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			CHAPTER 
ONE

			The sun hung directly overhead, forever unmoving, like a copper penny nailed to the vault of the empty blue sky. Sweat trickled down Axia’s neck in spite of the broad straw hat she wore, and Flotsam huffed and complained.

			“I know,” she said, shifting on the splintery box of the battered old cart. “You’re hungry. We’re almost there.”

			The giant hamster huffed again, shifting in his harness and making the cart rock. Axia laughed.

			“Quit it!” she told him sternly. “Tsorik wants another load by the end of firstshift.”

			Flotsam grumbled but kept plodding along. The trail wound back and forth between the ridges that ran along the Edge like an old woman’s wrinkles. When Axia looked over her shoulder she could see the Bowl, like a parti-colored cloth of browns and greens, with Harbor’s cluster of buildings an ugly little wart in the center. Out here the soil was too rocky for farming, and there was little to either side of the track but stones and scrub. Perfect for staying away from prying eyes.

			“Not that we’re doing anything wrong,” she told Flotsam. “Not really wrong, anyway. Tsorik says cheating Vylgardr out of a few pennies of tariff is practically a public service.” She tugged gently at the reins. “Come on, here’s the turn.”

			Flotsam pulled the cart over a last little hillock and into the clearing, wheels crunching over brown, drying grass. Bits and pieces from past deliveries were scattered about, odd-shaped chunks of wood bleaching in the endless sun. There were crushed pots and broken pans, lengths of fraying rope, scraps of canvas too tattered for mending. Axia wore thick-soled boots to guard against the rusty nails buried in the turf.

			The latest delivery was in a loose pile, like it had been tipped from a giant’s trash bin. Planks and timbers, rails and spars, all shattered and jumbled up together. Once it had been a ship, sailing proudly among the stars and soaking in the sight of who knew what wonders. Now it was all junk, fit only for scavengers.

			Like me. Axia gave a glum sigh, then shook her head vigorously.

			“Zat’s enough of zat,” she said, in a parody of Tsorik’s accent. “Feelink zorry for yourzelf never earned anyvon a copper!”

			She hopped down and fetched water and feed from the otherwise empty cart, filling Flotsam’s tin bowl and pouring a pile of pellets beside it. Tipping her hat back, she took a swig from her own canteen and let a little more splash onto her face, droplets running back into her tightly bound hair.

			“Eat up,” she said. “Still a long day till darkshift. With any luck we’ll get to go into town!”

			Flotsam squeaked his approval, already stuffing food into his cheek pouches. Axia patted his furry flank and went to the pile of debris, pondering what to load first.

			There was an art to this, Tsorik always insisted. Intact planks or lengths of spar were most valuable, but she’d already picked most of those out on her previous visits. That left broken, damaged oddments—the carved end of a bed, snapped in half; a piece of capstan; something that might have been a chunk of figurehead. Axia sorted through each piece, figuring how to pack the cart without overstraining Flotsam.

			Toward the back, there was a stack of broken decking, the wood shot through with wormholes. That would make it weak, apt to snap under pressure or just rot to pieces. Axia hesitated, but Tsorik’s instructions had been clear—bad timber was preferable to empty space on the cart.

			“It’s sort of pretty,” she said, holding up a piece like a slice of cheese. “Maybe someone can use it as—”

			Something moved in the wreckage. Axia shrieked and hopped backward as a muscular, hard-tipped tentacle lashed out at her. Its base was a stony shell attached to a chunk of decking. Jammer leech. The things were a nuisance at the best of times, but when they were hungry they could be positively menacing.

			Flotsam surged forward, dragging the cart behind him. The leech’s tentacle snapped out again, but the hamster ignored it, biting down hard. Shell crunched, and the leech spasmed and went limp.

			It took a few moments before Axia’s heart stopped hammering. Flotsam waddled over, cart squealing behind him, and nuzzled her face with his soft pink nose. Axia put her arms around the hamster’s neck and gave him a squeeze. Something stung, and she noticed a long, shallow cut on her forearm where the leech had caught her. Flotsam’s broad pink tongue flicked out, licking the blood away.

			“Quit it, dummy,” Axia said, squeezing him again. “The last thing I need is a vampire hamster. You’d have to go live over the Edge!”

			Flotsam squeaked, not liking the sound of that. Axia pulled herself to her feet, still a little shaky. There was still space at the back of the cart, but the thought of picking past the dead leech to fill it with worm-eaten timber was suddenly unappealing.

			“Come on,” she told the hamster, climbing aboard. “Let’s go home.”

			

			—

			Tsorik was angry, of course.

			“Stupid girl,” he said again, watching her unload the cart. “Was it your memory you lost in the crash, or your good sense? Maybe everything inside your head is broken, eh?”

			“My memory isn’t broken,” Axia said, mostly to herself. Tsorik wasn’t listening. She grunted as she picked up a spar and walked it over to the pile. “There’s just nothing in it.”

			“Pfah.”

			Tsorik jabbed angrily at the ground with his stick. He didn’t need it to walk, really, but he liked to affect an aged frailty when he thought he could get away with it. His ruff of hair was certainly snow white, but there was still a spry strength in him. Not that you’d know it from how much he helps out around here, Axia thought, probably unkindly.

			“I’ll make another trip,” she volunteered as he continued to glower. “I might get half a cartload.”

			“No, you will not make another trip,” he sing-songed. “Because next you go to town, pick up order from Zhar the butcher. Hah, butcher.” He spat on the ground. “Zhar the miser, they should call him, the way he squeezes me. Client will be here before darkshift.”

			Axia exchanged a glance with Flotsam and gave a long-suffering sigh. Tsorik whacked the ground with his stick again.

			“None of that! Is there no gratitude in the world? So soon you forget what I did for you and begrudge me a little work?”

			It was a familiar refrain and, Axia had to admit, an effective one. However much she might grumble, it was a fact that she owed him her life in more ways than one.

			The first thing she could remember was darkness and the smell of rot and rust. She’d been trapped under a debris pile very much like the one she’d combed through today, heavy spars pinning her in place, splinters cutting her skin. Her panicked screams had gotten Tsorik’s attention, and her first sight in the world had been Flotsam’s fuzzy face as he pushed the wood aside. Tsorik’s significantly less comforting face had followed, frowning as though discovering screaming girls in his rubble pile were an everyday annoyance.

			But he’d given her a blanket and a bowl of soup, and taken her back to his little shack to recover. When he discovered Axia knew nothing about herself, not even her name, he’d grudgingly agreed to let her stay another day in exchange for a few chores. Axia, still half-crazed with fear, had jumped at the chance to make herself useful lifting and carrying, and so their partnership had begun.

			That had been three years previously. Since then, she’d had a lot of time to sit and think, sifting through her memory. She knew things—how to speak Common, which end of plants went into the ground, how to tie a sailor’s knot—but as for where she’d come from or how she’d wound up under a rubble pile in a wrecker’s field, she had not even a hint.

			Tsorik wasn’t bad, all things considered. He didn’t beat her or starve her. She was just getting a little tired of his attitude.

			Someday. There wasn’t anything else attached to that thought, no plan, only a wish. Someday. Things would change, even if she wasn’t sure how.

			Unloading the rest of the cart took until nearly midshift. When she was finished, Tsorik gruffly beckoned her over and unwrapped the hasty bandage on her arm. He pronounced the wound barely a scratch and bound it up again while berating her for panicking over “von leetle barnacle.” Axia managed to refrain from saying it hadn’t been leetle at all. She accepted a paper bag with a couple of pork-and-glowberry sandwiches and climbed back onto the cart to take Flotsam into town.

			

			—

			The hamster had considerably more spring in his step heading toward Harbor, anticipating the many opportunities to sneak treats the town provided. She had to haul on the reins to keep him from breaking into a scurry and wearing himself out. They wound down the increasingly rutted road, passing from Tsorik’s place on the outskirts through the fields of the Bowl. The road ran down a berm, higher than the land around it, and Axia could see farmers working in brown water up to their ankles, weeding or planting or whatever it was farmers did.

			There were a lot of farms on Zolreng. The sailors always described the asteroid as shaped like a coin, albeit a slightly squashed one, with the Bowl occupying the center of one face. It was stuck—she’d read that the term was “tidally locked”—so that it always faced the sun and there was no proper day or night like on a planet. Here on the bright side, the plants grew like crazy in the endless day, while over the Edge it was always night and the snow never melted.

			Harbor was the only settlement of any size. The town was built around Zolreng’s only open water, a circular lake big enough for galleons and other water-going ships to touch down. It had become the spot to load or unload cargos, with flat landing zones, warehouses where crops could be stored, and businesses catering to sailors on a day’s leave. It also contained what government the little asteroid required; Zolreng was ruled by the League city of Vylgard, but their presence amounted to a dozen white-helmeted peacekeepers and a few customs inspectors.

			There was more traffic on the road the closer she got, carts pulled by ponies or oxen or other hamsters, with the occasional rider cantering past on horseback. The track went from solid dirt to a thick, glutinous mud, churned up by the vehicles and shot through with various sorts of dung. Harbor had no official boundary, but at some point the fields around her gave way to houses, then businesses with duckboards out front so pedestrians wouldn’t have to walk through the mud. Flotsam squeaked excitedly; Axia liked to imagine he was exchanging greetings with the other hamsters all about. Some pulled carts, alone or in pairs, while teams of four ran inside big rattling wheels that provided power for the dockyard cranes.

			There were a number of new spelljamming ships in port, which gave Axia a little flutter of excitement. The space-going vessels, powered by magic channeled through their spelljamming helms, were the only window she had onto the wider universe. A couple of brightly painted cargo galleons and a sleek white Vylgardr courier floated in the lake, but the most notable fresh arrival was on the landing pad—a wasp ship resting on splayed, spindly legs, its sweeping winglike sails made of some kind of iridescent fabric that shimmered in concentric rainbows with the sun behind it. The hull was painted black and gold in imitation of a real wasp. Axia longed to examine it more closely, but the landing fields were watched by grim-faced toughs from the Docker’s Guild, and anyway, she didn’t have the time to spare.

			Instead, with a sigh, she turned the cart away from the busy street and down a side alley. Zhar the butcher had his shop at the end of the block, but she stopped halfway along and slipped off the cart in front of a nondescript wooden building with heavy shutters over the windows.

			“I’ll just be a minute, Flotsam,” she told the hamster. “Don’t tell anyone, all right?”

			He squeaked agreement, though she greased the wheels a little by slipping him a bit of her sandwich. A bell tinkled gently as she pulled open the door, and the sound of the busy market seemed to drop away, as though this shop were an island of silence in the midst of a storm.

			No one knew how long old Vaster had been here. Since the town was built, was the usual answer, with a sort of shrug that meant if he hadn’t, he might as well have been. Certainly he was an old man now, with a face craggy as leather and lined as a star map, long silver hair bound in a complicated braid. His store was a combination pawnbroker and curio shop, showcasing an eclectic variety of items hocked by spacers who vanished with the next launch. Axia had been fascinated the moment she’d set foot in the place.

			There were weapons from a dozen cities, swords and axes and strange thri-kreen throwing-discs beside a shelf of flintlock pistols, triggers oversized for thick giff fingers. Boots and hats, in various styles and with strange marks from who knew what adventures. Cigar boxes carved with strange crests, plates and saucers etched with fanciful creatures, lace handkerchiefs embroidered with beholders, and a wooden leg in the shape of a snarling dragon. Axia touched the latter as she passed for good luck. Her fingertips had rubbed a spot on the dragon’s muzzle smooth.

			Vaster sat in the back, behind a locked counter displaying rings and other jewelry. He raised great bushy eyebrows at the sight of Axia and gave her a conspiratorial smile.

			“Well, well,” he said. “I thought you didn’t have leave until week’s end.”

			“I don’t,” Axia said. “I’m on my way to the butcher.”

			“Oh, I see. Straight there, you went, and never a moment wasted.” He winked.

			“Right.” She put her hands on the counter and peered over. “So did you get any?”

			Behind Vaster was a shelf with some of his most valuable items. A vial of healing draught, straight from the Spring of the Broken Sybil (or so its desperate owner had claimed); a plate-sized clock, delicate and impractical; a pair of crystal goblets with only a few cracks. And books, a shelf of them, with ragged bindings and pages stitched back in where they’d come loose.

			She recognized them by sight, even from a distance: The Dragons of the Inner Sky with its hanging flap of cover, Burke’s Shipping Law (Revised) with its creased spine, and The Munificent Acts of King Veldomir the Seventh, with an Account of His Tragic Demise with a few tiny scraps of gilt still clinging to the letters. Vaster let her borrow them for a few coppers, since books were not a fast-selling item on Zolreng. Axia had read them all, more than once, and couldn’t hide her disappointment at seeing the shelf unchanged.

			“I thought you had a sale coming in today,” she said.

			Vaster sighed. “I do. But it hasn’t arrived yet, and there’s no telling what’ll be in it when it does. Some old captain cleaning house, more than likely. Might be nothing more interesting than a scow’s logbook.”

			There was a lot to be learned, even from a scow’s logbook. Axia had pored over more than one and imagined the reality behind the terse entries, the adventure that might underlie the cargos bought or sold.

			“It’ll be in later today, then?”

			“Aye, by thirdshift.” Vaster sighed. “You don’t have to rush, you know. It’s not like I’ve a pack of offers waiting.”

			Vaster couldn’t understand her impatience, of course. He’d had a whole life, and the faint scars half-hidden by beard implied that he hadn’t spent all of it safely on Zolreng. Whatever life she’d had, she’d lost it, and the three years since then hadn’t contained a lot of excitement. The glimpses the books offered were the closest she came.

			The person Axia had been, she’d decided, the person she was supposed to be, hadn’t been meant for this. She’d done something, something more than fetch and carry for an ornery old man. Surely anyone who ended up losing their memory in the wreck of some ship was once, almost by definition, leading a life of excitement.

			And now she was stuck.

			

			—

			The cargo Zhar the butcher loaded up was not appetizing by any stretch of the imagination.

			She’d objected when he’d brought out the first barrel of slop—entrails and organs, offcuts and gristle, the kind of meat that would normally be ground up for pig feed or fried sausage in a bun. But Zhar assured her he wasn’t trying to cheat anybody.

			“Tsorik asked for cheap,” the butcher said, manhandling the heavy barrel. He was a dwarf, a foot shorter than Axia but twice as strong, with a wild mane of black hair and a neatly trimmed beard. “He said, ‘Zhar, give me the cheapest garbage you’ve got, the stuff you wouldn’t feed your mother-in-law.’ And I said we haven’t had one of those halfling compost-barges in a while, so there’s some scraps in the icehouse but they might be a bit off, and he said that was perfect.”

			He set the barrel down with a grunt and looked up worriedly at Axia. “He’s not going to feed it to his dogs, is he? Dogs’d get sick on this stuff. I don’t want that on my conscience.”

			“We don’t have any dogs,” Axia said.

			In truth, she had no idea what Tsorik wanted with a cartload of highly suspect meat. Probably he had a buyer all lined up, possibly a buyer who thought he was getting the finest pork belly, because that was the kind of business Tsorik did a lot of. Inspectors poking into everything, he always said, did nothing but drive up costs for the little guy.

			Either way, the wafting stink of the stuff was making Flotsam wrinkle his nose uncomfortably by the time Zhar finished loading the barrels and tying them off. Axia fed the hamster another chunk of sandwich in compensation and got underway, cart squelching through the muddy street. The journey home always seemed to take longer, and that went double this time. She and Flotsam were equally glad to see the roof of Tsorik’s tumbledown shack appear over the ridge.

			When they got closer, however, Axia reined Flotsam in. Tsorik stood out front, talking to another man Axia didn’t recognize. Something about Tsorik’s manner—his head half-bent, his smile too wide—told her that this was a client, or at least someone whose money the old man wanted. But the stranger didn’t look like a man with money. He was big and pale, heavily muscled, his skin crisscrossed with heavy black tattoos in intricate abstract designs. His shaved scalp bore a set of long, thin scars, like claw marks.

			“There she is,” Tsorik said. “I told you my girl would not be late. You had no trouble with the butcher, girl?”

			“No, but—” Axia began. Tsorik cut her off.

			“Excellent, excellent. We can be on our way, then?”

			The bald man gave a grunt and a nod.

			“But—” Axia tried again. If this was the client, he’d surely smell the bad meat, even if he didn’t look in the barrels.

			“Hurry up, girl. Get down and fetch my heavy coat and hat. Yours, too. We’ll be making a quick visit to nighttime, won’t that be a treat?” He gave an unconvincing laugh.

			Axia’s lip tightened further. She hated going over the Edge, for Flotsam’s sake if not her own; the frost gave him terrible chapping on his pads. But under Tsorik’s false affability there was a hint of steel. He was in no mood to be trifled with. She ran inside and fetched the required garments.

			Flotsam seemed to sense her disquiet, because he chuffed and whimpered when she tried to get the cart turned around. Tsorik climbed up onto the box beside her, and the bald man hopped up beside him, making things positively cramped. Axia nearly said something, but Tsorik gave her a stare like death and she subsided.

			It wasn’t far to the Edge, at least. There were only a few good crossing-places, spots where the rocks were conveniently shaped to give a smooth passage through the gravity plane. Still, Axia got off the cart when they got there, taking Flotsam’s reins to lead him by hand. It looked for all the world like approaching the edge of a cliff, blue sky extending out ahead while the rock fell away in a gentle slope. Humans might be willing to walk off cliffs, but hamsters had better sense. Axia stroked Flotsam’s whiskers and muttered quietly to him.

			“I know, I know. You’ve done it before, though. Come on, just a few more steps, that’s it. Tell you what, once we’re done, I’ll get Tsorik to take you to the hamster groomer. It’s about time. We need you looking your best, don’t we?”

			Step-by-step they crossed over, the wagon creaking behind. An advantage of this method was that Axia’s own attention was completely occupied by Flotsam. The sun, so constant in the sky, started to slip abruptly toward the horizon; if she’d been unwise enough to look up, she’d have seen the hills and the Bowl looming above her, ready to crash down at any moment. Even Tsorik swallowed and stared resolutely ahead, though the bald man showed no sign of discomfort.

			Finally the sun disappeared entirely and they passed into shadow. The temperature dropped like a plummeting stone, and by the time she had the cart on something like level ground again, Axia was shivering.

			The landscape of Zolreng’s dark side was nothing like the green fields that flourished in the light. Nothing grew here, not even lichen. There was only weathered gray stone stretching as far as the eye could see, broken by drifts of pure white snow. Nobody came here—except for a few benighted merchants who harvested ice from the glaciers to chill the drinks of rich guests—so there were no roads, not even animal tracks. Axia had to give Flotsam his head, letting him pick a way around the tumbled boulders. She blinked, waiting for her eyes to adjust. Once they did, she kept sneaking glances overhead.

			That was the one compensation of the dark side, of course. The stars. They spread in spectacular profusion across the velvet blackness overhead, the air so clear they barely twinkled.

			In the first days after Tsorik had rescued her, when he’d made fewer demands on her time, she’d come here as often as she could just to stare at the sky until her hands and feet went numb. Many of the points of light, Axia knew, were asteroids like Zolreng, places a ship could visit and explore. The thought of it made her breath catch even as the cold burned her lungs. It felt like she could reach out and touch them.

			Whatever Axia had lost with her memories, she was certain of one thing. The real her had a connection with the stars.

			Neither Tsorik nor his guest seemed interested in the spectacle overhead. The old man peered into the darkness, frowning, until he punched Axia’s shoulder with his gloved hand and gestured.

			“There! See the lights? That’s where we’re going.”

			Axia frowned. There were lights, dim ones she’d taken at first for errant stars. As they approached, a silhouette became visible against the stars. It was a spelljamming ship, a shape Axia knew, she realized with growing horror, though she’d never seen one with her own eyes. Her books had been graphic enough.

			“Tsorik,” she whispered, pulling him toward her. The old man was still smiling. “That’s a nightspider.”

			She’d pitched her voice low, but the bald man turned in her direction and gave a low hiss. Tsorik raised his hands peaceably.

			“It certainly is,” he said. “The Insidious, to be precise, under Captain Kabochek.” He glanced at the bald man. “Am I pronouncing that right?”

			The bald man only shrugged and opened his mouth—his tongue, Axia now saw, was a hacked-off stump.

			“I see,” Tsorik said, paling slightly. “My apologies.”

			“But they’re neogi,” Axia said. “You can’t—”

			The breath went out of her as she caught Tsorik’s surprisingly sharp elbow in her side. He took the reins from her limp grip. “I can deliver what I’ve promised,” he said, through clenched teeth. “One always wants to abide by one’s promises, eh?”

			Axia sucked in air for another protest, but by then they were approaching the nightspider. It was an ugly, bulbous affair, like a spider with a bloated abdomen and long, spindly legs to support its rigging. It hadn’t landed on the rocky ground, but rather hovered above it, long boarding nets hanging from the rear like a real spider’s dangling web.

			A small group of people waited beneath those nets, sitting in rough lines. They were dressed in rags, half-starved, and made no effort to huddle together in spite of the cold. None even turned their heads at the arrival of the cart; if not for an occasional shudder, Axia would have taken them for statues.

			It was the creatures to either side of the group that really drew her attention, however. Umber hulks, the book had called them, the neogi’s favored soldiers, but the descriptions hadn’t done them justice. Shaped like a bizarre combination of insect and gorilla, they towered above the humans, with the ape’s hunched posture and massive, dangling forearms and the head of a beetle with wide-swept mandibles and twitching antennae. Their eyes were huge and golden, with dark patterns drifting through them that made Axia woozy to look at. She blinked and looked away, heart racing, and only then noticed that the neogi themselves had surrounded the cart.

			The ship, clearly, was made in the neogi’s image. The neogi had bodies like enormous spiders, with six legs, two folded; grasping arms; and a furry, oversized abdomen. Where a spider’s eyes and mouth would be, the neogi had a long, eellike neck ending in a distressingly humanlike face, albeit with a broad mouth full of wicked fangs. There were dozens of the dog-sized creatures scuttling about, clinging effortlessly to the nightspider’s hull without need of nets or lines. Three of them had already climbed aboard the rear of the cart and were opening the barrels. Another unfolded a claw to poke at Flotsam, who gave a squeal of discomfort.

			“Leave him alone!” Axia said, a little too loud. In the silence that followed, everyone seemed to be looking at her, though the dead-eyed starvelings at the boarding net didn’t even flinch.

			“Ssss. Don’t rile the beast, Gahek.” Another neogi came forward, larger than the rest, his thorax shrouded in a dark leather coat ornamented in gold. A trio of thick gold rings pierced one of his cheeks, clicking as he spoke in a surprisingly genteel voice. “It ruins the flavor.”

			All the neogi made a dry, choking hak hak hak sound, like they were a chorus of cats trying to have hair balls in unison. This, Axia realized after a moment, was laughter.

			“Nobody is eating Flotsam,” she said, and wished that her voice didn’t shake quite so much.

			More hacking. Tsorik cleared his throat nervously.

			“Forgive the girl, Captain,” he said. “I barely let her out of the house; she doesn’t know anything. I’ve got your stores, as agreed.”

			“I can see that.” Captain Kabochek glided closer on scissor legs. “Ssss. Come, Glaarod.”

			The bald man obediently hopped down and went to stand beside his master, who stroked his cheek possessively with one claw. Behind Axia, there was a creak and rustle as the other neogi went through the barrels, and a burst of high-pitched hissing.

			“Trustworthy as ever, Tsorik,” Kabochek said, then let out a hak hak hak of his own. “It’s always a pleasure to have someone on whom I can…rely.”

			“Happy to, Captain. Happy to.” Tsorik’s smile was looking positively sickly. “Always a, ah, pleasure.”

			The neogi hissed something over his shoulder, and the group of ragged starvelings stirred to life, rising to their feet and trudging toward the cart under the neogi’s watchful gaze. They lifted the heavy barrels without complaint, though some of them stumbled visibly under the weight. Up close, they were even more wretched than Axia had imagined, skin pocked with weeping sores and cheeks hollow and sallow. It was the eyes that disturbed her the most, though—distant and empty, as though almost unaware of the world around them.

			Everyone knew the neogi were Shatterspace’s most notorious kidnappers. And they use drugs and poisons to break people’s minds. She wanted to scream but didn’t dare.

			Kabochek stalked around the petrified Flotsam to Axia’s side of the cart, his head shifting on its long neck as he looked her up and down. His heavy-lidded gaze made Axia feel like she was covered in slime, and she fought down the urge to kick him in his needle teeth.

			“You never told me you had a child, Tsorik. Ssss.” The neogi’s head bobbed. “I thought we were friends.”

			“Of course we’re friends, Captain,” Tsorik said. “She’s not mine. Just a girl who helps me, is all. I’m getting on in years.” He gave a nervous chuckle.

			“Ssss. A thrall, I see.” Kabochek’s head eeled forward, inches from Axia’s face. “I will take her off your hands as well, then. Ten?”

			“Ah…” Tsorik’s throat worked. “She’s not…”

			“Twenty off your debt.” The neogi’s lips spread wide, showing more needle teeth. “Ssss.”

			“I…” Tsorik’s eye flicked to Axia. “I’m not…”

			Behind her, one of the neogi abruptly dissolved into horrible, cackling laughter, and then they were all at it, hak hak haking as though this were the funniest thing that had happened all year. Tsorik managed a dry chuckle of his own.

			“A jest,” Kabochek said, skittering back and forth. “Ssss.”

			“Of course, Captain,” Tsorik said. “You certainly got me.”

			“After all.” The neogi abruptly froze in place. “If I truly wanted her, I would simply take her, ssss.”

			A long, dangerous pause, followed by another round of haks. The neogi rolled the last of the barrels off the cart, and Tsorik prodded Axia in the shin with one boot. Slowly, with hands like blocks of ice, she tugged at the reins. Flotsam roused himself and pulled around, shaking off the torpor of the cold with his desire to be as far from this place as possible.

			“Good day, Tsorik!” Kabochek shouted after them. “I will call again soon!”

			

			—

			It was only once they’d passed over the Edge again and the cold of the dark side was dissolving in the glare of the sun that Axia found the nerve to speak. She glanced sideways at Tsorik, who was huddled deep in his coat, staring at his intertwined hands.

			“Neogi,” she said. “Neogi.”

			There was almost nothing the dozen cities of the League agreed on, and every year saw a minor war or border skirmish somewhere in the great arc of Shatterspace. But on the subject of the neogi there was no argument whatsoever. Merely to supply one of their ships, as she and Tsorik had just done, meant prison or death.

			“It’s more complicated than you think,” Tsorik muttered. He didn’t look her in the eye.

			“He said you owe him a debt.”

			“I do.” His jaw worked. “And not the sort you pay off. Not in this lifetime.”

			“How could you do that? Take their money?”

			“If I didn’t, someone else would have.”

			Axia shook her head. Her blood boiled with anger, in no small part driven by the memory of her fear. She’d just sat there, helpless, unable to say a word. If she’d been her real self, if she had the memories that had been taken from her, she was sure she wouldn’t have stood for it. Those poor people, with their blank, dead eyes…

			“What if he’d really wanted me?” she said. “How much would it take before you turned me over?”

			“Axia, please,” Tsorik groaned. “I wouldn’t let you go for all the gold in Vylgard, you know that. Kabochek just likes twisting my balls.”

			“You didn’t look so sure.”

			“I was…concerned.” He thumbed his walking stick. “What would you expect me to do if he did want you, eh? Fight the lot of them single-handed?”

			Axia’s thoughts were running in other directions. “We should call the guards,” she said. “Vylgard can send longships. Hunt them down before they can escape.”

			“It’d be days before they got here,” Tsorik hissed. “And how’d you explain our part in it, hmm? You’re on the hook as much as me, girl.” He sagged back, shaking his head. “Some things can’t be changed, you hear me? You keep your eyes down and you get by. That’s what I’ve always done, and look where it’s got me.”

			Look where it’s got you, Axia thought. She snapped the reins, and Flotsam gave a squeak of protest. “Sorry,” she told the hamster.

			“It’s all right,” Tsorik said, misunderstanding. “Just…one of those things, you know.” He gave a heavy sigh. “You can have the rest of thirdshift for yourself. Don’t get into anything foolish.”

			“Can I go into town? I promised Flotsam I’d take him to the hamster groomer.”

			Tsorik made a face. “You spoil that bloody hamster, I swear. Look at him, he’s fat.”

			“He’s a hamster, he’s supposed to be fat.”

			The old man snorted. “If you have to. But nothing else, you understand? I smell trouble.”

			All Axia could smell was the lingering stench of rotting meat, but she nodded. After dropping Tsorik off, she again directed Flotsam down the track toward the settlement. The hamster had to be tired after all the day’s excursions, but he continued on without complaint. She leaned forward to scritch his back.

			“We’re gonna get you a real grooming,” she told him. “With shampoo and everything. And then when we get home I’ll give you an extra apple.”

			The money for all that came out of her own little purse, of course, but she could get it back from Tsorik later. With the cart parked in front of the hamster groomer’s shop—the sign read hamscaping, with a picture of a hamster with golden curls—and Flotsam delivered into the care of the sympathetic young woman inside, Axia found herself standing in the street, dithering.

			Tsorik had said to go nowhere but the groomer’s. But it didn’t make sense to just wait when she could be making herself useful. And anyway, Axia decided, Tsorik sold tainted meat to neogi, so his moral authority was a little lacking. What he didn’t find out wouldn’t hurt him.

			In spite of the fact that the sun never moved and the town was as bright as ever, the basic rhythms of humanity—bound to some long-ago planet—meant that thirdshift had a different feel than firstshift or midshift. There was less work going on and more revelry, less commerce and more drinking. Groups of sailors from the ships in port roamed the streets, getting thrown out of one tavern and heading for another or swaying along to their own drunken songs. The white-helmets were much in evidence tonight, their trademark headgear and long gray cloaks marking them as officers of the law.

			Such as it was here on Zolreng, apparently. And that thought made Axia suddenly skittish. A corner white-helmet wouldn’t be able to see her guilt on her face, surely, but…

			She changed paths as the nearest officer looked around. There was a shortcut to Vaster’s shop anyway, a narrow alley between a glassblower’s and the seed warehouse next door. Axia squeezed past a crate half blocking the entrance and hurried along the shadowy passage, the sudden darkness briefly reminding her of crossing over the Edge to the other side—

			With no warning at all, someone stabbed her.
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			CHAPTER 
TWO

			In the short part of her life she could remember, Axia had never really been in a fight. She’d seen other people brawl plenty of times, but more serious violence was rare on Zolreng. Characters in books were forever stabbing, hewing, and mutilating their foes, but how it felt to the foes in question was rarely elaborated.

