain effort to shield her from the wind. She could feel the tension in his body, and the effort it took to control his breathing. He had been very silent since they left the Bay, concentrating, she supposed, on controlling the responses of his body with the resources of his trained mind.

A whistle twittered and the rowers grasped their oars. Rana grunted and wriggled upright once more. A shape loomed before them, ghostly in the fog. At its base a faint line of white flickered and disappeared. Surf! But not enough for the coast. Could it be an island?

Outlines grew more distinct as the boat swept forward. Now the oarsmen broke their nightlong silence with broad jokes about food, beer, and bed, and the fight they had just won. Rana found their accents strange, and some spoke a language she did not recognize. Considering the nature of the comments she did understand, she was glad to know no more.

A horn blared sharply from the sharkship’s prow and was echoed, eerily, from across the waves. The rowers bent to their work, and the shape before them was revealed as a fantastically weathered dome of rock whose base was still veiled in swirling fog. A crisp order brought the ship around to starboard, and a jagged slope and more pinnacles, smaller but equally alien, appeared.

“These must be the Far Alone Islands—” Frederic said softly. “We’ve not been out long enough to go anywhere else. The only one of the islands where boats can land is the Isle of Birds, but humans cannot live here!”

The oarsmen pulled strongly, holding the ship steady against the treacherous currents. Light glittered on restless waves as mist-haloed torches flared from the shore, and Rana glimpsed bright eyes and then a swift swirl in the water as a sea lion dove out of their path. Ahead of them the land shelved outward to meet the sea in slabs of rock festooned with seaweed. But the sound of waves clashing against rock was only a background to the incessant shrilling of innumerable birds.

Another order brought them into the shelter of a small cove. Frederic struggled to right himself as the rowers upped oars and let the gentle waves ease them nearer to the shore, then sculled to hold their position there. Now Rana could see a narrow opening between rock walls that ended in a crescent of dun sand. There was some kind of rude shelter above it, and a hoist made of ropes and crossed timbers. Then one of the sharkships darted suddenly toward shore, letting the last wave slide it up onto the sand. In moments the crew were out of it, carrying the heavier booty, and then the ship itself was swung up to the ledge and hauled out of the way.

A sharp command brought the ship that carried Rana suddenly to life again. Oars lifted like the wings of a hovering hawk, then dipped, and they swooped toward the rocks with a precision that left no room for fear. She felt sand grate beneath the keel, and the boat canted over. A knife sliced through her bonds, and hard hands lifted her over the side.

“Up there—” One of the men pointed to the rock wall, then turned to the boat again. Rana forced numb limbs to carry her forward and saw steps roughly cut into the stone. A threat to hoist her up with one of the boat ropes gave her the strength to clamber up them, and she found herself standing on the ledge, coughing as she breathed in moist air weighted with the overpowering odor of birds. In a few moments Frederic appeared, white and shivering, but pathetically glad to be back on solid ground.

Now that they were out of the way, no one seemed to care what they did, and why should they? Rana shivered with new despair as she realized that more surely than bonds or bars, the ocean prisoned them here. Even on the borders of Elaya she had never felt so far from home. The Far Alone islands lay no more than twenty-five miles from the Gateway, but they existed in another dimension to which even the reivers were only temporary visitors—the world of the sea.

Men were already carrying their spoils up a path that wound past the hut and over the shoulder of the ridge. There would be fire where they were going, and perhaps food as well. Too exhausted even to wonder at the sea-birds that flew squawking out of their path, Rana and Frederic followed the path around the shoulder of the hill.

On the long slope below it rough wood shanties and bright tents were set in a straggling circle around a blazing fire, dominated by a pavilion of crimson and gold. Supporting each other, Rana and Frederic stumbled down the path. They pressed through a confusion of colors and costume. Ignoring the malice in the men’s laughter, Frederic pulled Rana toward an iron kettle that steamed above red coals.

“Hey, Macko—better feed those two plucked chickens—we’ll get no gold for their bones!” someone cried.

Rana flinched as the man by the cauldron looked up and grinned broadly, revealing stained teeth and a ragged gap where his tongue should have been. He filled an earthenware bowl with corn gruel in which gobbets of fat meat bobbed. The rich aroma surrounded them. Frederic looked down at his bowl as if he did not know what it was, but Rana brought hers clumsily to her lips and drank eagerly, not caring if the stuff ran down her cheeks and chin.

By the time Rana finished the last drop and set the bowl down, life was welling through her bruised body once more. A dark man with a scar that turned up one side of his mouth in a perpetual scowl winked at her and smacked his lips. She looked quickly away and saw amusement in the eyes of a big man whose grey beard spilled over his chest like a waterfall … the man who had taken her and Frederic prisoner.

Rana’s eyes narrowed. Beside him stood someone smaller, shrouded in dark wool. As the figure turned, gilded mail caught the light of the fire.

“I see you appreciate our hospitality …” The voice was as clear as a boy’s, with an edge of mockery.

Rana felt Frederic’s hand tighten on her arm. The person in the cloak moved towards them, a gold wristguard flashing as the hood was thrown back. It was a young woman. Earth-brown eyes stared into Rana’s blue ones from a dark, fine-boned face; ash-gold hair stood out like a cloud around the arrogant head; full lips smiled.

Then the proud gaze moved from her to Frederic. Rana felt him straighten beside her as the woman looked him up and down, and saw her grow still. For a moment there was silence, as if two warriors were measuring each other.

“I am Frederic of Bongarde. I demand speech with your Captain—” Frederic said finally, with the unconscious arrogance of one born to wealth and power.

“I am the Lady Ardra,” came the answer, given in exactly the same tone. “I command here.”
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