			Now that it had happened to her, she had to admit it wasn’t going as she’d have expected. It didn’t hurt, for one thing. There was a feeling of pressure, and the knife handle was just there, jutting out from her arm, like a comedic prop in a play. She turned, mouth opening, though she had no idea what in the void she was going to say.

			The person who’d stabbed her was pressed up against the wall of the glassblower’s shop, close enough (obviously) for Axia to reach out and touch. She was a woman, taller than Axia, with short, spiky red hair and a mischievous expression. Before Axia could get a word out, the woman moved past her, grabbing hold of Axia’s unstabbed arm as she went.

			Any hope that this encounter was less dangerous than it seemed vanished shortly thereafter. The red-haired woman did something complicated with the joints of Axia’s arm and hand, twisting them into a pretzel of screaming pain. Somehow Axia was in the air, turning a somersault over the woman’s back into an open doorway on the warehouse side of the alley. Axia landed hard on the dirty floorboards, face down, her forehead cracking hard and the wind knocked out of her. She heard a thump as her assailant jumped up beside her, and a rattle as the sliding door was pulled closed.

			This, she decided, her brain finally beginning to work through the surprise, is bad. Really bad.

			As if on cue, pain began flooding in. Her forehead, her arm, everywhere she’d landed when the woman had thrown her. She wanted to scream. There was no particular reason not to scream, she realized, and so she screamed.

			She tried to scream. Her lips moved, but no sound came out.

			She tried to push herself up, but her arms barely twitched.

			“Hellwasp venom,” the red-haired woman said, quite close to her ear. There was another spike of pain as she yanked the knife from Axia’s arm. The blade was only a half inch long, gleaming wet with Axia’s blood. “Tricky to refine, but it’s wonderful stuff. You won’t be able to move for a while. Well. Ever again, really.”

			The woman lodged one boot under Axia’s hip and pushed, rolling her over onto her back. Axia felt herself flop like a corpse, hair tangled over her face. Her breath came in quick gasps.

			“It’s obviously an instant paralytic,” the woman went on conversationally. “So many of those have the side effect of putting the victim to sleep, which to my mind is awfully boring. But hellwasp is a stimulant as well. Keeps you wide awake as your body starts to tear itself to shreds. The pain is indescribable, I hear.” She bent over and brushed the hair out of Axia’s eyes. “The looks on people’s faces are a treat I like to savor.”

			“W…” Axia could move her lips a little but couldn’t get the breath to speak. “Wh…Who…”

			“Who am I?” The woman laughed. “A hundred heartbeats to live, and that’s how you want to use them? I’m Marya, if that matters to you. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.” She picked up Axia’s limp hand, shook it, and let it drop nerveless to the floor.

			“Wh…” Axia felt her throat closing up and forced the word out. “Why?”

			“Why kill you? Same reason anyone does anything, dear. For money.” She scratched her head. “Or do you mean, why torture you to death with exotic poisons when I could have just slit your throat? Fair question, I guess. Can’t tell you why the gods made me who I am. Some people like to farm, some people like to teach, and I like to watch people expire in horrible agony. Gives me a nice warm feeling. Room in the void for us all, eh?” She prodded Axia in the side with her boot. “Speaking of, how’re you doing? Things should be moving right along. Feeling a few twinges?”

			Axia had no idea if what she was feeling was the poison having its effect. Her breath seemed too thin, and her vision had contracted until all she could see was Marya’s smiling face. Everything still hurt, but it was distant, somehow. Like she was in someone else’s body.

			I am going to die, she thought. It seemed deeply unfair. I am going to die with no answers. And that was unbearable.

			Whoever she had been, her true self, wouldn’t have just lain there and died.

			Axia’s fingers twitched.

			Marya leaned closer to her, frowning. “Don’t tell me you’ve gone into shock already. That would be terribly boring. Hellwasp venom costs a hundred gold an ounce, girl, at least try to give me value for the money—”

			Axia brought her knees up fast as a snake and kicked out, slamming her heavy work boots into Marya’s midsection. The assassin folded in half like a rag doll with an oof of expelled breath, catching herself on one hand as Axia scrambled away.

			The room was bare, just wooden walls and a dirt-scuffed floor. Marya was between her and the sliding door to the outside, but there was another door leading deeper into the building. Axia stumbled toward it, shoulder first, and bounced off. The latch worked, but it wouldn’t open, barred from the other side.

			“Assassination step one,” Marya said, wheezing a little. “Preparation. If you mean to take your time, make sure you won’t be interrupted.” She drew a knife from a belt sheath, a slim, deadly-looking thing. “Though after we’re done here I’m going to have quite the cross word with my poison supplier.”

			“Wait!” Axia said desperately. “You’re making a mistake.”

			“ ’Fraid not, girlie.”

			“You can’t be here to kill me! I’m nobody!”

			“Not my problem. You’re on the list, that’s all I know.” Marya flipped the knife in the air and caught it by the tip. “Hold still.”

			The assassin’s arm came forward, whipping the knife across the room. Axia could almost see it coming, tumbling lazily end over end, its unerring trajectory aimed at her throat. It looked so slow that it ought to be the easiest thing in the world to reach out, place her hand just so—

			The hilt thumped into her palm, hard enough to make her hand buzz. She curled her fingers around it as though it were the most natural thing in the world. Marya stared at her wordlessly for a long moment.

			“Okay,” the assassin said eventually. “I’m going to have to have a word with the guy who writes the list, too.”

			Axia charged her. She didn’t have a plan—frankly, she’d stopped trying to understand what was happening a few minutes back. There was one way out, that was all, and Marya was standing in front of it. Axia’s arms and legs seemed to know what to do of their own accord, breaking into a run, knife held out in front in a loose sideways grip.

			Marya’s eyes narrowed, and she reached for the small of her back, drawing a curved blade somewhere between dagger and shortsword. She stepped forward in an exquisitely timed lunge that would have put the tip of her blade somewhere around Axia’s back teeth, but Axia found herself slipping aside, letting the weapon rip past as she pivoted into a lunge of her own. Marya saw it coming, ducked, thrust her left hand open-palmed against Axia’s hip; Axia twisted, letting the blow spin her, bringing her left forearm up under Marya’s throat. They crashed together, Axia’s momentum driving Marya back against the door with a rattle.

			For a moment they were both stock-still, Axia’s arm trembling with the effort of holding the larger woman in place. Marya blinked at her.

			“Well,” she croaked, and blood flecked her lips. “Shit.”

			The assassin’s legs buckled and she slid down the door. Axia’s knife was buried to the hilt in her ribs. Axia hadn’t felt the blow land, hadn’t even thought about it, but her fingers were already sticky with blood. She let go with a squeak, stepped back, and Marya crashed sideways to the floor.

			

			—

			A few moments later, when reality caught up with her, Axia profoundly wished she knew some better profanities. None of her workaday farmyard curses really captured the gravity of the situation.

			Under the circumstances, she felt she did a pretty good job of assessing priorities. Her arm hurt—in fact quite a lot of her hurt; she would have bruises all over—but she didn’t seem to be seriously injured. Problem the first, then: not leaving bloody handprints on everything she touched. She wiped the worst of the blood on Marya’s trousers before she quite realized what she was doing, then jerked her hand back as though she’d touched a hot coal. The assassin, however, lay quite still.

			Dead. She was dead. Axia had killed her.

			Later. Axia shoved her still-bloody hand into her pocket and opened the door to the shadowy alley. Nothing had changed, because why would it have? It had been only a few minutes. She slipped out, palmed the door closed, and stumbled back toward the groomer’s shop, shoulders shaking.

			Talking to the young woman grooming Flotsam seemed like an insurmountable obstacle. But she wasn’t going to leave him here, and it was a long walk home at the best of times. Which these were not. Definitely, definitely not.

			“Can you put him back in his harness, please?” Axia said, poking just her head around the doorframe, exposing herself as little as possible. “Family emergency. I have to get home right away.”

			“Oh, dear!” the young woman said. “We can board him here, if you’d rather just—”

			“Harness. Please.” Axia felt her throat closing up. “Now.”

			The shopwoman dutifully fit the half-groomed hamster back into his straps and led him outside to the cart. Axia climbed onto the box one-handed and awkwardly took the reins.

			“Are you sure you’re all right?” the shopwoman said doubtfully.

			“Fine. Thank you. I’ll be back.” Axia snapped the reins, and Flotsam trundled off, cart bouncing along behind him.

			Even then, she didn’t dare relax, not while they were in town. There were people everywhere, the damned white-helmets, with their inquiring eyes and sour smiles. One of them was just ahead, talking to two oddly dressed women, one tall, one short. The guard looked between them, then down at something in his palm. Then he looked up at Axia, and his eyes narrowed—

			“Go!” Axia said, snapping the reins. Flotsam broke into a scurry, bounding down the street, with the empty cart clattering behind at a decidedly unsafe speed. Someone might have shouted something, but Axia wrenched the hamster around the last corner and they were out of sight. From here it was a straight shot out into the Bowl, and she let Flotsam run until the buildings around them had been replaced by fields.

			When she finally reined him in, he was puffing, and Axia felt just as exhausted. More, even. She felt as though her bones had melted, leaving nothing but achy, drooping flesh.

			I’m not dead. She kept her mind on the thought. I’m not dead, I’m not dead.

			She’d killed that woman. Efficiently, automatically. And she’d felt—

			“Not now,” she muttered, clutching her bloody hand in her pocket.

			Getting back to Tsorik’s place seemed to take an age. When she arrived, he wasn’t immediately in evidence. That was good, because she didn’t want to talk to him. Or anyone. She avoided the house and went straight to the barn, where she unhitched Flotsam with shaking hands and undid his harness.

			“I’ll brush you. Later,” she told him. “I know you’ve had a long day.”

			The hamster squeaked long-suffering agreement and retreated to his pen to munch. Axia went to the water barrel and poured a bucket over her hand, scrubbing at the drying blood until it came away in flakes. Her arm burned where the poisoned knife had gone in, but she couldn’t bring herself to peel up her sleeve and look at it. Instead she retreated to a cubby beside Flotsam’s pen, where she’d stashed an old blanket and pillow last year when he’d been laid up with hamster flu. The blanket was big enough to wrap around herself completely, leaving her in hamster-scented darkness.

			I’m not dead.

			As her heart, finally, began to slow, and her muscles unclenched, she allowed herself to think. Tentatively, at first, like touching a broken tooth with her tongue to see if it hurt.

			She wasn’t dead. But someone had wanted to kill her, wanted it badly enough to send Marya to do the job. Axia didn’t have a firm grasp of how much it cost to hire assassins, but she felt instinctively that weird sadists who bragged about their use of exotic venoms probably weren’t cheap. It made no sense at all. Half the thugs in the Docker’s Guild broke legs on the side, she’d heard; how much could it possibly cost to have a couple of them come up here and beat her to a pulp?

			More important than the logic of it was what the resources implied—namely, that Marya’s patron wasn’t likely to just give up after one try if they wanted her dead that badly. So what in all the Hells am I supposed to do now?

			While she was contemplating unanswerable questions, there was the matter of why she wasn’t dead. Marya had certainly expected the poison to finish her off. Then, when it hadn’t, she’d thrown that knife, and Axia had—

			Just remembering it, the flash of metal in the air and the stinging slap into her palm, made Axia want to vomit. She should have been gurgling in a pool of her own blood after that, possibly missing all the fingers on one hand thanks to the knife catch. Instead—

			Instead, a young woman who’s never swung a blade in anger got the better of a trained assassin in a knife fight. And that thought brought her right back around to where she didn’t want to be.

			Watching Marya as she fell, Axia had felt…good. Satisfied. Excited, even. It wasn’t that she’d wanted to die instead, of course, but she hadn’t thought killing would make her…happy.

			She’d spent a lot of time wondering about her true self, who she’d been before her memories had been taken, how she’d ended up here.

			She hadn’t thought about whether she’d been a good person.

			

			—

			Axia woke to the sound of the barn door opening.

			She didn’t remember going to sleep—frankly, she’d been convinced she would never sleep again—but apparently she’d drifted off, curled into a ball beside the hamster pen. Now she sat up abruptly and clawed the hamster blanket away, blinking in the dim light. The cut on her arm burned.

			“In here.” It was Tsorik’s voice, which made her relax until he spoke again. “Saw her bring the cart in, anyway.”

			“Much obliged.”

			A cheerful voice. There were three silhouettes in the doorway, Tsorik’s bent-backed shape and two women beside him. One tall, one short.

			“She do something wrong?” Tsorik said. “I told her to keep out of trouble.”

			The short woman tossed him something that went clink. “We’ll call you if we need you.”

			Idiot. It was hard to blame him. He didn’t know someone had tried to kill her. The stakes were higher this time than Flotsam stealing a bite from someone’s groceries. Which was what you should expect if you left a head of lettuce right at hamster-height, honestly—

			The two women came inside and closed the door, leaving Tsorik to shuffle away muttering. There were no windows in the barn, but the sunlight came in through cracks between the boards, striping the whole scene in golden bars of light. Axia could see the outline of the pair from her hiding place beside the hamster pen, but not much more than that. She didn’t dare move.

			“Axia?” the short one said. “Are you here?”

			“We don’t want to hurt you,” the tall one said. Her voice was flat, and Axia caught her meaning. We will hurt you, if we have to.

			There was a back door to the barn. It was barred, and nobody had used it in years, but it was a better shot than nothing at all. Axia shifted away from the pen, very slowly—the last thing she needed at this point was for Flotsam to wake up and squeak at her. She kept low, pressing against the wall and trusting the semidarkness to hide her.

			“Axia?” The tall one looked straight at her.

			Crap. So much for that. Axia bolted for the back door, hoping the bar would be loose enough that she could yank it free—

			“Stop.”

			The short one’s tone was still conversational, but the word had weird echoes. The air gave a shiver, and dust sifted down from the rafters. Axia’s legs went rigid, and she skidded to a halt in the loose straw, barely keeping her balance by desperately windmilling her arms. When she tried to shift her feet, it felt as though they were strapped to steel blocks. Magic.

			The two women sauntered over, unhurried.

			“A bit harsh,” said the tall one.

			“We haven’t got time to chase her all over the Hells and gone,” the short one said. “She’ll be fine.”

			“She’s terrified.” The tall one stopped opposite Axia and snapped her fingers. A glowing ball of light appeared beside her, throwing three long shadows across the floor. “Look at her. Something’s happened.”

			The short one moved beside Axia, into the light. She wasn’t quite small enough to be a halfling, and was too slim to be a dwarf, with dark skin and a mass of deep brown curls. She was dressed in fighting leathers like a dockyard tough, and there were several blades strapped to her body. Around her neck, on a silver chain, she wore a pendant shaped like a crude face—eyes, mouth, but no definition, like a mask.

			“Listen,” she said, with a smile that looked genuine. “We really aren’t here to hurt you. Can we talk? That’s it, just talk for a while.”

			“I…” Axia swallowed. Whatever magic she’d used had worn off, but it was pointless to flee now, especially if they could just freeze her again. So what choice do I have? “I guess.”

			“Great. Can we sit? That might be more comfortable.”

			The tall one made a disapproving sound. Her partner glared at her for a moment, then gestured to Axia. Slowly, with the air of one not wanting to disturb a nervous animal, she sat.

			I’m still not dead. Axia tried to will herself calm and failed. If these two wanted to kill her, they could just do it, they didn’t need to bother with the charade. Of course, the same might be said of Marya and her poison, so perhaps it wasn’t entirely reassuring. Still, Axia settled tentatively on the dirty floor, while the short woman sat across from her, cross-legged.

			“Much better,” she said, looking up at the other. “Come on, don’t loom.”

			“Looming’s what I’m good at,” she grumbled, but deigned at least to crouch. She was thin as a spear, all lines and angles, wearing an impractical silver-and-black drape. More immediately worrying were the pair of horns at her temples, pointed brown nubs that contrasted sharply with her pale skin. Her long, dark hair was tied back with a thong.

			“You’re…demonkin,” Axia said without thinking. She’d heard the term in tavern talk but had never met one before.

			The short one laughed, and the tall one rolled her golden eyes.

			“We prefer tiefling,” she said, pronouncing the word precisely. Her teeth, Axia noted, were slightly but definitely pointed. “But yes. And she’s half-elven, and you’re…” The woman paused and cocked her head, then shrugged. “Human. What of it?”

			“More a third than a half, I like to say,” the short one said, brushing her hair back from pointed ears. “Family tree gets a bit complicated. But let’s do proper introductions. My name is Kori, and my gloomy companion is Niamora. Nia, for short.”

			“Nobody called me Nia until you started telling them to call me Nia,” the tall one muttered. It had the air of a long-running argument. “And anyway—”

			“And anyway,” Kori said. “You’re Axia, right?”

			Axia didn’t see any sense in denying it. She gave a cautious nod.

			“Axia.” Nia pronounced the name speculatively and gave Axia a careful once-over. “There’s the hair—”

			“The hair,” Kori agreed.

			Axia’s hand went to her hair, which was a mousey brown and cut short, and she wondered what was wrong with it.

			“But she really is the spitting image,” Nia concluded.

			“Agreed.” Kori smiled. “Axia. Your boss told me you have an interesting history.”

			“If I do, I don’t remember it,” Axia said. Now that terror was subsiding, curiosity started to show itself. “Why? How do you know who I am? Did you know me before—”

			“We’ll get to that,” Kori said, holding up a hand. “But you don’t remember anything from before—when was it?”

			“A bit more than three years ago,” Axia said, a little sulkily. She wasn’t happy about being treated as a recalcitrant child.

			“Three years.” Nia and Kori exchanged a significant look, and Nia shrugged. Kori shook her head and went on. “You’ve been here the whole time? On Zolreng, I mean, with Tsorik.”

			Axia nodded.

			“Have you ever thought of leaving?” Kori said. “Getting out into Wildspace?”

			“I’ve…thought about it.” This was definitely not how Axia had expected this interview to go.

			“Why didn’t you?” Nia said, attracting an annoyed look from Kori.

			“It’s not that simple,” Axia said. “I don’t have the money to pay for a berth, and I don’t know enough to work for my passage on a reputable ship. Anyone taking on crew with no skills is desperate at best, and possibly a pirate.” It was an argument Axia had had with herself, many times, when Tsorik was being the absolute worst and she wanted nothing more than to get away. She’d nearly done it, a couple of times, but she’d always talked herself out of it in the end. “Besides, I’d miss Flotsam.”

			“Is that Flotsam?” Kori said, indicating the pen.

			Axia nodded.  “He’s my best friend.”

			“I see.”

			Kori gave a sympathetic smile, which for some reason Axia found intensely annoying. If they’re not going to kill me, then I don’t have to sit here and be patronized.

			“My turn,” she snapped. “Where did you two come from, and what do you want with me?”

			“Where we came from is a long story,” Kori said, exchanging another look with Nia. “But we’re here because we need your help with something. A job.”

			“A job?” Axia stared at her. “Like working at a shop, that sort of job?”

			“The sort of job where, afterward, you never have to work again,” Kori said.

			“Because you’re living on your own private planet,” Nia added.

			“What would I do with a private planet?” Axia said. “And anyway, there aren’t enough planets to go around.”

			“It’s a figure of speech,” Kori said. “What I mean is that we would like your help to get our hands on an enormous amount of money, in which you will have an equal share.”

			“That sounds a little too good to be true,” Axia said. It felt like something a character in one of her books would say. “What’s the catch?”

			“The catch is we’ll probably all get caught and die,” Nia said, yawning.

			“Nia!” Kori said. “What have I told you about fatalistic nihilism?”

			“That it makes me intellectually unattractive?” Nia said. “Fortunately I’ve accepted that you only like me for my body.”

			“Not now, please,” Kori said, favoring Axia with another smile. “Sorry. It is, as my companion points out, a bit dangerous. But I really do think the odds are in our favor. And…” Her face froze for a moment as she considered. “I really don’t want this to come out as a threat, Axia. I wish you nothing but the best, I really do. But due to circumstances outside my control, it seems likely that your life is about to get considerably more, ah, interesting. To the point where staying here with Flotsam and the old man may not be a good option.”

			“Somebody already tried to kill me this thirdshift,” Axia said, “so I’m not sure how much more interesting it can get.”

			Kori froze. Nia leaned closer, light gleaming on her pointed teeth. “Someone tried to kill you? You, specifically?”

			“Yes.” Axia frowned. “I thought you knew that. I saw you in town. Isn’t that why you’re here?”

			“No.” Kori rubbed her eyes and took a deep breath. “This is in fact new and unwelcome information. Do you happen to know who tried to kill you?”

			“Some crazy woman named Marya,” Axia said. At the look on both their faces, she swallowed. “Do you know her?”

			“In passing,” Kori said carefully.

			“Which is more than I’d like,” Nia muttered. “How’d you get away?”

			“I, um, killed her,” Axia said. “I didn’t mean to. It just sort of…happened.”

			“Just happened.” Kori took another deep breath. “Remarkable.” She bounced up from the floor, landing lightly and brushing dust from her trousers. “Well. Now we are going to start moving fairly quickly, I think.”

			“Moving?” Axia pushed herself up, feeling the ache in her limbs. “Moving where? I’m not going anywhere until I get some more answers—”

			“It’s less where and more away,” Kori said, heading quickly back toward the front door. Nia stalked after her, and Axia found herself trotting to keep up. “I wasn’t aware that the trouble I was alluding to had already arrived. If we could find our way out here, Marya surely could.”

			“I told you,” Axia said, “Marya’s dead.”

			“I would not bet on that being true for very long,” Kori said. “And in any event, she doubtless has friends who are going to be eager to pay you a visit. If we’re lucky, we may be able to lose ourselves before they arrive.”

			“Too late,” Nia said. She’d moved ahead, putting her eye to a crack in the door. “I think a dozen of them just turned up.”

		

	
		
			
				[image: presentational]
			

			CHAPTER 
THREE

			Axia looked out through a chink in the barn wall. Two large carts pulled by sorry-looking ponies had indeed just turned up at the house, with a half dozen people climbing down from each. If Axia had to guess the sort of people who’d be most likely to murder her, these were closer to her expectations—rough-looking men and women in the sleeveless leather vests affected by dockworkers. Docker’s Guild, for certain. The same muscle that monopolized the dock trade was widely known to be available for rent. Evidently, without Marya’s fetishes to worry about, someone had decided on the straightforward option.

			They were armed with clubs and knives and a sword or two, and they approached the house with the swagger of bullies who didn’t expect to be challenged. Axia winced as one of them kicked the door open. She heard distant shouting.

			“Well,” Kori said. “That’s a pickle, and no mistake. Axia, I don’t suppose your barn has any clever trapdoors or places to hide?”

			“No,” Axia said, “or I would have used them to hide from you.”

			“Point.” Kori looked at Nia. “We could flee into the brush.”

			“Place this small? They’d track us easily,” Nia said. “We need to get back to the ship before they get it into their heads to impound her.”

			“Also a very valid contribution,” Kori said. “But unfortunately lacking means.”

			“Are they going to hurt Tsorik?” Axia said.

			“I doubt it,” Nia said. “Not if he tells them where you are. And he was quick enough to tell us.”

			Indeed, the docker thugs were trooping out of the house, though a pair remained watchfully behind. The rest cast around the property for a moment, then pointed at the barn.

			Axia squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, making a decision. “Your ship’s back in Harbor?”

			“It is,” Kori said. “Do you have an idea?”

			“I’m not agreeing to your job,” she said. “But I’m not going to hang around and get killed either. If I go with you, you’ll keep me safe from…whoever?”

			“I swear it by the sheltering shadows of the Lord of Thieves,” Kori said, offering a slight bow. “But quickly, please.”

			“I’ll get Flotsam,” Axia said. “If we can get him harnessed, he can outrun those ponies for certain. We can beat them back to town.”

			“They’re unlikely to give us time to accomplish that,” Kori said.

			“I’ll distract them,” Nia said. “Get it done.”

			“You’re certain?” Kori said.

			Nia grinned toothily, bent down, and kissed her. It went on long enough that Axia found herself blushing.

			“Be careful, demon-spawn,” Kori said.

			“You, too, god-botherer,” Nia said, grabbing the door. “And move fast!”

			Axia was already running for the pen. Flotsam could sleep through a full-scale war, so she wasn’t surprised to find him still curled up, paws over his eyes. She flicked the tip of his ear a few times, always a surefire way of waking a sleeping hamster, and he looked up and gave a bleary squeak.

			“We’ve got to go, Flotsam. Come on, up!”

			With an irritated chitter, Flotsam heaved himself to his feet and allowed Axia to lead him out into the barn. Kori was waiting by the main door, which was open a crack. She held up a hand, and Axia paused.

			“Let her get their attention…” the half-elf muttered. There was a flash of brilliant light from outside, and a sound like a great beast roaring. “There. Go!”

			“Come on, Flotsam!” Axia grabbed his fur and tugged him forward. “Let’s go!”

			Kori hauled the door open. Axia spotted the cart, which was just where she remembered leaving it, on the other side of the yard. The main house was off to her left, and halfway between them a great column of fire reared into the air, splitting into a nest of snaky tendrils tipped with flaming dragon’s heads that snapped at anyone who came too close. Nia stood behind it, hands outstretched, mouthing a continuous chant. A thin, whiplike red tail Axia hadn’t noticed before swished behind her.

			Axia felt a tug on her hand and realized she was staring. But if Nia could do that—

			“Don’t be too impressed,” Kori said. “It’s all an illusion. She doesn’t like hurting people if she doesn’t have to.”

			Sure enough, one of the thugs had noticed something was wrong. The next time a dragon-tendril snapped down at him, he stood his ground, and the flames washed over him without effect. He shouted to his companions, and after a brief hesitation they all came forward, arms up to shield their eyes from the brilliant flames.

			Nia backed off, the blazing pyre fading away. She shouted a string of syllables—nonsense words, but they felt wrong, going in through Axia’s ears and twisting something in the back of her head. The world itself seemed to shudder, and a spot in front of Nia wrenched itself apart like wet paper, revealing utter darkness underneath. There were stars inside the rift, or maybe distant eyes, impossibly bright…

			The leading thug had clearly decided he wasn’t going to be fooled by the same trick twice. He bulled ahead, sword raised, and looked very surprised indeed when a milky-white tendril shot out from the rift and wrapped around his ankle. It yanked his legs out from under him, dragging him backward across the yard. Frost formed on him as he was pulled into the rift, falling away in some direction perpendicular to the usual three.

			“It’s not that she can’t feed people to extradimensional horrors, obviously,” Kori said with a proprietary grin. “She just doesn’t like to.” The thugs were spreading out, giving the rift a wide berth, but they were still coming. Kori grimaced and drew a blade. “Hurry up.”

			Axia had Flotsam between the shafts of the cart and she hastily worked on the harness, getting the leather straps tightened. Flotsam was clearly spooked by the action in the yard, which made him less than his usual helpful self. She’d gotten all the buckles on one side and ducked over to the other when a shadow fell across her, a subliminal change in the light that made her instinctively duck.

			It saved her life. A sword came down where her head had been, lodging in the side of the cart hard enough to stick. The wielder, a gnarled-looking man with wild hair and a gap-toothed sneer, wrenched at it with a curse and shoved his boot against the wood. Axia cast around for a weapon, but the best she could manage was a vaguely club-shaped chunk of wood lying in the cart bed. She snatched it up, hoping to bash him before he was ready, but he’d gotten his blade free and swung it in a vicious sideways arc.

			Axia moved faster than she’d had any notion she could. She gripped the wood like a sword, raising it at an angle that deflected the thug’s blade over her head. Without any conscious effort on her part, she dropped into a lunge, the tip of the club catching him in the stomach.

			He backed off with an oof and made another wild swing, which she parried easily, a curl of wood shaved away from her makeshift weapon. Then she went on the attack, and he was the one parrying, blocking her swings or warding them off with his free hand. An unfamiliar elation sang in Axia’s veins as she hammered him to his knees, her club coming up for a final overhand blow—

			He slashed sideways, catching the wood edge on. His sword sheared it in two, leaving her holding little more than a stump. Axia’s heart lurched, excitement vanishing instantly, and his sneer returned as he surged to his feet. She just had time to feel the abrupt certainty that she was about to die—feel it for the second time that day—when the hilt of Kori’s sword cracked the man very hard across the skull. His eyes rolled up in his head, and he crumpled.

			“You didn’t tell me you could use a sword!” Kori said, swinging off the cart to snatch at the last buckles.

			“I can’t!” Axia said, half a second from screaming.

			Fortunately, Kori made no further comment. She finished with the harness, bounced acrobatically up to the box, and held out a hand to swing Axia up beside her.

			“Come on, demon-spawn!” Kori shouted. “We’re getting out of here!”

			“About bloody time!” Nia said. She pointed a finger, and a beam of bubbling darkness slashed out, forcing two of the thugs to dive for cover. That bought her enough space to retreat to the cart, pulling herself up while rapidly shouting more ear-twisting syllables. One of the attackers at the rear had a crossbow ready, and his bolt sang toward them, only to ricochet off a twist of folded space in front of Nia. “Go already!”

			Kori snapped the reins. Flotsam gave a squeak of protest, unused to such directness, but he lurched into motion, a fast walk quickly turning to a scurry. The cart bounced and clattered after him, Nia toppling down into the bed with a squawk of her own. After a moment, the wheels found the ruts in the track and they were speeding in the direction of Harbor, leaving Tsorik’s house behind.

			Leaving it behind, Axia had a feeling, for the last time.

			

			—

			Thirdshift was ending if not already past, and the streets of Harbor were even emptier than last time. Even the drunken sailors had stumbled home to their beds, or at least to someone’s bed. Axia, who’d taken the reins from Kori, slowed Flotsam to a walk in spite of the anxiety singing in her nerves. Racing around at top speed would be a sure way to attract white-helmets. And anyway, the poor hamster was exhausted, his sides puffing with heavy breaths.

			And now…

			Axia’s throat was tight.

			“Where are you going?” Kori said. “The docks are that way.”

			“I have to drop Flotsam off,” Axia said, blinking tears from her eyes.

			“Commendable responsibility, but this may not be the time to be concerned about a hamster,” Kori said. “They won’t be far behind us—”

			“Hey.” Nia reached up from the cart to put a hand on Kori’s shoulder. “Give her this, would you?”

			Axia was grateful for the tiefling’s unexpected understanding, because she wasn’t sure she could have mustered the breath to really argue her case. Instead she swallowed hard and turned down the street that led to Vaster’s shop. It was closed, of course, but the old man lived in a small apartment above the store, and he was used to patrons arriving at odd hours. Axia hopped down and hammered on the door with her fist until she heard footsteps. Vaster opened the door wearing an annoyed frown, which melted instantly into concern at the sight of her.

			“Axia?” he said. “What are you doing here so late? Are you all right?” His eyes narrowed. “Is that blood?”

			Axia glanced guiltily at her cuff. She shook her head quickly.

			“I’m all right.”

			“Do you want to come in?” He took in Kori and Nia waiting with the cart and leaned closer. “Are those two friends?”

			I certainly hope so. She had little choice but to trust them now. “I’m all right, I promise. I just need a quick favor.”

			“Of course,” Vaster said. He still looked worried.

			“I need you to take care of Flotsam.” She swallowed the lump in her throat again. “Get him back to Tsorik in the morning.”

			“Certainly.” Vaster looked confused. “What about you—”

			“Just…do it, okay? And give him something to eat. And maybe a brushing. He’s had a hard day.”

			“I’ll take good care of him,” Vaster said. “But—”

			“Thanks, Vaster. Tell Tsorik—” Her mind struggled for some appropriate words for the old man. “Tell him to stay away from the Edge, if he can.”

			“I’ll tell him.” Vaster’s face had set, as though he’d guessed what she was about. Axia worried he’d try to stop her, but he only shook his head. “Good luck.”

			“Thanks. For…for everything.” On impulse, she threw her arms around the shopkeeper and hugged him. Vaster accepted the embrace stoically.

			When she was done, she went back to the cart. Kori and Nia had dismounted, waiting. Axia knelt in front of Flotsam and pressed her face into his furry cheek. He gave a pleased merp.

			“Goodbye, Flotsam,” she said, wiping her tears in his fur. “Be good for Tsorik, okay?”

			Nia gave her a sympathetic look as Axia fell in alongside her, sniffing and wiping her eyes. Kori was already hurrying ahead. She slowed as they turned a corner and passed a patrolling pair of white-helmets, who gave them a curious look but strolled on without speaking. At the end of the street was the landing area, fenced off and protected by a wooden gate. It wasn’t much of an obstacle, but there was a guard beside it in a little booth. His eyes were on them as they approached.

			“We’re taking off,” Nia said flatly.

			“Permit,” the man said, yawning and holding out a hand. “With darkshift permission, bill of loading, and any applicable cargo duty stamps.”

			“We haven’t got any cargo,” Kori said. “And we’re in a little bit of a hurry.”

			“Got to certify you haven’t got any cargo, haven’t you?” said the man. “Otherwise you could be carrying gods know what without paying the proper duties.”

			“Uh.” Axia plucked at Nia’s cloak. “Problems coming.”

			Nia looked over her shoulder. A group of people were headed their way from the water docks, with the same rough-and-ready look as the thugs who had attacked them at Tsorik’s. This group was better armed, though, with spears and crossbows. One of them pointed, and they started to run.

			“And then there’s the extra work entailed by a darkshift launch,” the guard was saying.

			“What extra work?” Kori grated.

			He pointed at the gate. “It’s closed, ain’t it? I’ll have to get up and open it and all.”

			Nia opened her hand, palm out, and spat a few words. The gate latch glowed white-hot then sagged away, smoke rising from the wood as the gate swung half-open.

			“I’ll get it,” she said, digging in her pouch. “And here’s our permit.” The guard, eyes wide, braced himself, but nothing more magical emerged than a small bag that went clink as it landed on the table. Nia pointed over her shoulder. “If I were you, I’d make myself scarce.”

			“That’s…ah…a very official permit,” the guard said, snatching the bag and staggering to his feet. His eyes were on the angry dockers. “I’ll just…go file it.”

			“Come on!” Kori said, shoving the gate open. She broke into a run, pelting across the broad landing space at surprising speed. Nia loped easily after her, and Axia could barely keep up.

			“Stop!” A familiar woman’s voice. Looking over her shoulder, Axia saw it was Marya leading the gang of toughs, still wearing the same bloodstained shirt she’d died in. She had a crossbow, and seeing Axia she skidded to a halt and leveled it. Axia ducked as she pulled the trigger, and the bolt whirred so close overhead that she felt the flights brush the back of her neck.

			“Up there!” Kori shouted, pointing ahead.

			They cut around a grounded galleon, giving them a few seconds’ respite from their pursuers. Ahead was the black-and-gold wasp with its rainbow wings. It sat on flexible landing legs, balanced by the long, lowered tail. Its main deck was at least twenty feet off the ground and Axia couldn’t see an obvious way to board.

			“Nigellian gurge-lickers!” Kori shouted as they got close. It sounded like profanity, though Axia had no idea what it meant. For a moment she thought the half-elf had just realized they were screwed, but evidently the words were a magical command. A rope-and-wood ladder unrolled itself with a clatter, the last rung dangling neatly a foot off the ground. Kori scrambled up it without slowing down, while Nia stopped at the bottom.

			“Go!” she said to Axia. “I’m right behind you.”

			Axia climbed faster than she ever had, every rung twisting and slick under her sweaty palms, convinced she was about to slip and tumble onto Nia. She nearly jumped out of her skin at the thok of a crossbow bolt burying itself in the hull. Nia’s voice came from below her, those mind-twisting words, and another beam of hungry darkness scythed across the turf. There was a scream from below.

			“Climb!” Nia said, then raised her voice. “Sooner is better, love!”

			“Shouting won’t make it go faster, my sweet!” Kori called back from overhead.

			Axia reached the deck and hauled herself aboard, staying flat to keep herself behind the gilded rail. Another pair of bolts hit the ship, and Nia paused on the last few rungs, gesturing with her free hand. She closed it with a snap, as though snatching a fly from the air, and down below one of the thugs burst into flames.

			“Running out of juice here!” Nia sing-songed.

			Marya kicked the screaming woman aside, sighted down her own crossbow, and fired. Nia twisted on the ladder, trying to dodge, but she wasn’t fast enough. She grunted as the bolt took her in the side, burying itself halfway to the fletching. Her hand on the ladder slipped, and she kept twisting, free hand straining for the rungs and not making contact.

			Axia slid forward on her stomach across the polished deck, snatching Nia’s wrist in both hands. She sat up, back straining, and hauled at the tiefling’s weight. Nia was heavier than she looked, and as she sagged Axia kept sliding forward, heading for the gap in the rail. She squirmed and got her legs in front of her, planting one boot on the rail to either side of the ladder.

			“She’s hurt!” Axia screamed. “Kori, do something!”

			“Hold on!” Kori shouted back.

			Axia had no surplus limbs to hold on with, but she tightened her grip on Nia’s wrist as the wasp shivered. Slowly the ship began to rise into the air, the flexible legs creaking as they stopped supporting its weight.

			More crossbow bolts slammed into the wood around Axia. Nia pawed clumsily at the ladder with her free hand, moving like she was drunk.

			“Kori!”

			The ship lurched upward, an abrupt movement that seemed to leave Axia’s stomach behind. At the same time, it tilted, deck canting up and away from the ground and the thugs. Nia was pressed against the side with an oof, and Axia was suddenly hanging from her arm instead of vice versa. She let go and scrambled to her feet, bent over like she was climbing a slanted roof, and grabbed the tiefling under the arm. Hauling with more strength than she’d known she possessed, Axia pulled her half-limp weight over the edge, and the two of them tumbled back to the deck in a heap. Nia gave a pained moan.

			“I’ve got her!” Axia said.

			She wasn’t sure if Kori could hear her, but the ship kept rising. More bolts thumped against it, but their pursuers now had a view of only the bottom of the hull. Axia freed herself from Nia and helped the tiefling sit up, propping her against the wall.

			“Ow,” Nia said, without particular emotion. “Ow, ow, ow.” She glanced down at her side. “That is more of my own blood than I’m really comfortable with.”

			“I’ll get Kori,” Axia said. She tried to stand, but Nia grabbed her arm.

			“Kori is on the helm,” she said. “If she gets up, we’ll all be at the bottom of a flaming crater a few seconds later.” She swallowed. “I’ll be okay for a minute or two.”

			“Can I help?”

			“Get the cloth from my pouch. Left side.”

			Axia fumbled with the drawstrings, opening them too wide. Bits and pieces spilled out, including what looked like a bit of pickled tentacle and a taxidermied spider. Axia carefully collected a rag without touching anything else and handed it over. Nia pressed it against the wound, around the still-embedded bolt, and her face tightened with pain.

			They were still rising. Harbor was laid out below them like a map, the circular lake at its center. Beyond it, the farms looked like a spreading quilt in greens and browns. The Bowl was a bowl, Axia saw, enclosed by the hills that ringed the Edge. Beyond them, the air sparkled, flurries of airborne ice from the dark side melting as they met the glare of the sun.

			Overhead, the sun was still in its accustomed place. But the sky was losing its color, blue fading into purple and then to black. The stars appeared, clearer than she’d ever seen them before, spread across the velvet of space like a pinch of powdered diamond.

			There was a strange lurch, a movement at the pit of Axia’s stomach, though the ship itself seemed steady as ever. Nia let out a long sigh and let her eyes close.

			“That’s the gravity well,” she said. “Welcome to Wildspace.”
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			CHAPTER 
FOUR

			And now they hung alone in the void, suspended in a vault of stars.

			Axia had just had time to take in the sight of Zolreng below—coin-shaped, just like they’d always told her—when the asteroid flickered and vanished. There were only the stars, and some of the stars were moving, visibly crawling toward the stern. The parallax gave her a sudden, dizzying feeling of depth, as though the sky weren’t just a black dome but a hole she could fall up into, some of the brilliant sparks floating on the surface while others, immobile, were so, so much deeper…

			Then the motion stopped, and the sky was only the sky again. There was a clatter of footsteps and a door opened in the wall behind her. Kori burst through.

			“Hey,” Nia said, from her position propped against the wall. “Not dead yet.”

			“You’d better not be, with your record,” Kori said, dropping to her knees beside her partner. “If I have to break your soul out of the Hells, it is going to cost you.”

			“Typical god-botherer,” Nia said weakly. “Always worried about saving souls.”

			Kori looked up. “You okay, girl?”

			“I…think so.” Axia shook herself. Somewhat to her surprise, she didn’t seem to be injured, except for the cuts and bruises from earlier in the day.

			“Help me get her inside, then. This is going to be a little messy.”

			Axia nodded. Kori hoisted the weakly protesting Nia under the armpits while Axia took her feet, and together they maneuvered her into the cabin. As her eyes adjusted, Axia stopped in her tracks, nearly dropping her charge.

			The interior of the wasp looked like no ship she’d ever read about. She’d been expecting scuffed decks and hammocks and crates of hardtack. Instead there were a couple of side doors, then a short corridor with plush red carpet and gilt wainscoting leading to a dining room that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a palace. A long hardwood table gleamed with polish, reflecting the shapes of gold and silver candlesticks. The walls were crowded with picture frames, large and small, all of them gilded and elaborately carved. A heavy sideboard groaned under a collection of crystal decanters full of liquid in various colors.

			“It’s a bit much, isn’t it?” Kori said. “Come on, let’s put her on the table. I can give you the tour later.”

			Axia blinked and nodded. They hoisted Nia onto the dining table, moving upholstered chairs aside. Kori climbed up beside her, pulling out a small hooked knife and slicing Nia’s shirt up her side. She sucked her teeth.

			“Just do it,” Nia said. “Don’t bother telling me what you’re going to do, just—”

			She cut off abruptly as Kori grabbed the still-embedded bolt and gave it a yank. Nia went white, her lips pressed firmly together as her face twisted in pain.

			“You can scream, you know,” Kori said.

			“Can’t.” Nia gasped in a breath. “Ruin my reputation.”

			“With whom, me?” Kori said. “I think that ship has sailed.” She tossed the bolt aside, ignoring the blood pooling on the polished tabletop. “That’s the hard part. Now just hold still.”

			Kori laid a hand on Nia’s bare skin and closed her eyes. She squeezed the little mask around her neck in her other fist. “Lord of Shadows, hear Your faithful servant…”

			“Oh, sure,” Nia said. “Let’s just beg the big beard in the sky to take care of everything.” She gave a shiver. “Couldn’t He give you warmer fingers?”

			Kori snorted without stopping her prayer. “…and grant this ungrateful layabout the blessing of Your touch.”

			The steady pump of blood from the reopened wound slowed to a trickle, then stopped entirely, and the rent in the tiefling’s flesh began to close. Within a few moments there was nothing left of it but a patch of skin even paler than the rest surrounded by drying bloodstains.

			“There,” Kori said. “Miraculous as usual. Don’t forget to put a coin in the ‘almost died’ jar when we get back.”

			“We’re going to have to cut Axia in,” Nia said, sitting up with a groan. She examined her stained, torn shirt with a grimace, then sighed and caught Axia’s eye. “You saved my life back there.”

			“Oh.” Axia gave a little shrug, fighting an urge to apologize. “It…seemed like the thing to do. I’m pretty sure you saved mine by turning up when you did.”

			“Probably,” Kori said. “Here’s to everyone keeping one another alive. Definitely preferable to the alternative.”

			There was a moment of silence.

			“Axia probably has questions,” Nia said. “But I have a feeling we could all use some rest first. Can we put off the discussion until firstshift?”

			Kori raised an eyebrow at Axia, who gave an uncomfortable shrug and nodded.

			“Great.” Nia looked down at herself and sighed. “Then I am going to…clean up. Can you show her where to sleep?”

			“Of course,” Kori said. “You’ve had a long day, I think.”

			It had been a long day. Axia found herself yawning, and the prospect of sleep beckoned attractively, though she wondered if she’d be able to rest with her mind running full tilt. All those thoughts went out the window, however, when Nia opened the door on the other side of the room.

			“Oh,” Kori said quietly. “Right.”

			The room beyond, which had to take up half the ship’s main deck, was a bedroom furnished in the same lavish style as the dining room. There was a four-poster bed big enough for Flotsam, with crimson silk sheets and a pile of blankets and embroidered cushions. There was a claw-foot bath in porcelain and iron in the shape of an octopus cupping the bather in its wrapped tentacles. There was a massive wardrobe that took up most of one wall, standing half-open to reveal shelves of folded fabric.

			Like the dining room, the walls were covered in framed artwork, but immediately opposite the door, there was a painting that was big enough to see from a distance. It depicted a woman with brilliant red hair wearing a black-and-silver outfit that was halfway between chain mail and an elaborate negligee. Her hand sat on the hilt of a long, curved saber, and she wore an imperious half smile, the look of someone who was quite definitely in charge and pleased about it.

			Axia’s skin had rarely been so glowing, her hair was brown and straight instead of towering red curls, and her bust had certainly never looked like that. In spite of everything, though, the painting was clearly and unmistakably of her, that unfamiliar smile on the same face that she saw in the mirror every morning.

			“I’ve changed my mind,” she heard herself say. Her voice seemed to come from somewhere distant, beyond the ringing in her ears. “I’d like my answers now, please.”

			

			—

			In the end they compromised, and Kori and Nia retreated to the bedroom for half an hour to clean up and, no doubt, get their stories straight. Axia paced back and forth in the dining room, which wasn’t easy given the limited space between the chairs and the wall.

			She was furious and excited and terrified all at once. Theories kept forming in her mind, half-baked and ludicrous, and she forced herself to dismiss them. They’d promised answers; no sense in getting lost in speculation.

			But it has to be something to do with who I really am, doesn’t it? Was this my ship? Or—

			To distract herself she tried looking at the art, but it didn’t help. The pictures were mostly small, pencil or charcoal sketches with a few oil paintings mixed in. The subject of every one was also her, or rather the sultry red-haired version of herself from the bedroom. The poses and costumes ranged from martial—Axia rather liked the one of her cutting a hook horror’s head off—to seductive to frankly embarrassing.

			Axia’s cheeks felt like they were ablaze. Her experience of romance, in the three years she could actually remember, consisted of the time she’d shared a kiss with a drunk-but-cute sailor in a tavern after some liquid courage and a particularly vigorous dance; she hadn’t had time to decide how she felt about that before he’d bent over and thrown up on her shoes. Some of the books she’d bought from Vaster had a few exciting woodcuts, but it hadn’t prepared her for seeing her own face, over and over, looking…

			The door banged open. Nia came in, freshly washed and in a bathrobe, wet hair coiled over one shoulder. Kori hadn’t changed, but she’d at least divested herself of her weapons. The pair of them smiled at Axia with a slightly guilty air, like children caught lying about sneaking out at night.

			“Drink?” Kori said, holding up a decanter.

			“No,” Axia said automatically, then, “Yes,” because why not?

			“Great.” Kori sat down and poured a finger of amber liquid into three glasses. She handed one to Nia, then slid the other across to Axia. “Cheers.”

			Axia sipped. The stuff seemed to dissolve on her tongue into caramel and smoke, with a hard bite that left her throat numb. She wasn’t a connoisseur, but she had a strong suspicion that the liquor was as expensive as the furniture. She drank a little more and admitted that it wasn’t entirely unpleasant.

			“Okay,” she said. “Answers.”

			“That’s fair,” Kori said. She spread her hands on the tabletop. “Where do you want me to start?”

			“Why is there a picture of me in the bedroom? Not to mention the rest of these.” Axia gestured around at the walls, and Nia winced.

			“I forgot about those,” she said.

			“Oooookay.” Kori sat back in the chair. “So, they’re not pictures of you.”

			“It looks a hell of a lot like me!” Axia said, surprised at her own vehemence.

			“I know.” Kori held up a hand. “Have you ever heard of Blacktongue?”

			Axia blinked. “Captain Blacktongue? The pirate? That Blacktongue?”

			“Yes, that Blacktongue.”

			Axia frowned. Obviously she’d heard of Blacktongue, everyone had. She was a legend, the most notorious pirate ever to sail the void in Shatterspace. She specialized in the impossible—the most well-guarded targets, the impenetrable vaults, the darkest secrets. Some people considered her a hero, standing up to the rich and powerful. Others pointed out the mountain of bodies she’d left in her wake.

			There’d been a woodcut of her in one of the books. A surprisingly small woman, with wild curls—

			“Wait,” Axia said. “That’s her? That’s Blacktongue?”

			“Yup,” Kori said. “It’s a pretty good likeness, actually, though the artist was definitely kind to her.”

			“You’ve met her?” Axia said.

			Kori and Nia exchanged a look.

			“We’re part of her crew,” Nia said, sipping her own drink.

			“Lieutenants, you might say,” Kori said. “This is her ship, the Vespid.”

			“I thought her ship was called Silencer,” Axia said, her memory supplying fuzzy details. “And this doesn’t look like a pirate ship.”

			“It’s not,” Kori said. “Silencer is her warship. This is more like a private pleasure yacht.”

			“That explains the furniture,” Axia said, then shook her head. “No stalling. Why is it my face on the pictures?”

			“Technically it’s her face,” Kori said. “You’re just sharing it.”

			“She looks like you,” Nia clarified.

			“Almost exactly like you,” Kori said. “Except for the hair, but that was always a wig.”

			“She looks…” Axia trailed off. “How is that possible?”

			“No idea,” Kori said. “We heard there was a strong resemblance, but I admit I wasn’t expecting this.”

			“It can’t just be coincidence,” Axia said, half to herself.

			“It could be,” Nia said. “People do look like other people.”

			“Where is she now?” Axia said. “Can I meet her?”

			The two partners again exchanged a look.

			“You can’t,” Kori said slowly. “Because she’s dead.”

			

			—

			Axia took a beat to digest that.

			“She left Silencer and went off on her own three years ago,” Nia said. “Rumor was she was looking for some sort of ultimate score. Apparently it didn’t go well.”

			“Dead?” Axia whispered. She tried to resist leaping to the obvious conclusion and failed. “Are you sure? What if—”

			“—if you’re Blacktongue?” Kori finished. “I admit I had the same thought when I heard the rumor about you. But she’s dead. I’ve asked around.” Her eyes flicked to the ceiling. “Up There.”

			“If she disappeared, though,” Axia gabbled, “then how can you be—”

			“Kori’s right,” Nia said, almost gently. “Every bit of magic we’ve tried comes to the same conclusion. And we’re not the only ones who went looking.”

			“Then who the hell am I?” Axia said. Her voice was thick, and there were tears in her eyes. “You tell me I look like her, but it’s just…what, some kind of divine joke?”

			Kori blinked, taken aback. Nia leaned forward to put her hand across Axia’s, but Axia knocked it angrily away.

			“We can continue this in the morning,” Kori said. “When you’ve had time to think—”

			“No.” Axia scrubbed angrily at her eyes. “You promised me answers. Fine, so I look like Captain Blacktongue. Why was Marya trying to kill me? What were the two of you doing on Zolreng?”

			“As to Marya, I’m not sure,” Kori said, sitting back in her chair. She tossed off the rest of her drink and poured another. “We heard from an information broker that Blacktongue—or someone who looked like her—was back, hiding out on a farming asteroid. Someone else must have gotten the same tip. Marya’s a killer for hire, and Blacktongue had—has—plenty of enemies with deep pockets.”

			“I killed Marya,” Axia said, looking down at her hand. “Or I thought I did.”

			“She has friends in low places,” Nia said darkly.

			Axia shook her head. “But you two weren’t there to kill me. You had plenty of chances at that. And you knew I wasn’t Blacktongue”—she still wasn’t sure she believed that—“so why come and rescue me?”

			“You wouldn’t believe it was out of the goodness of our hearts?” Kori said, with a slightly sickly grin. She withered under Axia’s and Nia’s combined stare.

			“As we told you when we first met,” Nia said after a moment, “we need your help.”

			“And there’s a lot of money in it,” Kori added.

			“How exactly can I help a couple of pirates?” Axia said.

			“We need you to pretend to be Blacktongue,” Kori said. “Then we’re going to find her treasure, and we’ll all be rich as kings.”

			There was a long silence.

			“You want me to…say that I’m Blacktongue.” Axia’s eyes flicked to the portraits on the wall and she flushed again. “That’s crazy. I’m not going to fool anyone into thinking I’m some kind of pirate queen.”

			“It won’t be for long,” Kori said. “And Silencer’s crew isn’t going to ask too many questions. Old Brecher—he’s been running the show the past few years—he practically worships the ground the captain walks on. Everybody else takes their cues from him.”

			“And then…what?” Axia said. “Pick up where she left off?”

			“Blacktongue hid a big chunk of her loot somewhere in Shatterspace,” Kori said. “Probably on a rock no one else knows about.”

			Hidden treasures were a standard theme in pirate stories. “So how would I be able to find it?”

			“We’re pretty sure we know where she kept the location,” Kori said. “There’s a vault, and we have the key.”

			“But we can’t get to the vault,” Nia chimed in. “Not without Blacktongue.”

			“Which is where you come in,” Kori said. “Like I said, it won’t be for long. You’ll get to the vault and find the treasure. Then we just have to collect it, and it’s equal shares. Couldn’t be easier.”

			Axia caught a bit of an eye roll from Nia at that, but she had other things to worry about.

			“Then what?” she said. “Live the rest of my life with people thinking I’m Blacktongue and trying to kill me?”

			“Then you can leave, if you want to,” Nia said. “Buy your own ship and go somewhere nobody’s ever heard of Blacktongue. Leave Shatterspace entirely, if you want.”

			“Set yourself up on your own asteroid and live like a queen,” Kori suggested.

			“This is…” Axia looked down at her hands for a moment. “Crazy.”

			“Think about it,” Nia said. “You don’t have to decide this minute.”

			“Decide?” Axia looked between the two of them. “Do I really get a choice?”

			Kori gave an awkward shrug. Nia glared at her.

			“Of course you do,” she said, with unaccustomed vigor. “We’re not kidnapping you. If you want out, we’ll drop you off.”

			“Silencer is waiting near Selamani,” Kori said, a little reluctantly. “We can leave you there, if that’s your decision.”

			“Leave me there to fend for myself.” In a strange city, with no money, and gods knew who trying to kill her.

			“It’s the best I’ve got,” Kori said, spreading her hands. “It beats staying on Zolreng and being dead already.”

			“Sure.” Axia pushed herself to her feet. Kori wasn’t wrong, but there was a sour taste in her mouth all the same. “I need to sleep.”

			“Of course,” Kori said. She pointed at one of the doors off the little corridor. “In there.”

			That got another glare from Nia, but Axia was abruptly too tired to deal with the argument. Putting a door between her and the pair of them sounded perfect.

			The room turned out to be a little cabin, much humbler than the grand dining room, which actually made Axia significantly more comfortable. It was neat and clean, though a little dusty, as if it hadn’t been used in a while. A bed swung out from the wall on chains, so it could be folded away when not in use. Two round portholes were open to the void, looking out on the endless sea of stars.

			Axia flopped onto the bed, face down, and lay still. Answers. She had them, after a fashion, but not the ones she wanted. They don’t have a clue who I really am or why I look like Blacktongue, and they don’t care. They just want to use me to get this treasure. At least they were honest about it.

			Could I be Blacktongue? Whatever Kori had said, the idea had a certain logic. Axia prodded the blank spots in her memories for the thousandth time, trying to convince her mind to give up even the slightest clue. If I was Blacktongue, it was me who collected all this. She flushed again. All those pictures. Could I really have done that and forgotten about it?

			There was the matter of age, too. Axia had no idea how old she really was; Tsorik had guessed her for eighteen when he’d found her, so she told people she was now twenty-one or thereabouts. Blacktongue had been a pirate for at least a decade, and possibly two. She’d have to be in her thirties, right? Forties? The woman in the picture in the bedroom didn’t look any older than Axia did. But there was magic that could keep you looking young, and the person who had furnished this ship seemed to Axia like exactly the type to take advantage of it.

			Her thoughts were growing fuzzy, exhaustion catching up to her. Look at it this way. A few days ago, she’d had no leads, nothing that even hinted at who she’d been before her memories had been stolen. Now she had something, however confusing and tenuous. There has to be some connection between me and Blacktongue. The resemblance was too uncanny. And that means, if I want the real answers, I have to keep pulling the thread. Wherever it takes me.

			She curled up tighter on the bed. I wish Flotsam were here.
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			CHAPTER 
FIVE

			Axia had no idea how long she slept. When she woke, the sun was coming in through the portholes, but that had to be down to the ship’s orientation rather than any sort of day or night. It was odd, though, getting glare in her face—on Zolreng, with the sun directly overhead, windows always let in light at precisely the same angle. You wouldn’t put your bed directly in its path. She’d wondered sometimes how people from round planets coped with the shadows constantly moving. I guess I’m going to find out.

			She checked the tiny closet and found it empty except for a couple of dust bunnies. If there was a change of clothes to be had, it was out in the main bedroom, and so Axia steeled herself and opened the door.

			“Morning!” Kori said. Or, since her mouth was full, something like “Mmphmmm!” Nia, sitting beside her, smacked her lightly on the back of the head.

			“Good morning,” Nia said, while Kori hastily swallowed.

			“Sleep well?” Kori added.

			“I guess.” Axia moved cautiously down the little corridor to the table. It was set haphazardly with—inevitably—expensive-looking china, with plates of sausage, scrambled egg, and fried bread in the center. The amount of grease involved was a little intimidating, but Axia’s stomach aggressively reminded her that she hadn’t had anything to eat since midshift yesterday. “May I?”

			“If you can stomach her cooking,” Nia said.

			“Hey,” Kori said. “I saw you filling that plate. And you had seconds.”

			“Any port in a storm.” Nia speared another sausage with her knife and contemplated it for a moment, then ate it in two bites.

			Axia filled her own plate and quickly found herself in warm, greasy heaven. Nia placed a crystal glass beside her, which turned out to be full of bracingly cold water to wash everything down. Kori looked on with a chef’s satisfaction.

			“She likes it.”

			“Good thing, too,” Nia says. “She’s two sizes too skinny to play Blacktongue.” Her eyes flicked to Axia. “Assuming she wants to.”

			“Haven’t decided,” Axia said between bites. “How long until we get to Selamani?”

			“At least three days,” Kori said. “We’ve only got the two of us taking shifts on the helm.”

			I have that long to think about it, then. Axia nodded brusquely and returned her attention to her eggs. Kori’s lip curled in irritation. The half-elf was obviously eager to rope Axia into her plan, and Axia felt a perverse satisfaction in frustrating her.

			Nia, on the other hand, gave an understanding nod. “Take your time.”

			“But not too long,” Kori said. “If you’re going to do it, you’ll need some coaching.”

			“Fair enough.” Axia pushed her empty plate away. “First, though, I need a change of clothes. And…a bath? If that’s possible.”

			“A bath can definitely be arranged,” Nia said, wrinkling her nose.

			“And Blacktongue certainly left plenty of clothes,” Kori added. “I’m sure we can find something that will fit.”

			“I’ll take the first shift, then.” Nia stood and went to the door opposite the one leading to Axia’s bedroom. Axia caught a glimpse of thick carpet and mounds of pillows before she shut it behind her.

			“Hope you don’t mind helping out a little,” Kori said, gesturing for Axia to follow her into the bedroom. “Vespid’s designed to run without much crew, but there’s still a few things that need doing.”

			Axia nodded. In truth she was eager to have a look around the ship—now that she wasn’t actually in fear for her life, the excitement of the situation was reasserting itself. She’d wanted to get off Zolreng, hadn’t she? And here she was, not just on any Wildspace ship, but on the personal pleasure yacht of the most notorious pirate ever.

			The vast bed had clearly been slept in, and a couple of packs sat half-open beside it, next to a small heap of discarded clothes. Kori directed Axia to the octopus-shaped bath.

			“I don’t know all the command words,” Kori said, putting her hand on the octopus’s head. “If you want scents or bubbles or anything like that, your best bet is to try swearing at it. Like this: guppy-plunger!”

			Water gurgled, drooling in a dozen streams from holes in the octopus’s suckers. It quickly filled the tub, wisps of steam rising from the surface.

			“Just say it again when you want it to empty,” Kori said, folding her arms in satisfaction.

			“Thanks,” Axia said. Then, when the half-elf didn’t move, she added, “If you don’t mind?”

			“Oh!” It seemed like the need for privacy genuinely hadn’t occurred to her. “Right. I’ll, ah, be out in the dining room if you need me.”

			Once she was alone, Axia glanced around the opulent bedroom, taking in the décor. The paintings and sketches here were as bad as the ones outside, though Blacktongue wasn’t always the subject; men and women of a variety of lineages stared down at her in various states of undress. In addition to the wardrobe she’d seen last night, there were several bookshelves, packed to capacity with books of every shape and size. Axia had to stop herself from drifting in that direction immediately, and instead did her best to put the pictures out of her mind as she stripped down and dipped one toe in the bath. The water was perfect, just short of painfully hot, and she slid in with a grateful sigh.

			I wouldn’t have thought baths were standard equipment on spelljamming ships. She had a hunch that they were not. When Blacktongue had outfitted the Vespid, she’d evidently spared no expense. Being a pirate clearly pays off. Axia caught herself staring at the big portrait, then looking down at her own body. She snorted and sank under the surface, blowing bubbles.

			When she finally forced herself out of the tub, she felt considerably better, warm and loose-limbed. The bath at Tsorik’s had been an old tin thing they’d filled from a well and left to warm in the sun. I could get used to this.

			She shrugged into a bathrobe from a stand nearby, shivering at the unfamiliar feel of silk against her skin. Then, surrendering to curiosity, she padded over to the bookshelf and ran her fingers across the leather bindings. There were more books on just one shelf than Axia had read in her life, a treasure trove stacked in careless piles. Her fingers touched An Expedition to the Goblin Cluster, skipped lightly past Seventy Years Among the Aarakocra, and then…paused.

			She felt something. A sort of shiver running from her fingertips into her chest. Her heart was abruptly pounding. The book she was touching was bound in plain, worn leather, with creases from heavy use and no title on the spine. Fumbling a little, Axia pulled it free from between two thicker volumes. The cover was equally unadorned, except for a single name burned into the leather in elegant cursive: Blacktongue.

			A journal, maybe? Axia’s excitement suddenly had a focus. Still in the silk robe, she took the book over to the big bed and sat cross-legged, trying to calm her breathing. If there is some connection between me and Blacktongue, maybe she wrote about it. The answer could be that close.

			Carefully, she turned to the first page. The book was handwritten in neat, steady characters with no blotting or mistakes, like the work of a trained scribe. With no preamble, it began:

			Selamani, the city of my birth, is famous for two things: a sort of flatbread with cheese, which is frankly overrated, and Tyrants. For the first eight years of my life, while the former featured heavily, I was blessedly unacquainted with the latter, it being the trailing years of the unusually long-lived Third/Seventh Republic. Not long after my eighth birthday, however, the Third/Seventh succumbed to the inevitable entropy of Selamani politics and was replaced, after the usual chaotic interregnum, with the Tyranny of Maximian.

			While Maximian’s short Tyranny will occupy but a few pages of any history of the city, it is remembered by those who lived through it as being unusually brutal as such things went. Maximian eschewed the modern practice of exiling his political opponents, instead posting proscriptions like the Tyrants of old: lists of people who could be freely killed, with their property forfeit to their slayer. (After paying a hefty portion to the state, naturally.) For reasons I did not understand at the time and have not troubled myself to learn since, my mother made the list.

			Until then we had lived in a state of modest prosperity, with a house on the Terra Agni and several servants. To these we had added paid guards during the chaos of Maximian’s accession, but they and the staff abandoned their posts almost at once when the mob came calling. My mother, with what I now recognize as an admirable coolness of mind, secured my escape from a second-story window via a rope. I believe the intent was for her and my father to follow, but at that moment the door gave way. I like to imagine he was cut down fighting in her defense, but all I know for certain is that the bodies finally presented to the Tyrant were so badly mangled as to be barely recognizable.

			Thus, at that tender age, I was on my own. I fled, naturally, and kept fleeing. A child alone is not welcome on the streets of the wealthier districts, and of course I dared not approach Maximian’s authorities for assistance. I also understood, somehow, that the doors of family friends would be closed to me—to aid the proscribed, of course, risked having your own name added to the list. By and by, then, I inevitably made my way to the Subura, the slum where everything unwanted in the city eventually winds up…

			Axia blinked. Her vision was blurred, and rubbing her eyes didn’t help. The words on the page tugged at her with a hypnotic pull, drawing her in. Even as the letters swam in front of her, she could still almost hear the voice, almost see what was happening. Feel it, even, and then—
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			I slip turning the corner into the alley, skidding on a slimy patch of you-don’t-want-to-know-what and caroming off the brick wall hard enough to strip the skin from my bare arm. It hurts, but there’s no time, the footsteps are close behind me. I regain my balance and keep running, past bricked-up archways and piles of uncollected refuse. I’m faster than the pair of plodding oafs behind me, as long as terror lends me wings, but my legs are already burning.

			The end of the alley is an iron fence, crusty with rust and half-blocked by garbage. Seeing me with no escape, the two red-hats slow, spreading out to make sure I can’t slip by. In addition to wearing the trademark red caps that are the markers of Maximian’s bullyboys, they carry the heavy spiked cudgels that serve as an unofficial badge of office.

			“Here now,” one says. “Come with us. Nobody’s gonna hurt you.”

			That’s such a transparent lie I’m surprised he can keep a straight face. I dive into the pile of trash at the end of the alley, the splintered end of something poking me in the ribs and offal squishing against my calf as I go down on my knees. I put my weight against the rusted iron bar of the fence, but it doesn’t give. Desperately I try the ones on either side. Behind me, the red-hats are chuckling as they approach. One casually swings his club and scatters a pile of trash across the cobbles.

			The third bar pops free, the ends neatly sawn through. At twelve years old, I barely fit through the resulting space; next year I won’t be able to use this route. The severed end of the bar slashes a cut down my back through my tattered shirt, but I force myself through. The red-hats catch sight of my leather-wrapped feet kicking the last few inches, but I’m gone before they can grab me, scrambling up and around the street corner on the other side.

			From there it’s only a few blocks to Sethry’s basement. I hurt all over, and my growling belly reminds me that today’s expedition was a failure. More important, though, I have to warn Sethry of the danger. She’ll know what to do.

			If Sethry hadn’t found me, sick and starving, I’d have died years ago. I was just a little kid then, and soft from living high in Terra Agni. She nursed me through the fevers and blistered feet, and spent a precious silver coin on a doctor when I broke my arm falling off a roof. She takes care of a dozen of us and makes us share whatever food we can cadge. Some of the others don’t want to pull their weight, especially Horace, but I always try to.

			When I get back, Sethry’s huddled with some of the younger kids, while Horace and a couple of the others sit on an old mattress playing dice. Sethry looks worried. She always looks worried now. She’s not much older than us, only twenty, but I think she looks older.

			She sees me and says my old name. She’s the only one I let use it. The others all call me Blacktongue, or get a kicking.

			“Have you seen Revelo?” she says. I see that one of the smaller kids, Revelo’s little sister, Reila, is clutching her and sobbing. “He didn’t come back when he was supposed to.”

			“They must have got him,” I gabble. Sethry’s eyes widen, taking in my bloody scrapes. “There’s red-hats, lots of them. They’ve put a bounty on street kids. The Tyrant’s shipping them off to the mines!”

			Reila’s sobs redouble. Sethry tries to comfort her, saying that we don’t know anything for certain. Several of the other young kids start crying, too, and I edge away. I don’t realize Horace has looked up from his dice game until he says, “What’s the bounty?”

			“What?”

			“How much are we worth?” he says, with an exaggerated yawn. His two cronies laugh.

			“I don’t know,” I say. When he makes a face I add, “I wasn’t going to stick around and ask the red-hats.”

			Horace snorts and looks away. He and his friends fall to whispering, looking over their shoulders at the rest of us. Once Sethry has the kids calmed down, I sidle up to her. She’s staring down at her hands, and I can see how tired she is.

			“What are we going to do?” I ask her.

			“Wait for him to come home,” she says. “I’m sure he just got lost.”

			I’m not. “What about the rest of us? Two red-hats chased me halfway across the Subura.” I display my wounds, and she tuts.

			“We’ll have to be more careful,” she says vaguely. “They won’t hunt us forever.”

			I don’t see why not. But she’s not interested. I lower my voice. “Horace is thinking of turning the rest of us in.” I can just see it in his beady little eyes.

			“Of course he isn’t,” Sethry says. “Don’t be silly.”

			“I’m not—”

			Again, she’s not listening. Someone has started crying again.

			I think about a lot of things that night. About Sethry, and how she’s always had a plan. About the little kids. About Horace.

			I consider killing him. I know how, and I have a knife in my shoe. But there’s no way to keep the others from seeing.

			Instead I sneak out before dawn, slouching through the streets to where Jarold the sweeper is working in front of Temple Row. Everyone knows Jarold works for the red-hats. I ask him—

			

			—

			“Hey,” Kori said, from outside the door. “You turning into a prune?”

			Axia blinked and shivered. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but her skin had gone clammy and cold. She looked down at the journal.

			I turned them in, Sethry and Horace and all the rest, for five silver a head. The red-hat sergeant thanked me, called me a credit to the citizenry, then tossed me in a cage as well and kept the bounties for himself.

			I credit that day with several valuable lessons. If you know someone’s going to betray you, the only thing to do is betray them first. You have to be harder than the rest in order to survive. But being hard isn’t enough, not without being smart as well.

			“Axia?” Kori said, concerned. “Are you all right?”

			Axia slammed the book shut and shoved it under a pillow. “Um. Come in.”

			Kori entered, saw her looking at the bookcase, and grinned. “Blacktongue was quite a collector, though she had eclectic tastes. Did you peek at Palace of Succubi?”

			Axia flushed and shook her head. Kori’s grin grew broader.

			“Never mind,” Kori said, chuckling. “Let’s find something for you to wear, and then you can help me with the wings.”

			

			—

			The first of those took longer than expected. Blacktongue’s taste—at least in those outfits she kept in her pleasure yacht—ran to the gaudy and not especially practical. They eventually cobbled together leggings and a bright red frilly shirt that made Axia feel silly but didn’t actually get in her way. At least she could keep her own boots, and she’d managed to shove the journal into the shirt while Kori’s back was turned.

			She wasn’t sure exactly why she was hiding the book. She was fairly certain Kori and Nia didn’t know about it. Surely they’d have mentioned something like that when they told me about Blacktongue? When the lines had blurred, the memory she’d fallen into had felt real, all the pain and fear and churning guilt pushed down into her gut. It can’t be my memory. Can it? She couldn’t imagine forgetting that, no matter what happened.

			Axia wanted both to study the thing and to never touch it again. As a compromise, she made an excuse to visit her own cabin and stashed it under the mattress there. When she returned, Kori led her up a ladder in the back of the bedroom. It passed through a hatch and emerged onto the top deck, a mostly empty circle of planking surrounded by a rail. It had a glass table on wrought iron legs and a set of matching chairs, in case someone wanted to have breakfast while admiring the view.

			“Normally you’d put some kind of weapon up here,” Kori said. “But I guess Blacktongue didn’t figure on getting into any fights in the Vespid.”

			“Yeah,” Axia said, distracted.

			With the excitement of finding the journal, she’d nearly forgotten where she was, but the panoramic view of the stars reminded her. The sun was off to port, halfway up the sky, which seemed odd to Axia’s Zolreng-trained mind. She kept feeling vaguely off-balance when she saw her own shadow. The ship was underway, and some of the bright specks were again sliding across the field of more distant lights, creeping steadily from the bow of the ship toward the stern.

			“The moving ones are asteroids?” she said.

			“Mostly.” Kori looked around. “Nia could point out Sibbeth, if you can see it from here. Zirun is always near the sun, so it’s hard to see.”

			“And the others are…what?”

			Kori raised an eyebrow. “Stars?”

			“But what are they?”

			“Oh. I have no idea. That’s more Nia’s department.”

			“Can you just…go there?” Axia said, still dazzled. “If you sail far enough?”

			“Not really. If you go far enough out from the sun you reach the edge of Wildspace and things get a little metaphysical.” Kori shrugged. “From there you can navigate to other systems, or so I’m told. Places that still have proper planets. You know the Worldbreaker story, right?”

			Axia nodded cautiously, not sure if Kori was making fun of her. Everyone knew the story in some variation. Long ago, so long ago that not even the gods could remember, there had been three planets in a system that would later be called Shatterspace: Zirun, tiny and hot enough to melt iron; Sibbeth, huge and cold and gaseous; and a third one, a pleasant world just right for life. The stories called it Ghyra, though Axia couldn’t see how anyone could possibly know its real name. On Ghyra, there had been a mad wizard, who’d built…something. Or else the gods of the place had gone to war, with one another or with someone else. Or the people had done such apocalyptic evil that powers greater than gods had taken notice. Or…

			There were as many stories as there were tellers, it seemed. In any event, something happened, and Ghyra shattered into a million million fragments, forming the dense belt of asteroids that covered most of Shatterspace. Of the original inhabitants, nothing was left except for a few broken artifacts. Everyone who lived in Shatterspace now had come much later from other systems, colonizing the endless asteroids and founding the city-states of the Free Cities League.

			The thing—whatever it had been—that had caused the planet’s destruction was called the Worldbreaker. Some stories said it was still out there somewhere, a weapon or a mad god or a song with the power to shatter worlds. But no reasonable person could believe that. On timescales that long, not even gods lasted.

			“What about it?” Axia said. “You’re not going to tell me you’ve found it, I hope. I may not have many memories, but I’m not that naïve.”

			“I just wasn’t sure how complete your education had been.” Kori grinned. “Anyway, it’s not like I’ve ever been out of Shatterspace either. The closest I’ve come to walking on a planet is skimming water from Sibbeth’s clouds.”

			“Really?” Axia said, captivated by the image. “What’s that like?”

			“Cold and wet. I don’t recommend it,” Kori said, still grinning. “Come on, we’ve got work to do.”

			The work, it turned out, involved climbing the lines that led out to the wasp ship’s great rainbow-colored wings. The ropes needed to be tightened to curl the wings inward, though Axia missed the explanation of why, since Kori was halfway out along the rope while she was giving it. In any case, Axia’s job was to stand at the base of the line, catch the rope Kori tossed back, and tie it off to the rail.

			“See?” Kori said, when she’d finished with one side. “Piece of cake. You want to try climbing?”

			“Not…really.”

			“Your loss.” Kori scampered off along the next line, astonishingly nimble. She’d kicked off her boots, and Axia swore she was clinging to the rope with her toes.

			“What would happen,” Axia said, when they’d finished the second-to-last line, “if you fell?”

			She tried leaning out over the rail until the soles of her feet started to tingle. The side of the Vespid, dotted with portholes, stretched straight down for twenty or thirty feet. Then there were the legs stretching fore and aft, and then…nothing. Just more stars, a sky below as well as above. Axia’s heart beat a little faster just looking at it, as though she were staring into a bottomless pit.

			“Good question. Let me show you a little trick. Come here.” Kori hopped up onto the rail, balancing effortlessly on bare feet. She held out a hand to Axia. “Come on, come on. You’ll be fine. You’ve got to see this, it’s a rite of passage sort of thing.”

			Hesitantly, Axia put one boot on the rail. Then, with a deep breath, she raised the other, her arms spread for balance. The rail was flat and fairly wide, so she was in no real danger of falling, but that tingling feeling was even stronger.

			“Okay,” Kori said. “Careful, careful now. Lean forward—just a little bit!—and look down. Then watch.”

			Axia sucked in a breath. But, having come this far, she felt like she couldn’t chicken out. She swayed forward, just a fraction. The void beneath the ship wobbled and swayed with her own movements.

			“What am I supposed to be watching?” Axia said.

			“Your back!” Kori cackled, and gave her a shove.

			Axia’s arms windmilled to no avail. She sucked in a breath to scream as she fell headfirst, plunging past the lower decks. There was nothing to grab, no way to stop herself from plummeting on into the endless abyss—

			Her stomach lurched. With no warning she was shooting upward, as though she’d jumped from a trampoline, moving fast but already slowing. Vespid was still there, upside down, the mountings of its legs visible as she reached her apogee. Then, inevitably, she started falling again, this time toward the top of the ship.

			By now she’d recovered enough to understand what was happening. She clenched her jaw as up and down again reversed places. She was rising again, but upside down, feetfirst, coming to a halt in midair roughly even with the main deck. Then another fall, now headfirst, and another flip, another fall, another flip—

			It was too much. Axia curled up and heaved up the remains of the morning’s eggs and sausages. The vomit, of course, fell beside her, oscillating back and forth just as she was. Fortunately, she’d been facing outward and it slowly drifted away.

			“Fire in the hole!” Kori hurtled down beside Axia, curled into a ball like she was jumping into water and spinning wildly around two axes. She fell past, came to a halt, and popped back upward. “Whee! Oh, shit. You lose your lunch?”

			“It was breakfast,” Axia moaned. “Haven’t had lunch yet.”

			“Sorry!” She fell past again, still spinning. “You get used to it, I promise!”

			Axia wasn’t so sure. Her own motion had slowed considerably, until she was more bobbing than falling, but watching Kori shoot past over and over was making her stomach roil.

			“Like I said, it’s a rite of passage.” Kori had a thin cord wrapped around her waist with the other end tied to the Vespid’s rail. She yanked the slack out of it, then used it to stop and pull herself upright. She extended a hand to Axia, who took it gratefully, closing her eyes as Kori rotated her to match the orientation of the ship. “I can explain, if you like.”

			“I know the general idea,” Axia said, taking deep breaths. Now that she was right side up and not gyrating, her stomach was calming. “I just…wasn’t thinking.”

			“Reading about it in a book and feeling it for yourself are two different things,” Kori said.

			“No kidding.”

			The idea of a gravity plane was simple enough. A spelljamming ship was surrounded by an envelope of breathable air roughly twice the size of the ship itself. At the midpoint of that envelope was the gravity plane, an imaginary horizontal surface toward which gravity pointed. If you were above the plane, down was in the normal direction, but if you were below it, gravity was reversed and down became up.

			The upshot was that gravity seemed normal enough on the wasp ship’s decks. But if you were to crawl out onto the hull and start climbing downward, you’d cross an invisible plane and find yourself climbing up, but upside down. If you navigated that, in theory you could stand upright on the bottom of the hull, in the opposite direction to anybody standing on the deck.

			Or, of course, you could fall. An observer watching from a distance would have seen her plummet headfirst past the Vespid’s deck, then abruptly slow down and begin falling up until she crossed the gravity plane again, and so on, continuing back and forth until air resistance killed her momentum. Now she bobbed gently alongside, the gravity plane running through her midsection and doing strange things to her limbs—her arms seemed normal, but her legs felt like she was standing on her head.

			Like most ships, the Vespid kept its working areas on the top side of the gravity plane, leaving the underside for legs and rigging. This was most important for small ships, since when two vessels—or a vessel and an asteroid—came close, the larger’s gravity field dominated. When the Vespid approached Zolreng, anyone who’d been standing upside down on the bottom of the hull would have found themselves abruptly tumbling to the surface of the asteroid.

			“Hey,” Kori said, after Axia remained silent for a while. “You okay?”

			“I’m trying to keep what I’ve got left in my stomach,” Axia said carefully.

			“Sorry.” The half-elf seemed genuinely sheepish. “I thought you’d have more fun with it. Messing around with the gravity plane is one of the great pleasures of being a newbie spacer.”

			“I’ll try to have more fun next time,” Axia said. “Just…give me a little warning, all right?”

			

			—

			“You’re serious?” Nia said.

			Axia, her face full of food, gave a nod.

			“I swear one of these days I’m going to kill her.” Nia sat back in her chair and rolled her eyes. “I apologize for my idiot wife. This is her idea of trying to make friends.”

			“I’m all right,” Axia said. She wiped her fingers on her napkin and reached for another roll.

			“You’re very generous.”

			“I didn’t know you two were married,” Axia said.

			“For my sins,” Nia drawled. “Not that pirates are usually very formal about these things.”

			“Right,” Axia said. “You’re…pirates.”

			There was a moment of thoughtful silence. They were back in the dining room, working their way through a lunch of cold roast beef and some oddly shaped root vegetables Axia had never seen before. There was an icebox, apparently, that magically kept food cool and fresh. It certainly sounded better than the ship’s biscuit and dried jerky the heroes of Axia’s books were always eating.

			“I bet you’ve read a lot of stories about pirates,” Nia said, primly cutting up her meat into neat squares. There was a swish as her tail lashed against the floor.

			“A few.”

			“All grog and swinging from ropes and no bathing for months, were they?”

			Axia felt obscurely embarrassed. “Pretty much.”

			“I’m not going to pretend there aren’t a few who would benefit from being dunked and shaved,” Nia said, dabbing at her mouth with a napkin. “But pirates vary like anyone else. There’s good and bad.”

			Axia thought about the journal stuffed under her mattress. “Which was Blacktongue?”

			“Blacktongue was…” Nia paused, considering. “A very successful pirate.”

			Axia frowned. “I’m not sure I understand.”

			“She could be a good person. A good friend. But to get where she was, you have to…make choices. Over and over. And after a while that changes you. You get hard.”

			Axia nodded slowly, still a bit uncertain. “Looking through her things, she seems…I don’t know. Big. Larger than life.”

			“That’s a good description,” Nia said. “She always had to be the most. The loudest, the strongest, the wildest. Whatever it cost.”

			“It sounds exhausting.” Axia looked down at her plate, pushing a last slice of beef around with her fork. “You really think I could do this? Pretend to be her?” She glanced up at the painting, which stared back with a doubting air.

			“You’ll need a bit of coaching,” Nia said, with the air of someone making a significant understatement.

			“And if anyone sees through me…” Axia shook her head. “Wouldn’t you two be in trouble, too?”

			“Definitely. Brecher would have a fit.”

			“Brecher?” Kori had mentioned the name, Axia remembered.

			Nia sighed. “Sergeant-Major Brecher. Second-in-command of Silencer, in charge since Blacktongue left. We have to fool him more than anyone.”

			“What’s he like?”

			“Do you know many giff?”

			Axia shook her head. The hippo-faced mercenaries had been a rare sight in Harbor.

			“Well. Giff vary, too, but let’s just say he’s one of the bad ones. Fortunately for us, Kori’s right. As far as he’s concerned, Blacktongue is the next thing to a demigod.”

			“But if he figures it out—”

			“Then we’re in big trouble. All of us.” Nia’s tail lashed again.

			“Then…why?” Axia said. “I may not have anywhere else to go, but why are you taking such a risk? Just to get to some treasure you’ve never even seen?”

			“Oh, us pirates are all mad for buried treasure,” Nia deadpanned. “Didn’t you learn anything from the stories?”

			Axia stared at the tiefling for a moment until the barest corner of Nia’s lip turned upward. Axia rolled her eyes and sat back.

			“Sorry,” Nia said. “You’re right. I owe you an honest answer.” She took a long breath. “It was my idea, really. We heard the rumor, and I thought, this is my chance.”

			“Your chance for what?”

			“To get out.” Nia lowered her voice. “To get Kori out.”

			“Out of piracy?”

			Nia nodded. “Remember what I said, about turning hard? It was all right when Blacktongue was handling all the nasty business. But Brecher’s not the captain she was, and it trickles down onto us. Kori…does what she has to. I see how it bothers her, under that smile. She used to cry at night, after something awful happened.” Nia looked down. “Now she just goes to sleep. If I don’t get her out soon, I’m not sure how much will be left of her.”

			Axia sat quietly for a moment, absorbing the sudden emotional honesty. Nia sniffed and wiped a hand across her face, restoring her usual inscrutable expression.

			“What about her?” Axia said. “What’s her reason?”

			“Kori?” Nia quirked an eyebrow. “Honestly, she’s just mad for buried treasure.”

			

			—

			It was common practice in Wildspace, Axia learned, to mark the change of the shifts by turning the ship relative to the sun, approximating the passage of a day on a spinning planet. For darkshift, when they all slept, they kept the sun directly “under” the ship, providing “night.” This was supposed to make the crew more comfortable, though for Axia, used to endless light and a sun that never moved, it felt decidedly strange.

			It was convenient, though, not to need a watchglass to tell time. When the sun slid into view through her porthole, she knew firstwatch had begun, and the smell of frying sausage soon confirmed it. She rolled out of her bunk, eyes bleary, and stumbled toward the dining room.

			Nia and Kori were in the same places they’d been yesterday, having the same argument about Kori’s greasy cooking with the desultory tone of an ancient ritual. The familiarity between them made Axia smile and wonder how she hadn’t guessed the two were married.

			“Morning!” Kori said cheerily. “Sleep well?”

			“Not really,” Axia said, dropping into a chair. In truth she’d been up half the night, going back and forth in her mind. The arguments she’d assembled in the dark of her bunk felt tenuous as cobwebs in sunlight.

			“Nothing a bit of coffee won’t fix,” Kori said. She felt the side of a pot. “A little top-up, love?”

			“I think you mean, please invoke the dark power on my behalf, oh sinister one,” Nia said over the rim of her own mug. “Why don’t you ask Sky Daddy?”

			“Because he is the Lord of Thieves, not coffee.”

			“Gods,” Nia snorted. “What are they good for, anyway?”

			She crooked a finger, and a puff of steam issued from the coffeepot. Kori poured another mug and pushed it to Axia, who took it with a nod of thanks. She didn’t want to admit she’d tried coffee only a couple of times before and hadn’t liked it much. At least it smelled heavenly.

			“One of the joints in the hind leg is locked, so we’re going to have to go down there and oil it,” Kori said. “After your adventure in the gravity plane yesterday, I’m sure you’re up for it. And then—”

			“I’ll do it,” Axia blurted.

			There was a moment of silence.

			“The job, I mean.” She clutched the coffee nervously to her chest. “Pretending to be Blacktongue. The treasure. I’ll do it.”

			She wasn’t going to pretend she wasn’t scared. But the fact was that this was all she had. Her only chance to avoid being stranded, alone with gods knew what assassins chasing her. Living quietly had stopped being an option as soon as Marya stabbed her in the alley.

			And this is the only lead I’ve ever gotten toward finding out who I really am. There had to be some link between her and Blacktongue, however sure Kori was that the pirate was dead. The journal might hold some answers, if she could work up the nerve to read the rest of it. But I’m not going to find out anything if I turn away now.

			“Well,” Kori said. “Then I guess we have a lot of work to do.” She broke into a broad grin. “Let’s get started.”
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			CHAPTER 
SIX

			“You have to stand up straighter,” Kori said. “You own this room and everyone in it. Pretend you’ve got eyes in your chin.”

			“I’d feel better about standing up straight if there was more shirt to my shirt,” Axia said, brushing a hand across her collarbone. Her other hand was in the mass of red curls on her head. “And if I tip my head back the wig will fall off.”

			“The wig is held on with roper secretions,” Nia said. “It’s not going anywhere without taking your scalp off.”

			“Thanks for that image,” Axia muttered, shaking her head. The sensation of abundant hair shifting and flopping around her ears still made her twitch. She’d never had strong feelings about her hair, but she’d been surprised at how difficult it had been to let Nia crop it to stubble with her crescent-shaped dagger.

			“Try giving some orders,” Kori said.

			“Uh. Hard-a-port?”

			“I said orders, not requests!”

			“Belay something! Tie down something else!” Axia waved her hand imperiously, cloak swirling behind her. It was, she had to admit, a good cloak for that. “Jolly well chop his head off!”

			“Careful with that one,” Nia said. “They really will.”

			“This is never going to work,” Axia said. “I don’t know what orders to give. Anyone will be able to see I don’t know what I’m doing.”

			“Don’t get specific,” Kori said. “It’s not your job to tell them what rope to tie; Brecher and the other officers can handle that. Just generally say what you want to happen and let them figure out the details.”

			“Like…fly in a circle? Destroy that ship? That sort of thing.”

			“Exactly.” Kori grinned. “If you get stuck, just stalk off to your cabin without saying anything. Blacktongue was always doing that. I’ll check on you as soon as I can.”

			“Or swear at someone,” Nia said. “That usually helps.”

			Kori snapped her fingers. “That’s right. How’s your swearing?”

			“You mean…bad language?”

			“Yeah. How much do you know?”

			“The…usual, I guess?” Axia said. At Kori’s gesture, she ventured, “Damn? Hells. Shit.” She fought down a blush. “The, um, f-word.”

			There was a giggle from Nia’s side of the table. By the time Axia looked over, her ears burning, Nia’s expression was once again deadpan.

			“Listen,” Kori said. “Blacktongue was famous for swearing. That’s how she got her name! You’re going to have to do a little better.”

			Axia’s brow creased. “One time in a tavern a dwarf called me a ‘b’khaz.’ That sounded impolite.”

			“It is, for a dwarf,” Nia said. “It means ‘beardless.’ ”

			“Not likely to impress anyone else, though. Blacktongue sounded more like…” Kori took a deep breath. “Get back to work, you brok-sucking sons of a scabrous Meringian night-hound! If I see one of you pieces of Vespacii street slime slacking off, I’ll make you wish you were stuffed in a troll’s jockstrap!”

			“How am I supposed to come up with that?” Axia said. “I don’t even know what half those words mean!”

			“Just make things up,” Nia said. “It’s not like anyone’s going to ask questions.”

			“Exactly,” Kori said. “Try a practice run.”

			Axia looked between them and drew in a breath. When she opened her mouth, though, her mind was blank.

			“Get back to work,” she began. “You…jerks…who look like…hamsters?”

			“That’ll blister their ears for sure,” Nia said.

			“Try to be less comprehensible,” Kori said. “Come on. Hit me with your best shot.”

			Before she had the chance, there was a sudden light at the portholes. Axia hurried to the closest and saw sprays of green sparks exploding in the void. Behind them was a bright dot moving against the background of stars.

			“That’s Silencer,” Kori said. “They’re a bit early to the rendezvous.” She turned back to Axia, and her smile seemed decidedly forced. “Time to raise the curtain on our little play.”

			“What?” Axia said, looking at the moving dot. It was already growing larger. “Now? I’m not ready!”

			“You can learn as we go along,” Nia said.

			“Exactly,” Kori said. “This first part is going to be easy. Walk out, everyone gasps, let them fawn over you, say you’re going to your cabin and that we should come with you.”

			“Then what?” Axia said.

			“We’ll climb that rope when we come to it,” Kori said. “Let’s get through this first, shall we?”

			

			—

			A few minutes later, Axia stood at the Vespid’s rail, watching Silencer grow ever larger. Kori stood beside her, while Nia was on the helm, bringing the wasp ship in for a rendezvous with its larger companion.

			As Silencer’s design became clear, Axia found her mouth hanging open. She wasn’t an expert on ships, but she’d read everything she could and watched them come and go in the port for years. She’d thought she knew most of the types common in Shatterspace, but…

			“Unique, isn’t she?” Kori said, grinning.

			“How does she land?” Axia said.

			“Doesn’t. We never even go in a gravity well unless we’ve got no other choice. It’s a pain in the arse to secure everything.”

			“I can imagine,” Axia murmured.

			From one direction, the incoming warship looked ordinary enough. It was a hammerhead, a common design named for the bulbous protrusions at its bow like the head of its namesake shark. Forward of these, it narrowed to a weapon deck and a blunt-faced ram, plated with scarred metal.

			On Silencer, though, the ram extended past where the ship’s keel ought to be. Beyond where it ended, there was another weapon deck, upside down to the first, and another set of hammerhead protrusions. There was, in fact, a whole other hammerhead, a mirror image of the first. It looked like two ships had been slammed together keel to keel, like toys in the bath of some monstrous child, and somehow stuck there. Two tails stretched back to a single set of massive canvas fins trailing behind.

			The gravity plane clearly ran through the center of this misshapen vessel. It was no wonder its crew were reluctant to venture into a gravity well—half the ship would be unusable, and anything not strapped in place would fall “up” to the ceiling or off the deck into space.

			“Blacktongue put her together, one piece at a time,” Kori said. “Usually over the objections of her carpenters, it must be said. But the whole thing works surprisingly well. Lots of room for crew, weapons, and loot.”

			“How do you load supplies?”

			“Mostly by taking them off smaller ships.” Kori gave her a look. “Pirates, remember? But there’s a jolly boat for going to port when we need to. And, of course, there’s the Vespid.” She turned and shouted over her shoulder. “You remember how to dock this thing, love?”

			“Better than you!” Nia called back from the helm. “Now shut up and let me do it.”

			They’d maneuvered so that the Vespid was behind Silencer, both ships pointing in the same direction. Silencer’s high sterncastle was oddly empty, a clear patch of deck around some kind of apparatus, all clamps and springs. Vespid slipped around Silencer’s tail and hovered over the larger ship, and Axia felt the slight lurch as Silencer’s gravity took over. There was a breeze as the air envelopes merged, carrying a burnt smell like the remains of a campfire.

			Then, with surprisingly little fuss, Vespid settled downward. Axia’s hands gripped the rail, instinctively bracing for the crunch of a collision, but instead there was only a great metallic clang and a series of clicks. The Vespid jerked, then stuck fast—held in place, she realized, by the mechanism she’d seen earlier.

			“Could have been smoother!” Kori shouted.

			“Lies,” Nia said, coming up the corridor and out onto the deck. “That was smooth as a faerie’s butt.” She joined them at the rail and looked down. “Here’s the welcoming committee.”

			A dozen sailors were hoisting a set of wooden steps into place, just tall enough to rest against the wasp’s rail. No scrambling down cargo nets here, apparently. Kori gestured like a magician revealing a trick.

			“Time for your entrance,” she said. “Remember, walk like you own the place, because you do own the place. Everyone else is here at your pleasure.”

			“Right.” Somehow Axia had let herself forget what came next. Her heart abruptly started thundering and her palms felt sweaty. “Where will you be?”

			“Right behind you,” Nia said. “Like good lieutenants.”

			“Okay.” She swallowed. “Okay. Here goes.”

			A moment passed. No one moved.

			“Whenever you’re ready,” Kori murmured.

			Axia took a deep breath and mounted the top step. There was a small crowd gathered around the base of the stairs, and at the sight of her they gave a collective gasp. When she started down, they fell silent, holding their breath.

			Axia found she was holding hers, too. Her boots clumped heavily on each step, and the sword Kori had insisted she wear flapped against her side. She put one hand on the hilt to steady it—a gaudy gem-studded thing, not a practical sword at all—and felt a moment of helpless vertigo. For an instant, she was absolutely certain she was about to topple off the stairs to the deck, possibly breaking her neck but definitely breaking the spell.

			I won’t. Axia gritted her teeth. She’d chosen this, accepted the danger, and now there was no choice but to see it through. If I’m going to find the way to my real self, I’m certainly not going to be beaten by a set of steps.

			Besides, a sly voice in her mind suggested, if she was Blacktongue after all, she’d probably done this a hundred times.

			Occupied as she was with these thoughts, it came as a surprise when her boots reached the worn decking of Silencer’s sterncastle. She paused there for a moment, trying to collect herself without looking like she was doing so. Kori and Nia descended behind her, their footsteps breaking the profound silence.

			Directly in front of her was a giff. He was big, even for that large-framed species, easily two feet taller than Axia and broad as a cart. He wore a dark uniform, chased with silver and sporting blood-red epaulets at the shoulders, but its dark fabric couldn’t conceal the corded muscle on his thick limbs. His face—gray-skinned, thick-snouted, with the flared nostrils and tiny ears that reminded humans of a hippopotamus—was a mass of scars, crisscrossing his bald pate like a road map and running down one cheek. A particularly gnarly one bisected his left eyebrow and descended nearly to his lip. Instead of an eye on that side there was the red glitter of a ruby in the depths of the socket. His other eye was black from edge to edge, set into a bulging socket.

			He regarded her with that black-on-black eye, unmoving, until Axia wanted to scream just to break the tension. Then his right hand shot out, rigid and precise as an automaton, and snapped up to rest at an angle just above his good eye. At the same time, his boot heel came down with a snap that rang across the deck like the crack of one of the giff’s beloved pistols.

			“Captain!” he said, at a volume more appropriate for a parade ground. “Silencer is ready and fully at your disposal, sir!”

			To Axia’s astonishment, his one eye glimmered with unshed tears.

			“Good to see you, too, Brecher,” Kori said, stepping out from behind Axia. “I told you we had something important to do. I hope you agree this was worth our borrowing the Vespid?”

			Brecher remained rigid, but his cheek twitched as though an irritating fly were crawling across it. Cords stood out in his thick neck like ship’s hawsers. Axia’s jaw began to ache in sympathy, and she realized he wasn’t going to move without a word from her.

			“Thank you, Sergeant-Major.” In spite of all her fretting, her voice didn’t even waver. “Well done.”

			Brecher snapped his arm to one side and relaxed fractionally. Behind him, a small group of beings now came forward, and it was all Axia could do not to retreat a step.

			“Beings” was definitely the right word. On Zolreng, Axia had considered herself reasonably cosmopolitan. She’d met elves, like the tall, morose-looking man with a gauzy hood pulled down like a veil. The diminutive creature that resembled a purple-feathered penguin was a dohwar; she’d made a sale once to a pair of the notorious merchants. But she knew the mantis-like thri-kreen only from illustration books, and the plasmoid—an amorphous, blood-red blob temporarily stretched into a humanoid shape—only by description.

			And there were more: a gnome-shaped construct that periodically emitted small puffs of steam; gray-skinned, withered-looking creatures with bald, spotted heads; a massive, furry, bull-headed thing with a pair of wrought iron horns, wearing nothing but a loincloth and a leather vest. The humans among them seemed determined to make up for their relative ordinariness with colorful dress. Garish parti-colored outfits with broad sashes seemed to be the norm. Blacktongue’s wardrobe no longer seemed so outlandish.

			Every member of this menagerie was looking at her.

			Now what? Kori was at one shoulder, Nia at the other, but Brecher was too close; Axia didn’t dare ask for help, even in a whisper. I have to say something.

			She cleared her throat, and the rustle and murmur of the crew died instantly. The deck creaked, and someone coughed.

			“Well,” Axia said. “I’m back.”

			There was a thump as Brecher returned to ramrod stiffness. Mutters rustled among the others. The thri-kreen emitted a series of clicks that might have been speech or might not have.

			“Cap’n,” someone said. Axia had to look around for a moment before realizing it was the plasmoid—the creature didn’t have an obvious mouth, though their voice sounded human, with a deep drawl of an accent. “Three years, Cap’n. Where ya been?”

			“Smart money said you were dead,” said a scruffy-haired gnome.

			“Hard times,” rumbled the bull-headed thing in a deep voice.

			More muttering.

			What would Blacktongue say? Axia thought about the books, the room. The paintings, the weapons. The girl whose memory she’d glimpsed in the journal. She looked from one face to another, Brecher’s one narrowed eye, the thri-kreen’s cocked head.

			“Where’ve I been?” Axia took a deep breath. “That’s no gods-damned business of yours, you gang of sweet-feathered, scum-climbing Capulian septernauts! Now get out of my grouse-dragging way! I need a gods-damned bath!”

			Another stunned silence.

			Then the crew erupted in raucous cheers, boots stomping, fists pumping, a multispecies chorus of ecstatic approval. Brecher gave his clockwork salute again, heel slamming into the deck like the crack of doom, and his voice got even louder.

			“You heard the captain! Back to your posts, all of you! Clear the damned way!”

			“Kori! Nia!” Axia barked. “Stay with me, we’ve got business.”

			She didn’t wait for a response, just started stalking forward and hoped they would follow. Hoped, in fact, they’d catch up, because she had no idea where the Hells she was going. A short staircase descended from the sterncastle to the main deck, a broad open space with a square hole in the center leading down to the cargo hold. At the other end of it was the forecastle, with a door leading inside to—hopefully—crew quarters.

			By the time she was halfway across the deck, the pair was flanking her again. Kori leaned close on one side.

			“That wasn’t half bad,” she said.

			“I’m going to throw up,” Axia said.

			“Hold on a few more moments,” Nia said from the other side. “What’s a Capulian septernaut?”

			“You think I have any idea?” Axia said. “You told me to make something up.”

			They reached the door, which Kori opened, murmuring directions in passing. Axia stalked down a short hallway—stalking everywhere was hard on the knees—and brushed past another couple of crew members, who looked appropriately astonished to see her. Another pair of doors in opposite directions led to the “eyes” of the hammerhead, the stubby protrusions that gave the ship its distinctive shape.

			Axia was not surprised Blacktongue had claimed one of these as her private cabin. The view was spectacular, the huge fish-eye bulge segmented into panes of curving glass. A broad velvet settee in front of it provided a spot to recline and watch the starscape, which blazed with all its accustomed glory.

			Beyond that, however, there wasn’t much luxury to be seen. Apart from a big bed—too big, Axia thought, to fit through the door—there was no furniture, just stacks of boxes. A thick layer of dust covered the floor, springing up into little whirlwinds wherever they stepped.

			“Sorry,” Kori said, closing the door behind them. “There wasn’t time to get the place cleaned up.”

			“I’m still surprised no one moved in here,” Nia said, poking at the bed and raising another puff of dust.

			“Pirates are a superstitious lot,” Kori said. “Nobody wanted to make the captain angry, even if she was probably dead.”

			“So they stacked supplies here instead?” Axia said, examining the crates.

			“Superstitious but practical,” Kori said. “The important thing is that we’re here. They bought it.”

			“For now.” Axia prodded the bed suspiciously, decided she didn’t care if it was dirty, and flopped down. “I’m not sure how long I can keep this up.”

			“It’ll get easier,” Nia promised. “Just keep up the swearing when anyone questions you and you’ll be fine.”

			“How long do I keep doing it?” Axia said. “Where exactly is this vault you need me to get to? Here on the ship?”

			“I wish it were that easy.” Kori sagged onto the settee, looking out at the stars. “Have you ever heard of the Strangers’ Ball?”

			Axia shook her head, mystified. She caught Nia grimacing.

			“Once a year, all the worst criminals in Shatterspace get together,” Kori said. “They call it the Strangers’ Ball. Every two-copper cutthroat, pirate, and smuggler dreams of getting an invitation. It’s a sort of neutral ground, at least in theory.”

			“Blacktongue was invited?” Axia said.

			“Every year,” Kori said. “She always looked forward to the chance to show off. Spent the month beforehand planning what to wear, and stealing any parts of the outfit she was missing.”

			“The important thing,” Nia said, “is that it’s held at a fortress called the Labyrinth. It’s an asteroid that moves, nobody knows how, so if you don’t get an invitation you’ll never find it.”

			“Who runs it?” Axia said, trying to keep up.

			Kori shrugged. “Some old lich set the whole thing up, apparently, and now it runs itself. The point is that one service the Labyrinth offers its guests is private vaults with the best protections in the system.”

			“Stash something there, and not even the gods will be able to find it,” Nia said, with a hint of satisfaction.

			Kori shot her a side-eyed glance but forbore to comment. “And since you can’t get in except during the Ball, it’s a way to guarantee things are locked up for a year. Good for blackmail material, collateral on loans, that sort of thing.”

			Axia frowned. “And you think that Blacktongue kept her treasure map in her vault.”

			“She as good as told me so,” Kori said. “There’s a key for the vault, see, and she always kept it on her. One time when we were talking—”

			“And drinking,” Nia supplied.

			“And drinking,” Kori agreed, “I asked her about it, and she said it was the key to her treasure hoard.”

			“She might have been putting you on,” Nia muttered. “Blacktongue was a mean drunk.”

			“Only to people she thought were too serious for their own good,” Kori said, indicating her partner. “Anyway, that night after she passed out, I figured it couldn’t hurt to have a backup, right? Just in case something happened. So I, um, made a wax impression of the key and later had a smith cast me a copy.”

			“You were going to steal from Blacktongue?” Axia said.

			“I wasn’t planning to!” Kori said. “But, you know, the Lord of Thieves says that one should be prepared for opportunity whenever it arises.”

			“So once she disappeared,” Nia said, “we had the key, but we couldn’t get to the vault.”

			Axia nodded slowly. “That’s why you need me to get you in.”

			“Exactly.” Kori beamed. “You get an invitation, bring us as guests, we open the vault, and no one’s the wiser. Easy.”

			Nia gave a doubtful snort and rolled her eyes.

			“How do I get an invitation?” Axia said. “Just turn up and tell them I’m Blacktongue?”

			The pair looked at each other.

			“It’s not quite that easy,” Nia said. “The Strangers always contact you, never the other way around. We’ll have to wait for them to hear about you.”

			“When is the Ball?” Axia said. “How long do we have?”

			“Three weeks,” Kori said sheepishly. “I was hoping to have a little more time. But Blacktongue’s return will be big news! We just need to get the word out and make sure people believe it.”

			“How?”

			“Easy.” Kori sprang to her feet and put on a wide grin. “We get to pirating.”
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			CHAPTER 
SEVEN

			Pirating turned out to involve a lot more waiting than Axia had expected.

			The problem, it turned out, was that Wildspace was big. Really, really big. So big that, as Kori put it, “if you try to wrap your mind around it your head will explode.” Spelljamming ships were fast—again, almost mind-bogglingly so—but tiny compared to the endless vastness of the void. The point was that simply flying around and hoping to run into a likely target was almost guaranteed not to work.

			Instead, hopeful pirates tended to stay near navigation points, way stations on the route from one city to another. These were usually other unremarkable asteroids whose orbits had been carefully plotted. By hopping from one to the next, the greenest merchant could make long journeys without getting lost—an important consideration, since once you were lost it was very difficult to become found again. (Shatterspace, Nia had explained, was unusual in that respect—the sheer number of asteroids left over from shattered Ghyra made it exceedingly difficult to use the stars to figure out where you were.)

			Navigation points were, obviously, a good place to set an ambush. As a result, potential ambushees were always charting new ones, changing up their routes, and otherwise trying to cheat an honest pirate out of their plunder. A good pirate had informants in every port, keeping an eye on the charts and keeping track of which points were popular and which were likely to attract naval patrols. It was a very subtle and complicated business about which, apparently, Axia was not to worry.

			“Annithor takes care of all that,” Kori said. “She’s fantastic.”

			“Have I met her yet?” Axia said, rubbing her forehead.

			“She’s the one who looks like a purple penguin,” Kori said. “You can’t miss her.”

			In truth, the names of Silencer’s crew were only barely starting to stick in Axia’s mind. The ship had now spent several days tucked in the shadow of a large, craggy asteroid, just beyond the edge of its gravity well. Lookouts had been stationed on the asteroid itself, ready to signal back if any likely ships appeared. In the meantime, the rest of the crew worked on the apparently never-ending task of keeping the ship in fighting shape. There were always ropes to mend, sails to stitch, planks to replace, and cargo to shift. Axia felt her gorge rise in sympathy as she watched crewmen jump overboard, bobbing freely in the gravity plane before roping themselves to the hull to scrape jammer leeches.

			Brecher stood beside her, chest puffed out, visibly bursting with pride. He’d insisted on this series of “inspections,” ostensibly so that Axia could check on his command of the ship during her absence. At first she’d worried she’d be expected to contribute something, but it quickly became clear that it was more a sort of victory lap for the big giff, letting the crew see that Blacktongue approved of his efforts. All she really had to do was show she was listening with an occasional grunt and nod.

			Today’s expedition was to the bottom of the ship, which the crew called the night decks since they were usually aimed away from the sun. There had been a scary moment on the ladder, which of course had to pass through the gravity plane. The rest of the crew traversed the transition with ease, flipping elegantly to the new orientation. Axia had no choice but to try to approximate the movement. She felt clumsy, but no one commented, and she was able to concentrate on not throwing up. Legendary pirate captain Blacktongue probably wouldn’t vomit all over her first officer.

			Now they were on the night forecastle, and her stomach was a little calmer. The nightside mast stuck up from here, its broad sails furled now, leaving a spiderweb of spars and rigging overhead. She watched the barnacle-scrapers work a little longer, then gave Brecher a satisfied nod, as though to say it was damn fine barnacle-scraping, the best she’d seen. The giff swelled further, looking in real danger of lifting off like a balloon. He turned smoothly toward the bow, gesturing for her to follow.

			“And finally, we have my pride and joy,” he said. “Much improved since you left, I assure you.”

			Atop the forecastle, above the “eyes,” a small circular platform served as a weapon deck. Most ships Axia had seen carried the crossbow-like ballistae or the small catapults sailors called mangonels, but here there was a black iron tube set on a revolving mount. A “cannon,” the giff called it, powered by the strange explosive powder that, in non-giff hands, had a deadly tendency to misfire.

			“We have replaced the old fixed-forward gun with this rotating version,” Brecher said. “And thanks to extensive drills, our loading time is much improved. One of my people does all the powder-handling, for safety. We have had no…incidents, not since the last time.”

			Axia could all too easily imagine what an “incident” might be in this context, and she eyed the small iron chest sitting beside the gun with suspicion. A giff stood beside it, smaller and less impressively scarred than Brecher but in a similar uniform and with the same iron-straight bearing. Several other crew waited behind him, at considerably less rigid attention.

			“Sir!” the giff barked. “Captain! Would you like a demonstration?”

			Axia’s eyebrows went up. “That would defeat the purpose of hiding, don’t you think?”

			“Of course it would,” Brecher snapped. “Corporal, you should know better. Give yourself one demerit.”

			“Sir, yes sir!”

			“You have a demerit system for punishment?” Axia asked, pleasantly surprised.

			“Only among the giff, I’m afraid,” Brecher said, as they turned away. “Keeping the common crew in line requires more…direct methods.” Something went crunch down on the main deck, like breaking pottery, and there was the sound of swearing. Brecher ground his teeth. “Speaking of which.”

			He hurried down the steps, and Axia followed. The trapdoor to the cargo hold was open, and several crew had been raising supplies with a winch. A heavy clay jar of water had evidently gone astray and now lay in a wet puddle of pot shards. Two crew stood beside it, while their companions had retreated to a circle safely out of blaming distance.

			Standing before the pair was the thri-kreen officer. Axia couldn’t help watching him in surreptitious fascination. He was more alien-looking than any of the species she’d seen on Zolreng, encased from head to toe in armor plates of blue-green chitin, daubed with yellow paint in strange patterns. He wore no clothing as such, just a few leather straps like crisscrossing belts. His two legs had extra joints, bending backward like a chicken’s below the knee, and he had an extra pair of smaller arms below his large primary ones. His head was long and narrow, with huge, opaque green eyes, wispy antennae, and mandibles that issued a series of discordant clicks.

			The insectoid strode back and forth in front of the two crewmen, arms never quite still. It looked like a lecture, but Axia heard nothing except the irregular clicking. She glanced at Brecher. Can he understand that noise?

			The giff caught her look and shouted to the trio. “Kizik! The captain would like to know what happened.”

			The thri-kreen paused, antennae twitching, then raised two arms in a double salute. A voice unfolded inside Axia’s mind, masculine and surprisingly pleasant.

			“Of course, Captain. I did not mean to trouble you.”

			Brecher evidently heard it as well, because he said, “We’re on an inspection. What’s happened here?”

			“A minor incident,” Kizik said. All four arms gestured at once. “Crewman Gaij mishandled a water cask.”

			“Didn’t mishandle it,” the crewman muttered. He was one of the strange humanoids, with long, horizontal ears coming to points and a dried-out look. Nia had mentioned they were called githyanki but provided no details. “Bloody contraption nearly ran me over.”

			“I was pro-pro-proceeding to my assigned duty station,” the other crew member responded in a nasal, mechanical whine. It was the construct, built to resemble a gnome dressed all in black, periodically shrouded in wisps of steam that boiled out from its joints like a teakettle. Its face was painted in an expression of mild contempt, lifeless except for the eyebrows, which could move in several directions. Currently they were drawn together in anger. “It is not my re-re-responsibility if you choose to obstruct me, me-me-meat sack.”

			“That’s enough, Crewman Scalpel,” Kizik said. “It’s done.”

			“I disagree,” Brecher rumbled. “Water is critical, especially at the end of a run. It must be handled with the utmost care. Perhaps five lashes will encourage Crewman Gaij to remember this.”

			“But—” Gaij began, then cut off at the giff’s fearsome half-ruby stare. Scalpel drew itself up and emitted a pleased burst of steam.

			“If there is to be a pu-pu-punishment detail, I volunteer,” it said.

			Kizik crossed his arms, and Axia could feel his unhappiness, but he nodded. “Five lashes, at shift change.”

			“I think we can let it go,” she found herself saying aloud. Everyone turned to look at her and she nearly quailed, but forced herself to stand straight. Blacktongue wouldn’t back down from her own crew.

			“Captain,” Brecher said, stepping close and lowering his voice. “The damned githys have been trouble since we first brought them on. Ask too many questions. I wouldn’t encourage them.”

			Axia looked up at him. The ruby in the giff’s eye socket gleamed.

			“Noted,” she said. Her voice, somehow, didn’t waver. “But when I want your advice, I’ll ask for it. Understood?”

			His thick lip quirked upward at the edge, just slightly. “Yes, Captain.” Straightening, he shouted, “Captain Blacktongue has spared you your punishment, Crewman Gaij. I expect gratitude in the form of hard work!”

			“Thank you, Captain.” Kizik’s voice echoed in Axia’s head, and somehow she could tell it was directed to her alone. “I did not observe the altercation, but I suspect Scalpel was at fault. It can be careless.”

			Axia caught the thri-kreen’s gaze and nodded, getting a slow nod in return.

			“And the rest of you,” Brecher shouted. “Back to work! We could get a call any—”

			Light flashed across the asteroid, hard to see from the shadow of the night deck. It was accompanied by a call from atop the mast.

			“Signal! Ship sighted!” Another burst of light. “It’s a merchanter!”

			

			—

			Back on the dayside of the ship, Axia stood at the sterncastle rail beside Brecher, Kori, and the big crimson plasmoid who commanded the dayside watch. Nia was on the helm, secure in a protected compartment below, but a permanent enchantment there enabled her to hear orders and speak into the mind of anyone on the ship. The rest of the crew had taken up battle stations, working with a will now that they’d caught the scent of plunder.

			“Take us up and over,” Brecher said, the magic carrying his words to Nia. Absent any contradiction from Axia, he’d fallen easily into his usual role commanding the assault. “Let’s have a look at them.”

			Silencer rose—though Axia had to remind herself that up and down were only relative to the ship—and the asteroid slipped slowly underneath them. There was a fast-forward sunrise as they slid clear of the rock’s shadow, and she put up a hand against the glare. By the time she’d blinked her eyes clear, Kori was pointing downward.

			“There!” she said eagerly. “A galleon. Looks like Selamani colors.”

			“Perfect,” Brecher said. “Keep slow until they spot us. If luck’s with us, we can skip the chase.”

			Luck, however, was apparently not on their side. Some sharp-eyed lookout down on the galleon spotted Silencer moving against the craggy face of the asteroid, and the reaction was immediate. Sails snapped out from the smaller ship, and it started to pick up speed, curving away from the asteroid.

			“That’s it!” Brecher crowed, not particularly put out. “Sails and colors! Give me everything you’ve got!”

			“Easy for you to say,” came Nia’s disembodied voice over the magical link. “She moves like she’s got a belly full of rocks today. You splurge on cannonballs while we were gone?”

			“Just catch that bloody boat,” Brecher muttered.

			The galleon was in full view now, outlined against the stars. It had the deep-keeled hull of a sailing ship, with rigging above and stretching out to either side now full of straining sails. No amount of canvas, however, could compensate for the basic fat-bellied clumsiness of its design, meant for hauling cargo and not for battle. Silencer was a warship, and in spite of her unconventional lines it quickly became clear she had a substantial speed advantage. Ahead of Axia, canvas unfurled along the mast, and above them flapped a square of bright color. Blacktongue’s flag was a grinning skull with a serpent’s tongue on a red-and-black-check field.

			“Load forward guns and spinners!” Brecher roared. He seemed to have forgotten all about Axia, fully in his element. “Give ’em a taste!”

			Down the length of the ship, the crew at the forecastle gun bustled into motion. Axia held her breath as the big shape of a giff pushed powder down the cannon’s throat, but they seemed to have the drill well practiced.

			“Give us a line, Nia,” he said. “Smartly now!”

			“Working on it,” Nia said in Axia’s mind. “Just remember it’s harder to loot a broken wreck.”

			Brecher waved the criticism away. The galleon crept upward and forward in Axia’s view, until it vanished behind the protruding bulk of the forecastle. That meant the ship—and its guns—were pointed directly at it.

			Something sharp sparkled in the sun, flashing through the ship’s air envelope well over Axia’s head and sailing onward into the void. Kori gave a whistle.

			“Ballista,” she said. “Feisty!”

			“Lined up,” Nia said.

			Brecher gathered a deep breath.

			“FIRE!” he roared.

			Axia could see only one cannon, but she heard the others, a quartet of deep booms echoing down the length of the ship. On the forecastle, there was a bright flash and a sudden eruption of smoke, and for a moment she was certain the thing had exploded after all. But cheers broke out all over Silencer, and as the smoke started to drift apart she saw the giff and his gun crew hauling their weapon back into position.

			The galleon, meanwhile, appeared over the rail as Nia adjusted course. One of its masts now flapped loose like a duck with a broken wing, held on only by the rigging. There was a splintery hole in the hull near the stern.

			“Excellent shooting,” Brecher crowed. He breathed in deep, savoring the sulfurous rotten-egg tang of burnt powder. “Dayside spinner reload with chain! Nia, bring us alongside!”

			Nia gave only a grunt in reply, but Silencer crept closer to the galleon moment by moment. Axia could see people on the deck now, a dozen sailors frantically hauling on ropes to try to control their broken mast. All of them were armed, but none wore armor, and they didn’t seem confident of their chances. Atop the sterncastle, though, a gray-haired woman in chain mail hauled back the winch on a crossbow. She set it to her shoulder, sighted, and fired.

			“Down!” Kori said. Everyone except Brecher ducked as the bolt twittered past. The giff frowned, as though being shot at were a personal affront.

			“Somebody handle that fool,” he said.

			“If I must.” Axia didn’t recognize the morose voice, but she saw the veiled elf step to the rail down on the main deck. He made a series of rapid gestures, and four blue-white sparks shot out from his palms, zipping across the space between the ships on parallel paths before converging on the crossbowwoman. There was a soundless explosion, and she fell back behind the rail.

			Silencer was nearly abreast of the galleon now. On the main deck, a dozen crew, led by the big bull-headed creature—Kori had called him a minotaur—readied a series of thick cables with barbed heads. As the ships closed, they hurled the cables across the gap, digging the heads into the deck and rail of the galleon and binding the vessels together. The sailors, seeing what was coming, gathered opposite and drew swords.

			Brecher cackled. “Give ’em the chain!”

			The forecastle gun boomed again. This time, Axia saw the shot, a strange thing like two small cannonballs linked by a stout iron chain. It whipped out, spinning, and scythed into the galleon’s assembled crew. Men and women were cut down instantly, torn apart or smashed aside. The ships’ air envelopes had merged, and Axia heard the screams and gurgles.

			“Over to you, Bloodstain,” Brecher said, satisfied. “Doesn’t look like there’ll be much work.”

			The red plasmoid, who’d been quiet until now, stirred. Their whole skin shuddered like a drum, projecting a voice loud enough to shake the planks beneath Axia’s feet and be heard throughout both ships.

			“Steel, me mates, an’ take ’em! For thems a’ the pointy end, throw down yer arms an’ live, or hold ’em an’ die, it’s one to us! For Blacktongue!”

			“For Blacktongue!” the minotaur bellowed. He jumped the narrow gap between the ships, brandishing a huge double-bladed axe. One sailor lunged at him, his blade looking like a toothpick next to his bulk, and a contemptuous sideways chop of the axe sheared his skull in half in a spray of gore. The minotaur roared, iron horns gleaming.

			Other pirates swarmed across after him, but the fight had clearly gone out of the galleon’s defenders. Those who’d survived the chain shot, now spattered with the blood of their companions, backed away to the opposite side of the ship. As the pirates came aboard, they tossed away their weapons and fell to their knees or flattened themselves against the deck.

			It was over so quickly Axia scarcely had time to think. She’d had an image in her mind of…something grander, something noble. The books left out the blood, she knew that, but she’d thought there were clashing blades and repartee and daring escapes, some sense of purpose. Whereas this was just butchery, a task to be swiftly completed, the efficient reduction of sentient beings into meat. She wanted to vomit.

			“The ship is ours, Captain,” Brecher said, with a crisp salute and a click of his heels. “Time to go and see what we’ve won. With your permission?”

			Axia nodded. The giff marched smartly down the steps to the main deck, the plasmoid, Bloodstain, following after. Kori stepped close to Axia.

			“You should stay here,” she muttered. “The aftermath can be a little…messy.”

			Axia badly wanted to follow her advice, to retreat to her cabin and put her head under the covers. But the crew was watching from the main deck.

			“Would Blacktongue stay behind?” she whispered back.

			Kori’s lip tightened. “Stay close, then.”

			

			—

			Someone had laid a plank between the two vessels, now securely roped together. The galleon, smaller than Silencer, had conformed to the big ship’s gravity plane, so there wasn’t even a lurch as Axia crossed over.

			Up close, the galleon looked small and shabby. The name Blue Wanderer was painted near the prow in flaking gold leaf, but if the hull had ever been blue, only peeling gray remained now. The sails had been torn and patched before Silencer’s cannonballs had shredded them. Much of the deck planking was worn and splintered.

			And, now, soaked in blood. The pirates had dragged the bodies out of the way, leaving broad streaky stains. A few lucky enough to be merely wounded had been left to one side, and to Axia’s surprise someone from Silencer’s crew was tending to them—another giff, a woman dressed in clerical robes. At her silent prayers, wounds closed and faces tight with pain sagged in relief. Brecher’s lip curled a bit at the sight of her, but he said nothing.

			Bloodstain, a cutlass in their pseudopod, brought one of the surviving sailors in front of their party and pushed her roughly to her knees.

			“Where’s your captain?” Brecher said.

			“Dead.” The sailor jerked her head toward the sterncastle, where the corpse of the crossbowwoman was visible, still smoking gently.

			“First mate?”

			“Dead.” She bowed her head and gave a shudder. “Guess I’m in charge, if anyone is.”

			“Fair enough. How many below?”

			“No crew. Just passengers.” She closed her eyes. “They won’t cause trouble. Just leave ’em be.”

			“That,” the giff pronounced, “is not up to you. Get up.”

			The sailor stumbled to her feet at a jerk from Bloodstain. “What—”

			“We’re going below,” Brecher said. “And you’re going first, in case you’re wrong about the trouble.”

			She seemed resigned to the prospect and stumbled along ahead of them with only minimal prodding. With Bloodstain at her back, she descended the stairs to the cargo deck, with Brecher, Axia, and Kori behind. More pirates followed them, eager to begin the looting.

			“Tell them not to do anything stupid,” Brecher prompted as they turned the corner.

			“They’re coming down!” the sailor called out. “Nobody try anything heroic!”

			The scene in the cargo hold was also not what Axia had been expecting. In the center there were crates and barrels of supplies, the same as in Silencer’s hold, but against the walls, where Blue Wanderer’s cargo ought to have been, ragged cloth shelters had been pinned up to give a semblance of privacy. There were people everywhere, dozens of them, dressed in shabby clothes and blinking in dim lantern light. None looked prepared to offer a fight. Axia spotted a cluster of children in the back, half-hidden behind a linen screen.

			“What’s this?” Brecher snapped. “These are your passengers?”

			The sailor gave a miserable nod.

			“Are these your captives?” Axia said. Maybe we’re the heroes after all.

			“ ’Course not,” the sailor snapped. “Do I look like a spider? These are colonists.”

			“They don’t look much like colonists,” Kori said. “Where’d they come from?”

			An old man pulled free of the cluster of cowering passengers, shaking off the hands of the others. He straightened up with a wince and walked over, stepping carefully through the debris of bedrolls and blankets.

			“We come from Selamani,” he said, in the nasal accent of that city. “Just people looking for a new life.” He shuffled to a stop and cleared his throat, looking down. “A life the Tyrant would deny us, for our supposed crimes.”

			“Smugglers,” Kori said. “That makes more sense.”

			Axia recalled the journal, the fate of Blacktongue’s family. She’d heard, vaguely, that a new Tyrant had taken power in Selamani, an event discussed in Harbor’s taverns with the same detached disinterest as the latest drake-races from the Rock or kindori sightings off Parsa: notable, but nothing to do with real people.

			“We can offer no resistance,” the old man said, bowing his head. “We ask only that you spare our lives.”

			Other pirates had made their way down the stairs, crowding in behind the command party and gawking at the hold. Now they began grumbling, and someone called out, “Spare ’em right over the stern rail!” to raucous laughter.

			“Search them,” Brecher said. “And check the steerage hold. This miserable lot must have something worth taking.”

			“They don’t,” the sailor muttered. “They paid Captain everything they had before we left.”

			“And where’s that coin?” Kori asked.

			She raised her chin with a touch of defiance. “In a vault back in Selamani.”

			“We’ll see,” Brecher said. “Search the crew quarters as well.”

			The mood among the pirates had changed. Moments earlier they’d been eager, excited, but the obviously poor prospect of loot among these desperate people turned them sour. They shouldered past Axia and the others, spreading out through the ramshackle shelters, tossing blankets aside and tearing open bags in search of anything worth stealing.

			“Somethin’ don’ add up,” Bloodstain said. “Must be three score down here. We’re five days out o’ Selamani. Where’s this colony supposed t’ be?”

			“That,” Brecher said, “is a very good question.” He looked down at the sailor with that fearsome ruby. “Care to comment?”

			“That…was Captain’s business,” she muttered, looking away.

			“She didn’t even tell the crew? Curious.” The giff turned to the old man. “Surely you must know where your people are bound.”

			“It hasn’t got a name.” Something shifted around his eyes. “Just a rock with a little air, and—”

			Brecher’s lip curled. “Bloodstain?”

			The plasmoid leaned in, placing the point of their cutlass under the old man’s chin, poking through his beard.

			“Kori,” Axia whispered, gripping her arm. “What’s going on? Why does it matter—”

			“Quiet,” Kori shot back. “I’ll handle it.”

			There was a scream from across the hold. A woman grabbed at a pirate’s arm, blood running from her nose. He swore and shook her to the floor, to a chorus of raucous laughter. The minotaur shouted it down and tried to restore order.

			“This colony,” Brecher said, “can’t be close, can it? Since you’d hardly be fleeing to somewhere in Selamani territory, within the Tyrant’s reach. So you must be going quite a distance.”

			“An’ you got way too many lungs on this bucket,” Bloodstain said. “Doubt you’d make it to th’ edge o’ Sela space ’fore you were suckin’ void.”

			“We were going to stop and refresh the air,” the sailor said. “It’s a long haul—”

			“And risk capture?” Brecher drew a pistol from his belt and held it to her face, thumbing back the hammer with a dangerous click. “Try again.”

			Suddenly Axia understood. Running a ship with many times more than its usual complement risked quickly fouling the air. Being stranded in the void with an atmosphere gone rancid was the one fate every Wildspace sailor dreaded, and most ships put in to port at regular intervals to refresh their air envelopes. For those trying to remain hidden, however, there was magic that could accomplish the same task—rare, expensive magic.

			Another colonist was shouting something, until a sword butt cracked against his skull. More laughter. Brecher’s pistol didn’t waver.

			“There’s an airsphere,” the old man choked out. “Six months’ worth of atmosphere.”

			“Where?” Brecher said.

			“Down in steerage.” Bloodstain put up their cutlass, and the old man sank to his knees. “Just don’t hurt anyone. Please.”

			“Find it,” Brecher said to Bloodstain. The plasmoid was already moving, pushing through the milling pirates toward the stairs.

			“Do we need to do that?” Kori said, her tone half-wheedling. “What do we need an airsphere for?”

			“Someone will pay for it,” Brecher said. His eyes narrowed. “You object?”

			“Just hardly seems worth it,” Kori said. “What happens to these people? They’ll never make it where they’re going.”

			“They can turn back to Selamani,” Brecher said, with a dismissive flick.

			Where they’d be imprisoned, Axia knew, if not executed on the spot. Maybe they’d try to make it anyway, end up one more wreck floating through the void with bad air and a hold full of skeletons. The children huddled in the corner, cowering as their belongings were ripped apart—a pile of bones—

			“STOP!”

			It took her a moment to realize that she was the one who’d shouted. Screamed, really. The hold was suddenly silent, and every eye turned toward her.

			Axia hadn’t realized how close she was to her breaking point. Hadn’t realized she had one. But the pressure had built with every scream, every threat, every laugh.

			This is wrong.

			She’d imagined, back on the Vespid, that she could play a pirate captain. Aboard Silencer, fear had taken hold of her, and she’d let herself fade into the background. Brecher and the others, used to operating on their own, seemed happy to have her as a figurehead. The role she’d taken on gripped her like a suit of iron, making her afraid to say anything, afraid to interfere, lest she break the spell.

			But this is wrong.

			Piracy, in her books, had been…fair, somehow. A contest between wily buccaneers and stout, well-armed merchants. There were fights, of course, and people died, but everyone involved was on the same page. When the pirates won, they took a few jeweled coffers and sailed off into the void, merchants shaking their fists in their wake.

			This was just…robbery. Cruel, pointless violence. And now they would take these people’s air and leave them to either die in space or return and face punishment, for no greater crime than being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

			Enough staying quiet. She shoved her fear aside, deep into the pit of her stomach. I can’t do this anymore. And since abandoning the role wasn’t an option, she would have to lean in to it.

			Kori stared at her, eyes wide. Axia took a deep breath.

			“I’ve got a new notion,” she said aloud. “Let me speak to our friends here. The rest of you, back on deck.”

			The silence stretched on.

			“What about th’ air—” Bloodstain began.

			“I said back on deck, or I’ll squeeze you out and use you to dye my wig!” Axia shouted. “Now move!”

			“You heard the captain!” Brecher roared. His real eye, black and unfathomable, fixed on her. “Everyone upstairs!”

			Grumbling, the pirates trooped up the stairs, a few clutching small trinkets. The passengers watched them go in silence, not sure what was about to happen. When the crew had gone, Axia gestured at Brecher and Kori.

			“You, too. Get out.”

			Kori’s eyes narrowed. Brecher cleared his throat.

			“Is that entirely safe, Captain?” he said.

			“What, you don’t think I can handle this lot?” Axia put on a contemptuous sneer. “Go.”

			They went, Kori throwing a last look over her shoulder. Axia heaved a private sigh of relief—she hadn’t been at all sure they wouldn’t turn on her on the spot—and beckoned the sailor and the old man closer.

			“I’m going to try to get you out of this.” She kept her voice low. “When we go upstairs, just follow my lead, you understand? Nod and agree with me, and we’ll sail off and leave you in peace.”

			“But—” the old man began, obviously confused.

			“You’re the captain, aren’t you?” the sailor said. “Just take your pack of murderers and get out of here.”

			“It’s not quite that simple,” Axia said. “But I’m trying.”

			She snorted. “What, you only developed a conscience after killing half my friends?”

			“Please,” the old man said, tugging her sleeve. “If she will let us go, we should do what she asks.”

			“I’ll do it,” the sailor muttered. “Just don’t ask me to thank you.”

			Axia gave a silent nod, tight-lipped. Because the woman was right, of course. What can I say? That it turns out being a pirate isn’t the same as reading about one in a book?

			The three of them climbed the stairs to the main deck. The crew of Silencer had gathered, officers at the fore, buzzing with whispered conversations. When Axia emerged, she raised her hands for silence. It took a few moments to develop.

			“Brave comrades!” she told them. “As you may have heard, the Blue Wanderer is light on cargo but heavy with passengers.”

			“Tip ’em overboard!” someone shouted, then quieted at a snarl from Brecher.

			“That being the case,” Axia said, walking back and forth in what she hoped was a confident strut, “the leader of the colonists and I have come to an accord. To wit: we let them live”—she smiled wolfishly—“and they pay us a ransom.”

			“Pay us wi’ what?” Bloodstain boomed. “They told us th’ scow was bare o’ specie.”

			“Their backers in Selamani will pay. We’ve contacted them, and the gold is in escrow.” This part was pure nonsense, and she almost stumbled over it. “All legal and written up. Right, my friends?”

			She looked to the sailor and the old man, who both gave a jerky nod.

			There was grumbling. The average crewman might not understand legal niceties, but they had a good grasp of the likelihood of getting coin from someone once you took your sword from their throat. Axia held up her hands again.

			“That means a bonus for all of you, of course,” she said. “Paid out today.”

			“How much?” someone shouted.

			Any figure Axia could think of sounded dubious. She raised her eyebrows. “Twice the usual!”

			That brought a raucous cheer. Even Brecher was grinning thoughtfully. Kori, however, was staring at Axia with her eyes bugged out, shaking her head furiously.

			“We’re done here,” Axia told Brecher. “Back to Silencer.”

			“Back to the ship!” the giff roared. “Leave this bucket to the scum!”

			“Captain?” Kori said, as the crew streamed past. “Could I have a word?”

		

	
		
			
				[image: presentational]
			

			CHAPTER 
EIGHT

			“Have you completely lost your gods-damned mind?” Kori shouted.

			“A little quieter, dear,” Nia muttered. “Better not let Brecher hear you chewing out the captain.”

			Kori gave a guilty start. She clenched her jaw and stalked closer to Axia, waving one finger. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

			“Saved everyone on that ship?” Axia suggested.

			Kori snorted and turned away. They were in Axia’s cabin, newly cleaned and equipped with some of the furniture from Vespid, including the magical claw-foot bath. Nia sat sideways in an armchair, long legs dangling, while Kori paced back and forth.

			“She has a point,” Nia said.

			“She has a—you’re taking her side? After what she’s landed us in?”

			Nia toyed with the end of her tail. “If Brecher and Bloodstain had proposed putting the colonists to the sword, would you have tried to stop them?”

			“I mean—” Kori hesitated, deflating slightly. “That’s different, isn’t it? We were just going to leave them.”

			“Wanted criminals without enough air to get anyplace safe,” Axia said.

			“We’re wanted criminals, remember?”

			“But we don’t have to throw ourselves on a Selamani Tyrant’s mercy,” Nia said.

			“Fine,” Kori said. “Then maybe you can explain how we’re going to keep the crew from killing us when we can’t pay them what Axia promised?”

			“It is a conundrum,” Nia said. “Maybe you can ask Sky Daddy for gold?”

			“Maybe you can ask the unknowable depths of the void,” Kori shot back, mock-sweetly.

			“There’s money on Vespid,” Axia said.

			“What?” Kori said. “Where? Maybe if we sell the wallpaper—”

			“Under the bed,” Axia said. “In a sort of magical hole thing.”

			Kori stopped pacing. “I’m sorry?”

			“Axia,” Nia said, sitting up straighter. “Are you sure?”

			Axia nodded, brow furrowing. “I…found it. When I was poking around.”

			Didn’t I? She felt a sudden wave of doubt.

			“I’m going to check,” Kori said. She paused at the door. “Even if there is, you had no idea if they’d go along with it. You put all our lives at risk. You’re supposed to stay quiet.”

			“I’m sorry,” Axia said. “I didn’t see another choice.”

			Kori shook her head and stomped out. Nia sighed.

			“I really didn’t,” Axia offered.

			“I know.” Nia got to her feet, tail lashing, and laid a hand on Axia’s shoulder. “Kori understands, too, even if she says she doesn’t. She…” Nia pressed her lips together. “Before we joined up with Blacktongue, she wouldn’t have thought twice about it.”

			“Where were you? Before, I mean.”

			“All over. We kicked around the League.” The ghost of a smile crossed her lips. “We met in Roht-Apter, in a filthy back alley. Cleric of a trickster god and a warlock who despises the divine. Your basic hate-at-first-sight sort of thing.”

			“Until you got to know her?”

			“She wore me down, let’s say. Kori can be very…persistent.”

			“And how did you run into Blacktongue?”

			Nia shrugged. “She was recruiting. And we’d had an incident that made it imperative we lie low for a while. It was only supposed to be a year’s contract, but somehow we never got around to leaving.” The tiefling’s smile soured. “I should have made her, after Blacktongue died. By then, though, this was familiar. Easy.” Her brow furrowed. “Too easy.”

			The door swung open.

			“Found it,” Kori announced. “Right where Axia said. Did you know this thing was there, Nia?”

			“Never had a clue,” Nia said.

			Kori kicked the door shut behind her and dug something from her belt pouch that looked like a much-folded swatch of dark velvet. She shook it out, and it unfolded into a perfect circle. When she laid it flat on the deck, something strange happened: the slightest shift of lighting and perspective turned the thing from a circle of cloth to a hole in the deck. There was nothing below them but the outside of the hull, of course, but that didn’t stop Kori from sticking her hand through the opening and rummaging around.

			“Typical Blacktongue,” she said. “Always stashing things against a rainy day. I asked her once, what was the point of being a pirate when she’d already hidden away a king’s ransom? You know what she said? ‘What if I needed to ransom a king? Then I’d be broke!’ ”

			She pulled out a large canvas sack with considerable effort and set it beside the hole with a clunk. Nia peeked inside and whistled.

			“That’s…a pretty chunk of coin,” Kori said, after a peek of her own. “Pity we already owe half of it to the crew.”

			“We’re in this to steal enough treasure to buy our own asteroid,” Nia said. “Don’t quibble over small change.”

			“Should we give it to them now?” Axia said.

			“Better wait,” Kori said. Seeing the gold seemed to have put her in considerably better humor. “You pay a crew too long before they hit port, they start gambling among themselves, and next thing you know it’s a riot. We’ll have to head to Garaudia next in any case, may as well let them work off their excitement without damaging the ship.”

			“Garaudia,” Axia said, unable to conceal a bit of excitement of her own.

			“You’ve heard of it?” Nia said.

			Axia nodded. “From Port of Adventure. The pirate city.”

			“ ‘City’ is putting it kindly,” Kori said. “Whatever you’ve heard, I guarantee reality won’t live up to it. Except as far as the stench is concerned.”

			

			—

			It was firstshift the next day by the time they arrived. The pirate haven was in the densest part of the asteroid belt, well away from the normal shipping lanes. Axia was on deck when the crawling stars abruptly stopped and a pale dot popped into being directly ahead. It grew rapidly over the next few minutes, until she was looking at something that at least reasonably resembled the crude etching that had graced the cover of Port of Adventure.

			Garaudia, the pirate city, was built inside the shell of a titanic turtle. The megachelonian was of course long deceased, leaving behind this fossil remnant, a curving oval shell more than a mile long. The top and bottom shells, still joined together, enclosed a pocket of space protected from the sun and stray asteroids, both important considerations in this area of space. Over the decades, the pirates had filled the interior of the shell with a spiderweb of walkways, gantries, staircases, and miles and miles of rope, with rickety buildings scattered through it like desiccated flies.

			“Was it a space turtle?” Axia asked Nia in low tones. “Has anyone seen a live one?”

			“Not that I’m aware of,” Nia said. “And it wasn’t necessarily a space-going creature. If it lived on old Ghyra, it could have been tossed into the void when the Worldbreaker did whatever it did.”

			“There’s a few bits and pieces of Ghyra around,” Kori agreed. “Pottery and suchlike. Good money if you can find the right buyer.”

			The inside of the shell was ablaze with lights, and if Axia squinted it looked almost like a turtle with a bellyful of fireflies. She tried to imagine it as a living creature, with a maw that could have swallowed Silencer and a dozen other ships besides at a single bite, and decided she was glad it was long gone.

			A pair of specks detached from the city, growing rapidly larger as they closed. Axia expected ships, and she was surprised to finally make out a pair of massive skeletons. She recognized them as the remains of kindori, huge whalelike creatures that Wildspace sailors sometimes hunted for oil and meat. These two moved like they were still alive, necromancy crackling along their bones. Each bore a pair of heavy ballistae manned by a quite living crew. Colored lights blinked from one of them, and at a gesture from Nia similar light flickered above her in answer. The two skeletal vessels swung in on either side of Silencer.

			“Any trouble?” Brecher said, lumbering over.

			“Just an exchange of pleasantries,” Nia said. “They’ll escort us in.”

			Thanks to its two-sided design, Silencer itself couldn’t dock at the city. Instead, the jolly boat—little more than an open-topped rowboat with a helm—would shuttle people ashore a dozen at a time. The crew mustered excitedly on the upper deck while the boat was readied, and Brecher barked out orders about where and when to reconvene.

			“Not that anyone will listen,” Kori confided. “By tomorrow evening he’ll be sending his bullyboys to roust people out of taverns. Likely one or two will disappear, and we’ll pick up a few new faces. That’s the way it goes, with pirates.”

			Annithor, the diminutive dohwar quartermaster, moved through the ranks handing a small sack of coin to each with a flipper-like hand. When she was finished, she waddled over to Axia, offering an awkward salute.

			“Everyone’s got their bonus,” she said, beak clacking through her otherwise perfect Common. “With your permission, Captain, I’ll go ashore with the first boat to see about our supplies.”

			“Of course,” Axia said. “In fact, I’ll go with you.”

			It had been Nia’s suggestion that Axia go on the supply run. She needed to make some kind of showing ashore as Blacktongue to get rumors going about her return, but they’d all agreed that having her try Blacktongue’s more typical activities—the kind that ended with trashed taverns and epic hangovers—was not a good idea. Following the dohwar on her rounds would provide a safe way to be seen.

			Annithor’s feathers ruffled a little at the suggestion, but she made no other complaint. She joined Axia in the jolly boat, and the rest of the seats were filled after a mild scuffle. Catcalls and oaths were exchanged as they pushed away from Silencer’s side and glided in toward the tangled web of streets.

			The helm was at the back of the boat, and Axia took the opportunity to surreptitiously examine it. She’d never actually seen one, let alone watched one in use. They tended to be locked away at the heart of a ship, where it was safest—as she understood it, the operator could sense space around the ship, and thus didn’t need a view. This one looked like an ordinary wooden chair, except that instead of standing on legs it simply hovered above the deck on a cloud of blue-white energy.

			Helms drew magic from their operators to function, so only spellcasters were capable of being helmsmen. Silencer had four aboard. In addition to Nia and Kori, there was Bithiyaris, the perpetually downcast elf wizard who spent almost all his time in his cabin, and Helgi, the giff cleric for whom Brecher seemed to have so much disdain. It was Helgi operating the jolly boat now, beady black eyes closed, a beatific smile on her face.

			Garaudia’s docks were along the edge of the turtle shell, a series of ramshackle piers jutting out into space. The jolly boat pulled in at one end among a swarm of small craft. Larger ships were moored farther on in tremendous variety, a far cry from the stream of merchant galleons and Vylgardr longships that had visited Zolreng. Axia stood entranced for a moment, staring at them: squid ships with their long piercing rams; flying fish ships with huge, colorful fins; a hard-backed turtle ship like a miniature version of the city; and a scorpion ship with a pair of razor-edged claws. Most of them lacked the clean lines and uniform paint of the League navies, displaying instead a mishmash of styles and colors built up one makeshift repair at a time.

			“Captain?” Annithor said. “Are you still planning to accompany me?”

			Axia blinked and realized she’d lost track of the others. The rest of the pirates had already swarmed ashore, and Helgi still sat on the helm, waiting to take the boat back out to Silencer.

			“Sorry,” Axia said, with affected gruffness. “It’s just…changed a great deal since I was last here.”

			“I can imagine!” Annithor said brightly. “Things are forever collapsing and being rebuilt around here. Don’t worry, though, I keep my map up to date.” She tapped her head with one thumb and gave a clacking croak that was probably a laugh.

			Axia grinned and climbed out of the boat. The little dohwar had a cheerful air that it was hard to dislike, and she did indeed lead the way with confidence, off the docks and down into the guts of the city. There had to be some kind of logic to the design, but Axia certainly couldn’t see it—buildings stood on wooden platforms, sometimes many together, sometimes alone. The feeling of being inside a spider’s web was even stronger from the inside, with ropes and chains running every which way and attaching every structure to its neighbors, as though they were all clinging to one another for support. Walkways led between the platforms, snaking up or spiraling down as needed, and where there wasn’t room for steps people descended ropes or ladders with the ease of long practice.

			Annithor proved adept at this as well, in spite of her webbed feet and feathered hands. Axia did her best to keep up without tripping. The legendary pirate Blacktongue’s reputation would not be enhanced if the first thing she did in port was fall on her face.

			“Captain,” the dohwar said, after they’d gone down several levels. “May I ask a question?”

			“Certainly.”

			Annithor looked back at her, feathers ruffling nervously. “Are you unhappy with my work?”

			“What?” Axia’s brow furrowed. “No, not at all. Why do you ask?”

			“Sergeant-Major Brecher never asked to accompany me,” Annithor said. “And I joined the crew after you…left, so I thought perhaps he had given you a poor report, and you wanted to see for yourself—”

			“Oh, no. Nothing like that.” Axia leaned closer and grinned. “It’s more for my benefit than yours, to tell the truth. As you said, things change fast, and it wouldn’t do for me to seem out of my depth.”

			“Oh!” Annithor beamed, and her beak clacked happily. “In that case, I’m happy to show you around.” She waved a hand at the platform ahead of them. “First stop is Three-Corner Market. There’s an orc there who does the best smoked fish, don’t let anyone tell you different, even if he is a bit odd about his tusks—”

			Axia let the stream of directions and gossip roll over her. Three-Corner Market was a triangular piece of planking that looked like it had once been part of a ship, now suspended in the Garaudian web and set with rows of little stalls. Annithor puttered through it, poking at dried fruits, salted meat, and every other kind of provision that would last aboard the ship. They found the promised smoked fish, sold by a heavyset gray-skinned man whose long tusks were painted with elaborate stripes.

			The people interested Axia more than the goods for sale, in truth. She’d never seen an orc in person before, and the same went for a dozen other species. One stall was run by a dozen cackling, capering goblins, another by a lizard-like Ssurran. A sky-blue plasmoid sprouted a half dozen pseudopods to pick orders from their bins, and a gnome sold pears from a wheelbarrow that her partner was redesigning on the fly.

			Axia did her best to keep a straight face and not gawk at each new sight, because it was clear that she was being recognized. It started with the odd double take, someone narrowing their eyes, not sure what they were seeing. Then she became aware of whispers, passersby putting their heads together and pointing in her direction. There were stares when they thought she wasn’t looking.

			Annithor noticed, too, and broke off her nonstop stream of commentary. “We seem to be attracting some attention, Captain.”

			“They’re welcome to stare.” She tried to put a little sneer into the words, knowing they’d be overheard. “Blacktongue’s back. Of course they’re interested.”

			The dohwar gave a polite cough. “Well. Next up is mushrooms, and of course there’s no one who knows mushrooms like a duergar. I know just the one, up this way—”

			

			—

			By the time they arrived at the Lower Market she could practically feel the rumors running ahead of her.

			This was a somewhat rougher part of town. Not that there was a safe part of a pirate city, really, but the upper reaches, closest to the docks, had mostly been taken up by people doing the necessary business of any port. Now they’d descended several hundred feet, close to the gravity plane that ran through the middle of the vast turtle shell. This was the densest part of the city, where platforms didn’t need to support their own weight but could simply float with buildings on both sides. Markets had given way to vice dens, with raucous music and alcoholic fumes blasting out of every second doorway.

			The stores here were the sort with bars on the windows and humorless bruisers by the door. Annithor still moved with confidence, but her running commentary was somewhat quieter.

			“We need to replace the ammunition and powder used in the attack, of course, and there’s inevitable wear and tear on weapons.” The dohwar sighed. “I wish Brecher was…less profligate with the cannon. Everyone loves the booms, of course, but as quartermaster I can only wince. Blasting away our profits, you know.” She paused, eying Axia. “Speaking of. May I say I was impressed at your ability to turn a bust of a raid into a success? I would never have thought of asking so poor a crew for a ransom.”

			“It seemed the best way to salvage something,” Axia said. “And things were on the point of turning ugly.”

			“Ah, yes.” The dohwar ruffled her feathers. “I for one am glad that ugliness was avoided.” She half opened her beak in a way that Axia was beginning to interpret as a smile. “Less wear and tear on weapons, for one thing.”

			Axia gave a tentative smile back. “Naturally.”

			It had the feeling of a tricky moment well negotiated. It’s good to know that not everyone on the crew is as eager to slit throats as Brecher and Bloodstain.

			Annithor led the way into a shop whose shelves were heavy with weapons of every imaginable type, most showing marks of heavy use. Axia hung back while the dohwar negotiated with the shopkeeper, and she soon became aware of a whispered conversation between the two thugs who watched the door. She didn’t catch most of what was being said, but the name “Blacktongue” was unmistakable. When she half turned and gave them a grin both men turned pale as ghosts, and as she left the shop they scrambled to stay out of her way.

			People were definitely recognizing her, which was according to plan. But as they made their way through the crowds coming and going from the taverns, Axia noticed that nobody seemed very happy to see her. There was shock, and there were whispers and stares behind her back. But whenever she caught someone’s eye, all she saw was pale-faced fear.

			The Blacktongue of her books was a hero among the pirates, beloved by everyone on the wrong side of the law. Reality, it appeared, was otherwise.

			“Is it true?” another merchant asked, leaning close to Annithor. “Has she really—” The woman cut off abruptly as Axia came around the corner, standing up very straight. “Captain Blacktongue! At your service, of course. Anything you require.”

			“Thanks.” Axia didn’t need to look over her shoulder to know they were being watched by everyone in earshot. “Annithor, tell her what you need.”

			The dohwar rattled off a list, somewhat hampered by the merchant shifting her eyes to Axia and apologizing every two words. Axia stepped back a bit, hoping that would speed things along, and turned her eyes to the street. People scattered like rats running from a torch.

			I guess you don’t become a legendary pirate captain to make friends. It felt sad, somehow. She thought of the journal, now hidden under the bed in her cabin. Thus far she hadn’t had the nerve—or the time alone—to dig into it, but curiosity was starting to eat at her again.

			Something caught her eye at the end of the street. A crowd of people were emerging from a tavern, and something looked familiar. She couldn’t quite place it—something from before, from what already felt like another lifetime—

			A bald head, with slashes across it like claw marks. That neogi thrall, the one without a tongue. The web of tattoos running down his neck was unmistakable.

			Annithor was still deep in conversation with the cringing merchant. Axia mouthed a silent apology and took off after the bald man as he turned the corner.

			

			—

			The bald man descended a set of stairs into a darkened undercroft just above the gravity plane. There was a door there, and Axia got a brief glimpse of badly lit tavern benches as he pushed his way inside.

			She paused for a moment to think at the top of the steps, pulling her hood a little farther forward. She’d acquired the cloak from a half-drunken passerby through the simple expedient of pressing a gold coin into his palm and not giving him a chance to say anything about it. It was too big for her and stank slightly of fish, but with ratty brown canvas covering her mass of red curls, she attracted considerably less attention.

			For a moment she contemplated turning around. Following the neogi thrall had been an impulse sparked by the germ of an idea, but as she looked down at the darkened tavern, it didn’t seem worth the risk.

			But I’m already going to have to explain to Nia and Kori why I ditched my minder. Better, perhaps, to have something to show for it. If they turn me away at the door, I won’t make an issue of it. Even in a pirate city, a tavern couldn’t just murder guests on sight. Can they?

			She made her way down the steps. Her hand drifted to the hilt of her cutlass, and she forced herself to leave it alone. If it comes to that, I’m better off running away. Kori had promised to show her a few moves for emergencies, since she had to wear the thing. So far they hadn’t found time away from prying eyes.

			The door opened onto a grim-looking basement only identifiable as a tavern by the row of kegs in one corner. It was guarded by a surly dwarf who apparently filled the role of barkeep. The rest of the room was set with long, rickety benches and heavily scarred tables. The clientele weren’t rough-looking so much as sad, all sitting by themselves and drowning their misery in silence. Even pirates, apparently, could hit rock bottom.

			The bald man had pushed through a curtain in the back leading to an inner room. Axia went to follow, then stopped at a meaningful cough from the dwarf. She paid for an ale, and then after some confusion for a flagon to drink it from—apparently most of the customers brought their own—the resultant wooden cup was filled with a briny-smelling yellow liquid that Axia wouldn’t have touched for all the treasure in Wildspace.

			The bald man was no longer visible, but one of the tables was near the curtain, and Axia took a seat beside an unhappy dwarf whose red beard was well matted with vomit. She leaned away from him and focused on the snatches she could hear from the next room.

			“…done well, Captain Kabochek,” someone was saying.

			“Well enough. Ssss.” The voice was the same mocking, throaty rasp she remembered. “Hit a small farming rock on our way out of Bral territory. A dozen new thralls to break in, and a full hold besides.”

			“If you wish to unload your goods…” The other voice was human, cautious and wheedling.

			“Ssss. No need. There are better prices at Serva’s Station.”

			The human sounded relieved. “I will have your supplies in two days, then.”

			“Glaarod will guide you to the rendezvous. Ssss. I promise you will find him a most voluble companion.”

			A round of the hak hak hak that was neogi laughter. Glaarod, Axia recalled, had no tongue.

			“Until then,” the human said, clearly eager to be off.

			Axia put her head down as he emerged from the private nook, a small, weasel-faced man in a hooded cloak not unlike her own. He glanced suspiciously around the tavern but apparently found nothing amiss. Axia waited until he’d had plenty of time to leave the area before she got up herself, tugging her hood into place. Her heart abruptly jumped into her throat as something pulled at her sleeve.

			“ ’Ey,” the dwarf said, pointing at her untouched flagon. “You gon’ drink that?”

			

			—

			With so many of her crew ashore, Silencer felt like a ghost ship.

			She’d hired a lighter to return her from the city, overtipping the winged humanoid that piloted it out of nervousness. One of the githyanki siblings stood watch at the rail, saluting awkwardly as she came aboard. Axia dusted herself off and acknowledged the salute with a nod.

			“Anything to report?” she said.

			“No, Captain.” Axia guessed this one was a woman, though it wasn’t easy to tell with the githyanki’s lean frames. “All quiet.”

			“Has Annithor returned?”

			“She and most of the officers plan to spend the darkshift ashore, Captain. Nia and Kori volunteered for the watch.”

			“Did you volunteer as well?”

			“No, Captain. My brothers and I drew the short straw.” Her lip twisted and she added in a barely audible aside, “Again.”

			Axia winced, remembering how the three githyanki were treated by some of the other crew. “What’s your name?”

			The woman stood up straighter, sudden worry in her eyes. “Tazk, Captain.”

			“Gaij is your brother, right?”

			“Yes, Captain. And Vru.” She hesitated. “Gaij wanted to express his thanks. The sergeant-major can be…harsh.”

			“I understand. Next time they’re drawing lots to see who stays aboard, I’ll look in and make sure it’s done fairly.”

			“Thank you, Captain.” The faintest smile, almost unnatural on that craggy face. “Have a good darkshift.”

			Without the constant sound of the crew going about their business, Axia could hear the creaks and groans of the ship itself as she went in toward her cabin. Boards popped and canvas flapped in the faint stirrings of the ship’s air envelope. It put Axia in mind of Flotsam when he was asleep, making tiny hamster noises. The thought of Flotsam brought a lump to her throat, and she paused in the corridor for a moment, resting against one wall.

			Poor Flotsam. He must miss me so badly. I hope Tsorik gives him apples…

			“…you really think she can pull this off?”

			Kori’s voice, faint through a layer of wood. The wall Axia was leaning against must be the outside of the cabin she shared with Nia. Axia pulled away reflexively, then parsed the words and halted. Under the circumstances, there was only one candidate for “she.” After a brief internal struggle, she leaned close again, careful not to let her cutlass scrape against the wall.

			“I don’t see that we have any choice,” Nia said. “Unless you’ve changed your mind about taking Vespid and running.”

			“You know Brecher and the Strangers would hunt us to the ends of Shatterspace,” Kori muttered. “If we get the treasure—”

			“I know. Off to another system and live like queens.” Nia sighed. “Then the only way out is through.”

			“You didn’t see what she pulled on that galleon.”

			“She got through it, didn’t she?”

			“This time.”

			“You still think she’s…you know?” Nia said.

			Kori hesitated. “Magic can change a person.”

			“Not that much. Blacktongue would have tossed those poor bastards to the scavvers before you could blink. She’s kind, Kori.”

			“That’s what I’m worried about.”

			“Sky Daddy told you Blacktongue is dead, right?” Nia said.

			“I know. But she looks…even gods can be fooled, sometimes.”

			Nia snorted. “Who are you, and what have you done with the woman I married?”

			There was a rustle, and no more conversation. Axia stepped away from the wall, her heart fluttering.

			They don’t know. Kori had seemed so confident, telling her that Blacktongue was dead. Axia’s private fantasies that there was more to the story had felt childish, even to her. But she doesn’t know. Not really. She doesn’t even think her god knows!

			The memories in the journal could be her memories. It could be her parents who were killed by the Tyrant’s mob. It could be me who betrayed Sethry and the rest.

			She dug the book out of its hiding place, seized with a sudden desire to toss the thing on the fire. If I am Blacktongue, and those are my memories, what happens to me if I get them back? Do I turn into her? Someone who’d slaughter a boat full of refugees for a few coins?

			She could almost hear the pirate’s voice. You have to be harder than the rest in order to survive.

			Axia’s fingers rested on the journal’s cover, feeling the unmistakable tingle that had led her to it in the first place. It felt eager, somehow.

			I could get rid of it. And then she’d never know.

			She flipped it open. She’d meant to find the place where she’d left off, but the words on the page were already squirming and blurring, whatever magic the book held eager to press into her mind. With a deep breath, she relaxed and let it in, managing to read only a few sentences before the vision swept over her.

			After our escape from the Maneater mine, our first attacks on supply ships had been matters of necessity. Once we made it to Garaudia, however, I offered my companions the chance to stay on and continue the practice or leave and make their own way. Most chose the latter path, so I took on additional crew, including some former pirates who knew the business. This had benefits, but some drawbacks as well…

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			“Cap’n,” Nemthor says, staring through the spyglass, “there’s a platoon of giff manning the rails. We’d best sheer off before we get shot full o’ holes.”

			I had high hopes for Nemthor as first mate, but I must say he’s been a bit of a disappointment. He knows his way around a ship all right, and he doesn’t object to taking orders from a woman a decade his junior, but somewhere along the way he lost the fire. If he had his way we’d grab one load of rusty armor from a one-eyed goblin and then scurry back to Garaudia to parcel out pennies.

			The crew is watching now. Vengeful—I’d chipped the old moniker, Piety, off the nameplate—isn’t a big ship, and everyone can hear us talking. Up ahead, the fat galleon wallows in space, running hard but with no way to escape. It’s heading back from Maneater to Selamani, heavy with the produce of the mine where I’d spent the last eight years. I wonder how many girls like the one I had been have died to hack those glittering prizes from the stone.

			“So what?” I say out loud.

			“So they’re giff,” says Wiggins, the navigator. “They breathe smoke and shit black powder. And once they take a contract, they never yield. They’ll fight to the death.”

			“But they do die, I take it?” I draw my cutlass and contemplate it for a moment, then extend the point to poke Wiggins in the belly. “If I run my steel through their guts, Mr. Wiggins, will that suffice to stop them?”

			Wiggins, eyes wide as saucers, gives a nod. I flick the blade away, leaving a tiny nick in his shirt, and hold it over my head.

			“There’s a fat pile over there!” I shout to the crew. “Did you think they were going to hand it over for the asking? We’re going to swing over there and take it, or else we’ve no right to call ourselves gore-sucking pirates, do we?!”

			There’s a cheer, but I still sense some irritation. I raise my voice as loud as I can manage.

			“And if you lot are too elf-livered to do it, I’ll boot you over the rail and go back to Garaudia to find a crew with a set of balls between them! Now draw your swine-rutting steel!”

			The roar that answers that is more to my liking. We’re closing on the galleon, and I can see the giff for myself, big hippo-faced bastards in dark blue uniforms, lining the rail like spectators at a race. The biggest one stomps back and forth behind the line, shouting. They’ve got one of their cannon, a little one that looks like a child’s toy, fixed up and pointing at us.

			“Grapples and crossbows!” I shout. My crew makes ready the necessaries as the range shrinks. Nearly there—

			The cannon fires, a silent puff of smoke. There’s a crunch as the ball blows splinters off our mainmast, well over everyone’s heads. Two of the giff bend to reload, while the rest of them draw pistols.

			“Feather ’em!” I shout, and at that moment the air envelopes merge, so I can hear the giff sergeant bellow, “Fire!”

			Crossbows snap and pistols bang, the air suddenly full of wood and metal. There’re screams and blood on both sides, but more on ours than theirs. Smoke billows outward like a gray tumor, engulfing Vengeful’s rail as the ships come together at last.

			“Make us fast and at them!” I slash my cutlass while the crew can still see me. Those with grapples are lodging them in the galleon’s rail, while the rest bound forward with drawn steel. I charge into the murk, Nemthor to one side, Wiggins on the other, both shouting hoarsely and waving their swords.

			An almighty boom, the cannon again, and Nemthor’s abruptly gone. Mostly gone—his legs are still there, sporting some flying strings of gristle. I see a giff woman shoving another ball into the infernal thing and I split her skull before she knows I’m there. She collapses on top of the gun, but another giff comes at me with a long straight sword, and the work begins in earnest.

			Steel meets steel up and down the line. The giff are bigger and stronger, but we’ve got the numbers, harrying them in twos and threes. Here and there a pistol cracks, but they can’t hold at the rail, and before long they’re falling back toward the sterncastle. My lot smell blood and press on, pulling the hippos down one by one as they struggle to form a fresh defense.

			I can see the sergeant up on the sterncastle, still exhorting his troops. Behind him, pressed against the back rail, are a couple of men in the heavy purple-and-blue robes of Merchant’s Combine masters, huddled up to each other and practically pissing themselves. Even at this distance I can see they’re wearing a fortune in silk and jewels. The Combine runs Maneater, and their masters are practically royalty. It’s an unexpected bonus that has me salivating.

			The giff have stalled my crew at the stairs leading up to the sterncastle. I cast about for a moment, grab a rope descending from the rigging, and hack through where it’s tied up. A sail falls, and I rise off the deck. A kick against the mast sets me swinging over the rail of the sterncastle and behind the giff defenders. I land with a thump, cutlass secure between my teeth.

			The merchants shriek in horror. The sergeant comes at me with a cutlass of his own, and the long curved blade carves a notch from the rail as I dodge aside. Parry, thrust, parry, riposte, the deadly logic of swordplay as steel rings on steel. He’s stronger, but I’m better, and I press him toward the stern where the two merchants cower.

			He gets desperate, tries to bull through me with a roar. I twist aside, blade sliding around his, and the cutlass goes flying from his thick fingers. He grabs for me with his bare hands, not what I expected, and I flick a cut at his face and back off a few steps. He covers his eye with his hand, and blood drips from between his fingers.

			The noise of the battle has quieted, almost, everyone looking at the two of us. The taller of the two merchants screeches, “Don’t just stand there. Get her! Kill them all, you stupid useless brute!”

			Very slowly, the giff lowers his hand. A long slash runs down the side of his face, leaving his eye a red ruin weeping blood. But he gets up nonetheless, staring at me with his good eye, and puts himself between me and his employers.

			“Really?” I ask him. “You want to die for them?”

			He’s silent a moment. “I put my name to a contract,” he rumbles eventually. “I die for my honor.”

			“What good did dying for honor ever do for anyone?” I raise my voice so everyone can hear. “How about you stand aside and live?”

			“To what end?” the giff says dully. “It would be known that I had betrayed my contract. I would be an outcast among my people.”

			“Come with me, then,” I tell him. “I’m already an outcast among mine.”

			His lip curls. “And be a pirate. Without honor.”

			Something about his contempt tugs at the anger that boils, as ever, in my chest. “You want to talk about honor? The Tyrant forced me to work for this lot”—I wave the cutlass at the merchants, who flinch—“when I was twelve, and they shipped me to Maneater. You know why they call it that? It’s like alchemy. You put people in, and you get silver out. It’s a good trade. Silver’s dear, you see, and there’s always more people where those came from. They certainly seem to have done well by it. And so have you.”

			His brow wrinkles. “We do not work on the mine.”

			“But you take their coin. Where do you think it comes from?” Another slash of the cutlass. “You side with the strong against the weak. It’s the safe bet, I’ll grant you. But where’s the honor in that? Ask me, it just makes you a bully. Ask me, I’ll tell you the honor’s on our side. Taking the weak against the strong, there’s what makes a mighty warrior. There’s your honor.” I bring the blade up to point at his chest. “But that’s just me. You do what you like.”

			The silence lasts a long, long time. But he bows his head and steps aside.

			When it’s done, he tells me his name is Brecher, and I tell him I need a new first mate.

			

			—

			“I want to be underway by firstshift tomorrow,” Axia said to Silencer’s assembled officers.

			They stared back at her. Many were looking decidedly the worse for wear; Bithiyaris, the elf wizard, had deep bags under his eyes and a bilious cast, and Bloodstain’s red color was tinged with yellow at the edges. If Brecher had engaged in any debauchery, however, it had no more effect on him than rain on a stone statue. Axia had a hard time imagining him unbending enough to have fun, or even opening the silver buttons at his tight collar.

			“That’s going to be difficult, Captain,” Annithor said. The dohwar was avoiding her gaze, and Axia hoped she wasn’t angry about being left behind the day before. “We’ll have to roust the crew from wherever they’ve got to, that’ll take most of the day—”

			“Then get started,” Axia snapped.

			Kori, standing in a corner beside Nia, cleared her throat. “May I ask why the hurry, Captain?”

			She was glaring daggers, and Nia looked concerned. Axia ignored their expressions. If they’re not going to be honest with me, they don’t get to pass judgment. The plan was to attract the Strangers’ attention through piracy, wasn’t it? Then let’s go pirate and take the weak against the strong.

			“Why else?” Axia said with a smile. “A target.”

			This time, there’ll be nothing to hesitate over.
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			CHAPTER 
NINE

			Tucked away in the shadow of an asteroid, Axia stood on Silencer’s sterncastle and watched the stars.

			Not, as she so often had, for the sheer spectacular beauty of them. She looked for a telltale speck of movement, the lights of another ship in the endless dark. The chance of her spotting it seemed a hundred to one, but fortunately she wasn’t alone. The rail was crowded with the most keen-eyed members of Silencer’s crew, all staring out in the same direction.

			She wished profoundly she was more sure of what she was doing. She’d gone over the charts herself and enlisted Annithor to check her work. There was only one direct route the nightspider could be taking, and it had only a few navigation stops. Kabochek and his crew had to come this way.

			Unless he was lying. Or I got the charts wrong and Annithor didn’t notice. Or he has a navigation stop I don’t know about, or he got delayed leaving Garaudia, or a hundred other problems that somehow are only occurring to me now—

			“Ship h-h-ho!” shouted Scalpel, accompanied by a puff of steam from its mechanical torso. “Six by seven and a h-h-half.”

			The numbers meant nothing to Axia, but she was able to follow everyone else’s gaze and soon spotted the moving speck against the stars. Brecher produced a spyglass and put it to his good eye.

			Kori tugged at Axia’s sleeve. Axia glanced back at her and with a minute gesture indicated the crew all around them. Kori’s teeth ground in frustration.

			“Are you sure we’re prepared, Captain?” she said. “I think there might be one or two matters I’d like to bring to your attention…perhaps in private…”

			Before Axia could answer, Brecher lowered the spyglass and said, “Nightspider.”

			A hush fell over the assembled crew. Everyone turned to look at Axia.

			“Prepare to attack,” she said.

			“Captain.” Brecher didn’t look nervous, exactly, but he wasn’t his usual confident self either. “Most pirates leave the neogi alone.”

			“Nothin’ good comes o’ gettin’ involved wi’ those scum,” Bloodstain said.

			“They don’t carry much worth stealing,” Bithiyaris said. “Unless you plan to take their thralls captive.”

			“Captain,” Kori said. “I really think we ought to discuss—”

			“We’re not most pirates, Sergeant-Major,” Axia said, trying to project confidence. “And I happen to have an offer to rescue the captives on that ship for a considerable sum. So prepare to gods-damned attack, you bunch of persimmon-hurling, teal-snaring Transnitrian ship’s badgers!” When that brought only stunned silence, she added, “Now! Nia, take over the helm from Helgi and bring us into range!”

			“Move!” Brecher roared, recovered from his hesitation. “Man all guns! Load—”

			“No guns,” Axia snapped. “This is a rescue mission, remember?”

			“But—” The giff stared at her, ruby eye glittering, then straightened up. “No guns! Crossbows to the rail! Boarding party, form up!”

			“Axia,” Kori hissed directly in her ear. “What in the name of all the gods do you think you’re doing?”

			Axia looked around, but the crew had mostly cleared out, and for the moment they were alone. She lowered her voice to a whisper.

			“You wanted me to get noticed with some piracy. This will get us noticed, right? Especially by the criminal types.” She shrugged defensively. “If we get to do a little good in the process, what’s the harm?”

			“The harm?” Kori stared at her. “That’s a neogi ship. Karrank is going to—”

			“Nightspider coming about!” someone shouted. “Getting into range!”

			“Full speed ahead!” Axia said.

			“If they’re running with full crew, it’ll be a tough fight,” Kori said. “People are going to die.”

			“People died when we took the Blue Wanderer,” Axia said. That silenced Kori for a moment, long enough that the shrinking distance between the two ships made the matter moot. “Don’t worry, I have a plan.”

			“Nightspider turning to unmask weapons!” the lookout said.

			The nightspider—the Insidious, Axia recalled—looked different out here in the void. It was a true Wildspace native like Silencer. On Zolreng it had seemed awkward and out of its element, unable to land without snapping its spindly legs. Here, though, those protruding limbs stretched its air envelope, and the weblike netting between them served as both rigging and a watchpost for neogi lookouts, barely visible as tiny scuttling shapes.

			It was maneuvering now, turning side-on to the oncoming Silencer. At the same time, the bloated ovoid body of its spiderlike shape was opening, a great wooden shutter folding out of the way section by section to expose the tiered decks inside. Two ballistae and a mangonel lined the edge of the battle deck. As the Insidious kept turning, now aft-on to the Silencer, the weapons opened fire.

			“Incoming!”

			From the sterncastle, the ballista bolts were nearly invisible, foreshortened to points. They whipped across the void between the two ships, their whirring passage audible as soon as they entered Silencer’s air envelope. The first slammed into the forward slope of the forecastle, impacting with a crunch of wood. The second cleared the forecastle and descended into the pirates gathering on the main deck. By the time anyone had a chance to dive out of the way, it was too late. The spear-like bolt had caught one unfortunate square in the chest, slamming him across the deck and leaving a slick of blood behind before pinning him against the sterncastle like a butterfly in a case.

			The mangonel ball, a roughly chiseled chunk of stone bigger than a man’s head, arrived shortly after, flying straight as it crossed the void and then pitching down once it entered Silencer’s gravity. It hit the main deck at a steep angle, cracking through the planking and sending deadly splinters flying in every direction. Screams echoed from the cargo hold as it continued to wreak havoc there.

			“Steady!” Brecher boomed, his voice carrying across the ship. “Ready crossbows on the forecastle!”

			Axia felt the faint tingle in her head as Nia established magical communication from the helm, deep inside the ship. “Shall I try to come alongside?” the tiefling asked.

			“Straight on, full speed,” Axia said. “We’ll ram first, then board.”

			“Ramming speed it is,” Nia said. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

			So do I, Axia thought, but kept it to herself.

			Insidious continued to turn, presenting its other side to Silencer and swinging around toward the bow. There were two more ballistae there, looking out through a smaller shutter over the ship’s cluster of legs. Belatedly, Axia understood the neogi’s tactics—by rotating the ship, they could bring their forward weapons to bear while the aft ones were reloaded, maximizing their rate of fire. Kabochek had obviously done this sort of thing before. Which puts him one up on me.

			The two ballistae snapped, and the bolts flickered toward them. Axia suppressed an instinctive need to duck and tried not to flinch at the splintery crunch of impact or the shouts and screams that followed.

			“Crossbow range,” Brecher announced eagerly. Clearly being fired at without being allowed to reply was not sitting well with him. “Captain?”

			“Fire,” Axia confirmed.

			“Fire!” the giff roared.

			A dozen of Silencer’s crew lined the front rail of the forecastle, wrestling with their bulky, heavy crossbows. The volley sang out, and the pirates gave a ragged cheer. Most of the crossbowmen had aimed for the ballista crews, and Axia could see spiderlike figures dashing and falling as bolts fell around them. The Insidious’s continuing turn, however, had already turned it closer to side-on, providing cover for the heavy weapons.

			Meanwhile, scuttling neogi were clinging to the nightspider’s webbing, and they had bows of their own. Wicked little darts began to rain down on Silencer’s deck, thunking into the planks and tearing holes in the sails. One pirate, struck in the leg, ripped the little arrow out with a curse and kept working, only to collapse in moments with froth flooding from her mouth.

			Poison. Fear fluttered in Axia’s heart. Maybe this was a bad idea…

			Too late for that thought now, too late by far. Bolts zinged back and forth as Silencer’s crossbows tried and mostly failed to pick off the neogi archers. The nightspider was halfway through another turn, side-on, with its heavy aft weapons rapidly coming around again. Even if Silencer sheered off, they’d be raked as they passed by.

			“Twist us left by ninety degrees!” Axia shouted down the link to Nia. “Try to hit them amidships!”

			The warlock was evidently too busy to ask questions. Silencer began to yaw, spinning on her long axis, with the effect that from Axia’s point of view the neogi ship wheeled through the sky from horizontal to vertical, its head now invisible below the deck. Silencer’s massive reinforced ram was aimed squarely at the narrow waist of the nightspider. Overhead, the aft ballista fired down onto Silencer’s deck, deadly effective at that angle—but they won’t be there for long—

			The air envelopes merged first. A sour, rotten smell rolled over Silencer, the stench of the neogi ship’s fetid, humid atmosphere. All the noise from the Insidious abruptly rolled over Axia as well: the hacking voices of neogi, the snap of bowstrings, the creak of the rigging overlaid with Silencer’s own. The incoming arrow fire redoubled, and a scatter of darts thudded into the sterncastle.

			“Brace!” Brecher shouted.

			Axia grabbed the rail. There was a moment of stillness, breath held, as she watched the nightspider grow larger and larger. She could see the glittering eyes of the neogi archers, see the umber hulks lining the rail of the main deck, ready for boarders. A moment longer—

			Impact. There was a jerk, but less than Axia had expected, enough to make her sway but not throw her off her feet. The power of the ram lay not in the ship’s great speed, but in her weight—hundreds of tons of wood, iron, and rope, all that momentum focused on the blunt, reinforced wedge that was Silencer’s bow. The narrow throat of the nightspider crumpled as though it were made of paper, wooden beams cracking with a terrific thundering crunch. Rigging tore away and flapped loose.

			But the collision was far from the worst of it. Axia had ordered the ship rotated before ramming, which put Silencer’s gravity plane perpendicular to Insidious’s rather than aligned with it. When two ships met in the void, they usually took pains to keep their gravity planes in line, but in the event of a mismatch it was the larger ship’s notion of up and down that won out over the smaller’s. Fortunately, there were few ships larger than Silencer abroad in Wildspace, and Insidious was not one of them.

			As Silencer’s gravity took hold, down on the neogi ship became a plane cutting across the narrow neck, at right angles to the decks. The bulbous abdomen with the battle deck, jutting into space above Silencer, was now above it in truth. Everything that wasn’t nailed down began to fall the length of the main deck, tumbling free until it impacted a bulkhead. Meanwhile, the same thing happened below Silencer, with many of the neogi who’d been clinging to the rigging abruptly falling to tumble in the void or land with bone-cracking thumps against Silencer’s lower deck.

			Insidious shuddered and gave a tortured groan, the sound of timber under great stress. The nightspider had not been designed to take pressure in this direction, and Axia guessed it would collapse under its own weight before long. Which would be fine with me, but her belly is full of prisoners.

			“Nia! Back us away and match gravity planes! Bring us alongside.”

			“Aye, Captain!” There was grudging approval in Nia’s mental voice.

			With yet more horrid crunching, Silencer backed up, ram pulling free of the nightspider’s wrecked timbers. More chaos unfolded across the neogi ship as gravity flipped back to normal, while Silencer yawed back again, returning Insidious to a more normal orientation. Nia expertly nestled the pirate ship’s forecastle against the rail of the nightspider’s main deck, so a short leap sufficed to move from one to the other.

			If the twisted ram had surprised Brecher, he’d long since recovered. As the ships came together, he drew a pistol from his belt and waved it like a pennant at the beginning of a race, shouting so loud that veins bulged in his neck.

			“Board and capture!”

			The pirates answered with screams of approval. If their morale had wavered during the approach, they could see the havoc the gravity shift had wreaked on the neogi. Instead of lining the rails, the spidery creatures and their umber hulk thralls were only just freeing themselves from tangled piles at the main deck’s rear bulkhead. A dozen pirates were aboard before they could even respond.

			Brecher and the other officers followed the first wave, Bloodstain moving fast on multiple pseudopods and Kizik with oddly shaped weapons in all four insectoid limbs. Brecher had drawn a second pistol and strode across, flanked by a couple of uniformed giff.

			Axia drew her sword and caught Kori’s look. There was more respect in the half-elf’s gaze than there had been moments before, but more worry, too.

			“You sure?” she said quietly, as the clash of swords began to rise.

			“Blacktongue would,” Axia said, swallowing the lump in her throat. Before she could think twice, she hurled herself over the rail and into the fray.

			

			—

			The deck of the Insidious was in chaos.

			Several fires were burning where broken lanterns had landed, letting off plumes of thick gray smoke. A number of dead neogi lay in puddles of their thick, sticky black blood, but farther forward Axia could see the fighting was still furious. At the center of combat were a half dozen umber hulks, massive bug-apes with long clawed arms, segmented armor plates, and broad, curved mandibles. Each one stood half again the height of a man, lashing out at everything around it with broad sweeps of its claws or sudden biting lunges.

			Worse than their natural weapons, however, were their eyes, huge rainbow-colored compound lenses that glittered with malevolent magic. Axia felt them as soon as she got close, the light shimmering in her mind, turning the fight into a blur. She blinked the effect away, swallowing bile, but glimmering sprites haunted the corners of her vision, threatening to overwhelm her.

			Not every member of Silencer’s crew was as strong-willed. Pirates stumbled away from the umber hulks clutching their eyes, sprinted in random directions, or swung their weapons wildly at friend and foe alike. Neogi ducked and dodged at the fringes of the chaotic melee, biting and snarling or slashing with small, wicked daggers.

			“Hellfire,” Kori snarled as they closed in. “That’s not going well.”

			She pointed at one of the umber hulks and a burst of radiant light shot toward it, sending the thing staggering. Kori drew a pair of knives and hurled herself forward. Brecher was close on her heels, taking careful aim with a pistol. When he pulled the trigger, the leading umber hulk’s eye exploded in a spray of ichor. It gave a hissing, clicking screech and surged to meet the giff, only to find Bloodstain in its path, the plasmoid’s spear clattering off its carapace with lightning-fast jabs. Scalpel emitted a puff of steam as its arms opened up, revealing a dozen tiny blades. The autognome gave a mad cackle and threw itself at the neogi.

			Axia, sword in hand, felt abruptly foolish and very, very small. Am I supposed to just…go up and stab someone? That seemed to be the procedure. But hacking at an umber hulk’s ankles didn’t seem like much of a contribution—

			There was a twang, and a pirate fighting one of the umber hulks went rigid, a black dart in his back. Axia spun and saw a pair of neogi archers working around the end of the pirate line. The second one had Kori in its sights. Without much thought, Axia charged.

			The neogi saw her coming. It skittered backward, leveling its small crossbow, and fired. Axia turned sideways, letting the bolt rip past so close she felt it tug at her shirt. The little creature snarled, tossing the bow aside and lunging with its eel-like head; Axia drove her elbow into its throat as it came on, knocking it aside, then swung her cutlass down. To her mild surprise, the blade went clean through the creature’s neck with no effort whatsoever, leaving the twitching body spurting black blood from the stump.

			The second neogi had drawn a pair of knives, coming at her over the corpse of its comrade. Axia parried once, twice, as though it were the most natural thing in the world, sparks erupting as steel met steel. A flick of her wrist sent one of the little blades flying, and she lunged before the neogi could react. It snarled and died on the tip of her cutlass. She recovered and sent its blood whipping off her blade with a neat flick.

			What’s happening to me? Her body felt light, the world around her dreamlike, as though she were watching herself from the outside. She glided forward toward where Kizik and two human pirates were fighting a half dozen neogi; the thri-kreen’s triangular blades swung viciously fast, but the skittering creatures were on the verge of overwhelming him. One of the other pirates stumbled and screamed as a neogi sank its teeth into her thigh, and it seemed like the easiest thing in the world for Axia to slip in behind it, a cut from her blade carving its bulbous body in two. Another turned away from Kizik to lunge at her, and she sidestepped and cut it down as elegantly as if they’d planned the maneuver together.

			Kizik, seeing her, pressed the attack, and Axia’s blade wove neatly into his pattern as though they’d been fighting together for years. The neogi fell, one after another, and she left the thri-kreen to deal with the last pair while she pressed onward. Three of the umber hulks were down, and Brecher was wrestling a fourth to the deck, muscles bulging through tears in his uniform as he matched his strength against the hulk’s insectoid limbs. Kori battled another, working in tandem with a pair of animated knives made of brilliant energy that floated and struck of their own accord.

			The last of the big creatures hung back, staying close to an oversized neogi in a leather coat. Axia recognized the three gold rings piercing the neogi’s cheek. Kabochek. The captain of the Insidious gestured with his clawed hands and burning energy lashed out, tearing off one of Bloodstain’s pseudopods and leaving them leaking clear fluid.

			Axia went for him, blade spinning in a complex arc, and the umber hulk interposed itself. It lunged, crystalline eyes twinkling, but Axia barely felt their effect anymore. The big mandibles clacked an inch in front of her face, and she ducked under a swipe from one of the apelike arms. Her cutlass licked out, clattering off the armored plates that protected the thing’s vitals. It clicked and hissed, trying for a bear hug, and she tucked her head and slid between its legs, popping up on the other side. As it turned, Axia spun into a two-handed blow, aimed squarely at the skinny joint where its leg bent backward. Armor crunched and shattered as the leg gave way, laying the creature out scrabbling on the deck. Going for the ankles isn’t a bad idea after all.

			Axia spun, sword in hand. She’d never touched the strange and exotic substances some of her pirate stories described in loving detail, but what she felt now reminded her of the description of their effects. She was flying, dancing, flowing over the battlefield at will, unstoppable. She wanted it to go on and on, the dance of sword and claw and spell. She wanted to kill, kill, kill.

			Something tugged at her left arm, a faint hint of pain through the comforting haze. She looked down and saw Kabochek’s eel-like head pulling back with a large chunk of her biceps clutched in his teeth. The hole he’d left behind was ragged and deep, and blood drooled into her shirt.

			Axia laughed and went on the attack, spattering gore across the deck behind her. The neogi captain reared up, startled at her sudden ferocity, and slashed at her with his forelegs. One left a nasty cut down Axia’s cheek, but she ignored it and slammed her cutlass up into the knee joint. The bottom half of the leg came off in a spray of black blood and Kabochek screamed. Axia spun, chopping deep into the base of his neck where it met his bloated body. The neogi staggered drunkenly, and Axia yanked her blade free and struck again, rewarded with a gush of sticky blood. Kabochek collapsed, his remaining legs twitching wildly, but Axia didn’t stop. Her arms moved mechanically, blade biting through flesh and bone, until the neogi’s head and neck were entirely severed. It writhed on the deck, twisting like a maddened snake, jaws still snapping mindlessly.

			“Captain!”

			Axia raised her blade, staggering sideways a bit. Kori grabbed her arm before she could strike.

			“It’s me,” she said. “It’s okay. We won.”

			Axia blinked and looked around. With their captain dead, the remaining neogi had broken and been hacked down as they tried to run. Pirates with spears prodded the twitching bodies of the umber hulks. Kabochek had finally stilled, his beady, vicious eyes gone glassy.

			“Oh,” Axia said. The pirates were looking at her with an expression she took a moment to place; it was close to awe. She tried to think of something to say. “Good job, everybody?”

			They roared a cheer, and Axia swayed backward as if she’d been punched. Her legs were doing an unaccountably poor job of staying straight.

			“I…” She looked down at her left arm. Her sleeve was a solid mass of crimson, blood dribbling from the cuff in a steady stream. The first inklings of pain crept into the back of her mind with the promise of much more to come. “I’m…not sure…”

			“I’ve got you,” Kori said, and caught her as her eyes rolled back into her head.
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			CHAPTER 
TEN

			Axia opened her eyes, drew in a breath to scream, and realized she felt fine.

			There was a line of tingling numbness down one cheek and her left arm throbbed with pins and needles, but she felt no pain. The sleeve of her shirt had been cut away, and someone had wiped up the blood. Where the wound had been was only a patch of lighter skin.

			“Mask isn’t a jealous sort of god,” Kori said, “but if you were to throw a prayer or two in his direction, I doubt he’d take it amiss.”

			Axia sat up. She was still on the nightspider, laid out on someone’s jacket in the shadow of a pair of water barrels. Kori sat beside her, looking as exhausted as Axia felt. Blood had matted her dark curls.

			“You healed me?” Axia said.

			Kori held up a finger. “Mask healed you. I just asked him to.”

			“Your god doesn’t mind that we’re…you know, pirates?”

			“He is a god of thieves, rogues, and spies,” Kori said, toying with the mask-shaped medallion around her neck. “Pirates pretty clearly fall under his purview.”

			Axia had never felt much urge to worship, but a god of pirates would certainly have its advantages. She sat up, groaning a little.

			“Shouldn’t you be helping the others?” she said.

			“Already did everything I can,” Kori said. “Only so much divine puissance can be channeled through little ol’ me in any given day, and I have run right through it. I feel like a wrung-out towel.” She waved a hand vaguely. “Helgi’s still helping with the rest of the wounded.”

			“Why are we back here?”

			“Thought it was best to get you out of sight until you were up and about,” Kori said. “For your reputation and all. Though I have to say you’ve given that a powerful boost. I had no idea you could fight like that.”

			“Neither did I.” Axia touched the cutlass beside her. “This thing isn’t magical, is it?”

			“Nope.”

			“Then I’m not sure what happened.” She closed her eyes, trying to recall the sensation. “I felt like I was…someone else.”

			At the time, she’d wanted nothing more than to stay in the dance forever. Now, looking back on the memory of hacking Kabochek’s head off, she wanted to vomit.

			He deserved it, she told herself. He was an abductor and murderer. She believed that, but it didn’t erase the image of the neogi’s severed head writhing on the deck.

			“Well, whatever it was, everyone’s impressed.” There was a falseness in Kori’s tone, as though she wasn’t quite as nonchalant as she pretended. Axia thought back to the conversation she’d overheard. Even gods can be fooled, sometimes.

			“That’s good, isn’t it?” Axia said. “Makes them less likely to doubt me.”

			“Yeah.” Kori tipped her head back and let out a long sigh.

			“What?” Axia said. “You’re not telling me something.”

			“I tried to tell you. But since you didn’t let us in on your little plan, I didn’t get the chance.”

			Axia felt her cheeks warming. “So tell me now.”

			“Karrank is not going to like this.”

			“Who’s Karrank?”

			“A neogi,” Kori said. “The boss of all the neogi in Shatterspace, to hear him tell it. The reason most pirates leave the neogi alone.” She grimaced. “He’s a regular at the Strangers’ Ball.”

			“Oh.” Axia thought about that for a moment. “It’s in character, right? Blacktongue wouldn’t let someone like that intimidate her.”

			“Maybe not. Though she never went after neogi while I knew her.”

			“At least it’ll get attention.”

			“Maybe not the right kind of attention. We want to get a dinner invitation, not a squad of assassins.” Kori shook her head. “We’ll see.”

			There was a pause.

			“You don’t seem angry,” Axia said. Her voice felt small.

			“Back on Silencer I was ready to tear your head off,” Kori said. “But it’s done, isn’t it? We can’t take it back now.” She squeezed her lips together. “And I was down in the hold helping fetch the prisoners. I saw how the neogi were keeping them. Maybe this was worth doing regardless.”

			She fiddled with her medallion again as though embarrassed. Axia fought down a smile.

			“Are they all right?” she said. “The prisoners, I mean?”

			“A few broken limbs from your trick with the gravity plane, but otherwise just bruises. They’ve only been aboard a week so they’re still healthy, just scared.” Kori looked at her sidelong. “You want to tell me how you knew to be here?”

			“I spotted one of Kabochek’s crew,” Axia admitted. “Followed him and overheard their plans. It wasn’t hard to figure out the route they would take.”

			Kori snorted. “You’re a natural.”

			That sent Axia’s thoughts back to the fight, and her stomach spasmed again. She fought it down.

			“How bad was it for us?” she asked.

			“Six dead,” Kori said. “A couple more who’ll take a few days to be on their feet. Helgi and I patched up the rest.”

			Axia didn’t know if that was better or worse than she should have expected. “How is the crew taking it?”

			“There’s enough loot aboard that they don’t mind,” Kori said. “Plus, someone promised them a ransom for the captives. I’m assuming that isn’t real.”

			Axia shook her head, flushing.

			“So much for the rest of Blacktongue’s stash,” Kori said with a sigh. “You’re not going to be able to pull that again, you know.”

			“Hopefully,” Axia said, “I won’t have to.”

			

			—

			It was a relatively quick sail back to Garaudia, which was best for all concerned. Silencer wasn’t really equipped for passengers, and after some clucking Annithor had lodged the ex-prisoners in a section of the cargo hold. They were a ragged lot, mostly human, dressed in work clothes that were halfway to rags. When the pirates brought food, they devoured it with the vigor of the half-starved, but otherwise they looked at their rescuers with suspicion.

			“Hard to blame them,” Nia said. “We can be a frightening bunch.”

			Axia nodded silent agreement. Under other circumstances, Silencer’s crew would have been more likely to rob the prisoners than rescue them. At least there had been enough other plunder on the neogi ship—itself doubtless stolen from somewhere—that the pirates were in a forgiving mood. The most valuable prize was the spelljamming helm, a round, cushioned chair with a crystal-studded base that hovered above the deck. A helm for sale was as good as gold in any port, no questions asked.

			The ship itself would normally have been taken as well, but Annithor didn’t see the point; there would be no buyers for a neogi hull, even in Garaudia. Not even pirates wanted to buy a ship that guaranteed you’d be attacked on sight by decent folk. Instead, they left the ruined vessel floating in the void; the location could be sold to salvagers, who would pull the wreck apart for timber and iron. If nothing else, wood was always in short supply in treeless Garaudia. Axia wondered if any of the scrap would make it back to Zolreng, and how Tsorik would shift it without her.

			With the enormous turtle shell once again hanging off the bow, Axia took Nia and Kori across in the jolly boat with the prisoners. They gaped open-mouthed at the huge city with its dozens of ships and many peoples; whatever farming community they’d come from must have been as sheltered as Axia’s life on Zolreng. Once Nia put the boat neatly alongside the quay, they huddled together, not sure what to do next.

			“Hey,” Axia said. She beckoned to an older woman with gray hair that hung in greasy, untidy clumps, who seemed to be the closest thing they had to a leader. “Here.”

			The woman came closer, wary of a trap, and Axia set a purse into her proffered hand. It held the last of Blacktongue’s gold after distributing the promised bonus to the crew.

			“That should buy you passage on a ship back home, with a bit left for food and clothes.” If they were frugal, anyway. She and Kori had scraped the bottom of the portable hole. “Stay together, don’t let anyone see you’ve got money, and get aboard a ship as quickly as you can.”

			As the woman examined the purse, Axia fought down a feeling of despair. She’d saved these people from the neogi only to throw them like bloody chum into the chaos of Garaudia and an uncaring universe. But what else can I do? The old woman said something, too quiet to hear, and Axia leaned forward. “Sorry?”

			“Thank you,” she said, and cleared her throat. “For…everything.”

			“Oh.” Axia straightened a little. “You’re welcome.”

			The woman gave a curt nod, tucked the purse into what was left of her shirt, and started corralling the others. When they were off the boat and had vanished into the crowd, Kori gave a sigh. “Well, there goes our expensive good deed.”

			“It’s nice not to feel bad about a job for once,” Nia said, shooting her a sidelong glance. “I could get used to that.”

			“When we get the treasure, you can go around helping people all day,” Kori said. “I’ll be waiting for you at home in a tub full of diamonds.”

			“That sounds terribly uncomfortable,” Axia said.

			“Maybe,” Kori said. “But I’d like the chance to find out.”

			“So now what?” Axia said.

			“Now we let the crew finish their shore leave,” Kori said. “Unless you want a mutiny on your hands. And this time we’re keeping you with us so you don’t wander off.”

			Axia had to admit that was fair enough. “Where are we going, then?”

			“Don’t worry,” Kori said, and put on a wicked grin. Nia rolled her eyes. “I’ve got a list.”

			

			—

			The Hole in the Hull was their third venue of the evening, and Axia’s favorite by far. It was run by a halfling couple who’d retired from piracy—or at least being cooks on a pirate ship—after a big score, and staffed by their multitudinous children and grandchildren. Following the halfling instinct to squeeze into tight spaces, it was built into a narrow gap in Garaudia’s chaotic structure, sandwiched between other buildings above and below and just small enough to feel cozy. A huge hearth burned at one end, filling the room with the cheery scent of woodsmoke and bubbling stew, and the drink served in big pewter tankards was thick and foamy. Best of all, a plump halfling with a wild beard sawed away at a fiddle in one corner while another thumped out a rhythm on a big skin drum.

			It reminded Axia of some of the better times at home. Zolreng’s bars could turn nasty when there were lots of ships in port, overflowing with drunken sailors making the most of their brief leaves. But during the quiet spells, with only the locals as customers, there was a friendlier mood. She’d spent evenings there sometimes, to drink in the music and get time away from Tsorik.

			The tavern was half-full when they arrived, and the party from Silencer occupied several tables. Besides Axia, Kori, and Nia, there was Annithor, Helgi, and a few other crew. Surprisingly, the big minotaur—his name was Crassus, it turned out—had come along, in spite of a bandage on his arm from a wound in the battle, and the three githyanki siblings had joined them as well. Axia bought the first round and got a chorus of toasts; Blacktongue’s name drew eyes from across the room.

			Which is the point, I suppose. She nursed a pint of the halfling’s beer, so thick it was almost chewy. Nia was similarly restrained, while Kori was well ahead and rapidly accelerating, shouting cheerfully at the serving girls and spilling as much as she swallowed. Nia watched her, Axia thought, with the sort of indulgent fondness you might show to a dog that was misbehaving amusingly.

			At some unseen signal, the fiddler changed his tune from a slow lament to something more sprightly. The drummer followed along, pounding out a heartbeat-fast rhythm. There was a cheer from the crowd, who apparently recognized the song. Several tables were pushed outward to form an open space. A dance was clearly breaking out, the way a brawl might have in a less reputable tavern.

			“No,” Nia said preemptively, on catching her wife’s pleading look.

			“Come on,” Kori said.

			“We’re supposed to be keeping an eye out.”

			“When was the last time we danced?”

			“You danced on the table at the lizardfolk place—”

			“I mean together.” Kori leaned over to take Nia’s hand and bring it to her lips. “Remember Greensky?”

			A flush of color in Nia’s cheeks indicated that whatever Greensky was, she did remember it. Axia found herself grinning.

			“Go on,” she muttered.

			The tiefling gave her a flat look and spoke in a low tone. “You won’t get into trouble?”

			“I won’t leave the premises. Promise.”

			“Well.” Nia looked down at Kori, and her tail lashed under the table. “Perhaps just the one, then.”

			The dance floor rapidly filled with people doing at least two variants on a circular kicking dance that resulted in several near misses. When the fiddler shifted tunes again they broke into lines, trading partners as they worked their way along. Navigating the relative sizes of the participants was a challenge—Axia suppressed a giggle when Helgi lifted an enthusiastic young gnome completely off the ground as she spun—but it all seemed in good fun.

			“Not joining in?” someone said, just behind her.

			Axia looked over her shoulder. Her interlocuter was a tall man, human, with straight, dark hair pulled back tight. He wore spectacles with gold frames and darkened lenses, rendering his eyes invisible. His skin was pale in a way that put Axia in mind of things that lived on the bottoms of ponds, and he had high cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass. The black of his outfit was relieved only by the glint of gold and silver.

			“Not tonight,” Axia said. She felt a faint tug of regret. She’d never been a dancer, at least not where anyone could see, but sometimes she thought it might have been nice to learn. “I’m a bit tired.”

			“I didn’t think you let that stop you,” the man said. “Honestly, I didn’t think you let anything stop you. Not when it came to what you wanted.”

			He was standing a little too close, a little too familiar. One of his hands brushed her shoulder, and Axia pushed it away before she parsed what he’d said.

			He knows me. Or, rather, he’d known Blacktongue. And apparently they’d been close.

			She twisted in her seat to look at him more closely. “And you know what I want?”

			“I may be the only one who does.” He leaned even closer. “Do I need to remind you?”

			Axia’s heart hammered, and she strove not to show anything on her face. Damn, damn, damn. If Nia and Kori had been at the table, they might have tipped her off how to proceed. As it was, she didn’t want to give this person any cause to doubt her, but she didn’t want to encourage him either.

			What would Blacktongue do? She pictured the painting, those dismissive eyes. Certainly not take any nonsense.

			“I don’t need any reminders,” she snapped. “But it seems you might.”

			She held her breath, but the man only grinned and straightened up, putting one hand to his heart.

			“A touch! I am wounded.” He pushed his spectacles down a fraction, peering over them with pale gold eyes like a cat’s. “It’s been a long time, Captain.”

			“Not long enough,” Nia said from the other side of the table. She was leaning on it, breathing hard, but her eyes were fixed on the newcomer. “What are you doing here, Shard?”

			“I can’t visit an old acquaintance?” Shard—at least Axia had his name now—contrived to look wounded.

			“What’s going on?” Kori stumbled away from the dancers, also breathless. “Hey, they—oh.” Her face froze. “It’s you.”

			“I have missed the pair of you as well,” Shard said, with a very slight bow. “It’s been so long since I’ve had the pleasure of your company.”

			“Yeah,” Kori said. “I try to avoid conversations with dead people.”

			“Interesting.” Shard smiled wider, showing teeth. His canines were long and sharp, like a snake’s fangs. “Especially given your captain has so recently returned from the dead herself.”

			“I wasn’t dead,” Axia put it. “Just busy.”

			“I look forward to hearing what kept you so…engaged.” He licked his lips. “And, needless to say, I am most pleased by your reemergence. I cannot say the same for all of my colleagues, however. Karrank in particular seems very unhappy with you.”

			“I’ll bet,” Kori said.

			“I’m sure it’s all just a…misunderstanding.” Shard produced a crisply folded note from a breast pocket and laid it on the table. “The Ball is coming up, and I thought it would be best if you attended. To smooth things over, you understand.”

			Axia nodded at Nia, who squirreled the note away. Shard rocked back, putting his hands in his pockets.

			“Very good. Though, dear Captain, if all you wanted was to get my attention, you had but to ask. My door is always open to a lady of such magnificence.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind,” Axia said.

			“Then I bid you farewell, for now.” He showed his fangs again. “Unless you’d care to dance?”

			

			—

			“That was the location of the Labyrinth, right?” Axia said. “So we got what we wanted.”

			They’d retired to the ship after Shard’s departure and were once again ensconced in Axia’s cabin, away from prying ears.

			“Except things are a little more complicated than we planned,” Nia said.

			“What’s a swarm of furious neogi between friends?” Kori drawled. She was still swaying a little as she paced the room.

			“You think it’s a trap?” Axia said.

			“The Labyrinth is supposed to be neutral ground,” Nia said.

			“Which just means we watch out for knives in our backs instead of our fronts,” Kori muttered. “Karrank will want us dead, and Shard is even worse. Everyone knows you can’t trust a bloodsucker.”

			“Did Blacktongue trust him?” Axia said.

			Kori snorted and flopped back into a chair. “Blacktongue never listened to me.”

			“It was complicated,” Nia said. “If Blacktongue had a weakness, it was a good-looking bad decision.”

			“Stay the hell away from him,” Kori said. “Keep it simple. Get in, get to the vault, get out again without being eaten.”

			“When you put it that way,” Axia muttered, “it sounds so easy.”
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			CHAPTER 
ELEVEN

			“I still don’t understand how the League navies haven’t found this place,” Axia said, watching from the sterncastle rail. Points of light did their slow crawl all around. Asteroids were dense in this part of Shatterspace. “It really moves?”

			“Don’t ask me how,” Kori said, “but it does.”

			“They can’t fly it around like a ship,” Nia explained, “just nudge it a little. But a little bit is enough. Change your orbit by a fraction of a degree, and a month later no one will be able to find you.”

			“Especially if you have every antiscrying and nondetection spell in an archmage’s grimoire built into the walls,” Kori said. “And half the governments in the League on your payroll.”

			Silencer’s crew had been hard at work during the two-day journey. They’d taken on fresh supplies at Garaudia, and Brecher had set the pirates to repairing the damage from the battle against the Insidious and giving the ship a fresh coat of paint besides. Now the hull gleamed with fresh blacks and reds, and even the bare decking was freshly washed and scrubbed. Holes in the sails and fins had been patched, and the barrels of the cannon had been oiled until they shone.

			“Always important to make a good impression, Captain,” Brecher reported. “I won’t have any of those bastards disrespecting my ship. Besides, it’s good to keep the crew busy after a round of shore leave.”

			Axia had certainly seen quite a few haggard, hungover faces after they’d left Garaudia. There were a few new ones as well, moving uncertainly about their duties; Annithor had replaced the people who’d been killed with recruits from the pirate city’s taverns. Axia was amazed at the casualness of it—there’d been no mourning, just a blunt acknowledgment that they were shorthanded. I suppose it’s something they have to deal with all the time. Fortunately, Silencer’s reputation was such that there was no shortage of warm bodies willing to serve.

			“Coming up on the rendezvous,” said Bithiyaris’s voice in Axia’s head. The elf mage sounded as dour as ever. “Here we go.”

			The motion all around them stopped abruptly as they dropped out of spelljamming speed, and the Labyrinth blinked into being dead ahead. Axia could immediately see that the fortress was well named; it was the strangest-looking asteroid she’d ever seen.

			Most of Shatterspace’s rocks were just that—rocks, potato-shaped and covered in small craters. If they were fragments of long-ago Ghyra, as the Worldbreaker story claimed, then eons of battering one another had worn away their sharp edges. The Labyrinth, though, was diamond-shaped, faceted like a crystal, the sides slightly concave and smooth enough to reflect distorted starlight. From the edges of the facets protruded thousands of tiny filaments, spreading and branching in fractal profusion until they filled the space around the main body like the fronds of a fern.

			“What is that?” Axia said to Nia, under her breath. “Stone?”

			“Iron,” the warlock said. “Those stringy bits are razor-sharp. Trying to take a ship through is like flying into a meat grinder.”

			Axia watched in fascination as the fortress grew larger. The scale had tricked her, she realized—what she’d taken for tiny filaments were actually wider than she was tall. It was as though the whole place was surrounded by twisted, branching sword blades.

			“So how does anyone get in?” she asked.

			“There are tunnels,” Nia said. “Just big enough to fly through, if you know the way. They’ll send us a guide.”

			As though this had been an invocation, a small dot detached from the edge of the Labyrinth and approached. It was much too small to be a ship, but the sight of it through his spyglass made Brecher hiss and put a hand to his pistol. Several other pirates followed suit, reaching for weapons.

			“There’s no need for any of that,” a melancholy voice said in Axia’s mind. From their reactions, she guessed everyone else had heard it as well. “Morel is only the doorkeeper.”

			The creature entered Silencer’s air envelope, apparently unaffected by the ship’s gravity, and came to a halt in the air above the forecastle. It had a spherical green body, with a large central eye and a wide, toothy maw. Four tentacle-like stalks, two on each side, each bore a smaller eye. They moved constantly, giving the thing a nervous air as it switched its focus from place to place.

			There was a name for creatures like this in Axia’s books, dreadful things powerful enough to destroy whole ships. “Beholder?” she whispered to Kori.

			One of the eyes snapped round. “Not precisely,” the voice said in her mind. “They call Morel a spectator, ha ha, it is ironic because Morel never gets to see anything interesting. Only back and forth through the maze, time and again, but Morel cannot complain. Not because there is a corresponding benefit to Morel, understand. Morel is prevented from complaining by the terms of Morel’s servitude.”

			“You’re the guide?” Axia said.

			“That should already be more than obvious, Morel believes, but to answer directly, yes, Morel is. Morel will lead Captain Blacktongue safely through the Labyrinth, and not let her get even a little bit sliced to ribbons, because Morel is a good and upstanding Morel and also because Morel’s master will inflict unimaginable agony on Morel should Morel fail in Morel’s duty.”

			“Lovely,” Kori grunted.

			“We’ll take the Vespid in,” Brecher said. “I’d sooner not have Silencer in a gravity field or risk her on the directions of that blasted orb.”

			“That blasted orb has ears,” Morel said. “Or, more properly, Morel does not have ears, but possesses equivalent senses to a humanoid, hence Morel’s proclamation. Morel has instructions that Captain Blacktongue may have no more than two companions.”

			“I’ll accompany you,” Brecher said.

			Axia shook her head. “I need Kori and Nia for this.”

			The giff frowned and leaned close to speak quietly. “Are you certain that’s wise, Captain? You place too much faith in that pair. I’m certain they have their own agenda.”

			“ ’Course they have their own agenda,” Axia drawled in her best approximation of Blacktongue’s swaggering tone. “Wouldn’t be proper pirates if they didn’t, would they? But I need their particular talents for the job, and I’ll thank you not to question me.”

			“Of course,” Brecher said. But Axia thought there was a suspicious squint to his black-on-black eye. Axia turned back to the pair.

			“Get the Vespid ready to fly,” she said.

			“Aye, Captain!” Kori said. “Nia, will you take the helm?”

			The tiefling nodded. Brecher glanced between them for a moment, then turned away and roared at the crew. “Prepare to release docking clamps!”

			“Morel will wait while Captain Blacktongue prepares,” Morel said dejectedly. “Morel has nothing but time, in that Morel literally has no possessions except time itself. How patient Morel is, ha ha.”

			

			—

			The Vespid eased free of Silencer with a thump and a groan of wood. Axia felt the subtle shift as the wasp ship left the larger vessel’s gravity, and almost immediately a more substantial lurch as it entered the gravity field of the Strangers’ fortress.

			“No, no, no,” Kori muttered. She was rooting through Blacktongue’s wardrobe, rapidly discarding options.

			“I thought needing to change was an excuse to get us away from Brecher,” Axia said, looking down at herself.

			“You need to look the part,” Kori said. She held up a leather vest and looked it over with a critical eye. “Try this on. No, that’s terrible.”

			The ship thumped, tilting slightly to one side. Loose bits of clothing began to slide across the floor.

			“Hey, love, you’re going to have us over!” Kori shouted.

			“You want to come and try to follow this thing’s directions, god-botherer?” Nia shouted back.

			“Excuse Morel for living. To the extent that this is a life, ha ha, Morel jests. What could Morel possibly want to be doing except guiding ungrateful humanoids?”

			“Does it really matter what I wear?” Axia said.

			“Blacktongue would never show up to a Ball underdressed,” Kori said, tossing bits of fabric over her shoulder. “And if they don’t believe you’re really Blacktongue, we’re all cooked.” She turned to regard Axia for a moment, then shoved something red and clingy back into the wardrobe. “Never mind. You haven’t got the chest for that.”

			Axia forbore to comment. Kori’s nervousness was obvious in her quick, birdlike movements and the frantic edge to her tone, and it seemed best to let her work. Eventually she assembled an outfit that, she declared, would impress without seeming to want to impress. The pants were tight and the red shirt rather garish, but she had to admit she didn’t entirely hate the result. Kori produced a jewelry box and went into a frenzy, until Axia glittered and clinked as she moved. The person who looked back at her from the full-length mirror certainly looked like a pirate queen and not a scavenger from the back end of nowhere.

			“Okay.” Kori looked down at her hands, which were trembling slightly, and wrung them together. “Okay, okay, okay.”

			“We’ll get through this,” Axia said, wondering how she’d become the calm one.

			“Yeah.” Kori took a deep breath and blew it out. “Okay. Let’s go.”

			They returned to the deck just as Nia, at Morel’s signal, eased the ship into the field of twisted iron. The entrance to the maze was hard to see until they were right on top of it, a circular tunnel cut through the intertwining blades. Only Morel’s muttering and change of course alerted them when it turned. Kori watched the creature intently, her lips moving slightly.

			“What are you doing?” Axia whispered.

			“Memorizing,” Kori whispered back. “When we get out of here, we may not have the benefit of a guide.”

			The thought wasn’t a pleasant one. Even with directions, Axia wouldn’t have wanted to attempt the maze at any speed. Miss one turn, and your whole ship would be chopped into scrap.

			“Tricky bit here, straight down and then a quick left,” Morel droned. “Morel’s masters would not be understanding if guests were sliced to pieces, so caution, please, for everyone’s sake. Once you are safely delivered you can jump to your deaths for all Morel cares, ha ha.”

			The central diamond grew gradually larger until Axia could see a semicircular bay cut into the side. After a final set of tight turns, they entered a clear space, and Kori gave an audible sigh of relief. Morel floated to one side, and Nia set the ship down gently on the flat iron surface.

			The spectator drifted across the deck and back out into the maze. “Morel will take Morel’s leave now, and return to Morel’s unsatisfying contemplation of the navel Morel does not possess, ha ha.”

			“Welcome to the Strangers’ Ball, Captain Blacktongue,” said a deep bass voice. “Please feel free to disembark.”

			The docking bay was unadorned, its surfaces raw iron polished to a fine sheen. It could have fit several vessels Vespid’s size, but no other ships were visible. A single figure waited below the ship. At first Axia thought it was a golden-skinned humanoid, but when she got up close she realized no skin was involved—their host was a skeleton standing at stiff attention, its bones gilded and chased with intricate silverwork. Blue gemstones glittered in the depths of its eye sockets.

			“Greetings,” it said when they’d descended the ladder. “Your arrival is awaited anxiously, Captain. If you’ll follow me?”

			Axia looked at Kori, who gave a helpless shrug. They followed the skeleton up a wide, sumptuously appointed corridor, boots sinking into thick red carpet while gilt-framed paintings of criminals past stared down from the walls. Faint music was audible as they approached a grand set of double doors. The skeleton stepped ahead to push them open, and its deep voice cut effortlessly through the sudden din.

			“Captain Blacktongue,” it boomed, “and attendants.”

			Oh, Axia thought, as heads turned toward them, I wish it hadn’t done that.

			The room was vast, big enough that it could have held Silencer comfortably, and it was bright with the light of hundreds of glowing crystals arranged in a dozen glittering chandeliers. The brilliance was matched at ground level by an abundance of gems and precious metal adorning several hundred well-dressed people; the jewelry Axia wore, which she’d privately thought a little garish, now seemed understated. The cream of Shatterspace’s criminal class apparently went in for flaunting their wealth in a big way, and everyone dripped with expensive silks and flashing gold.

			There was little furniture, just a scattering of spindly tables laden with food and drink. This was constantly refreshed by a bevy of attractive waiters of all genders, who wore little more than artful wisps and served with blank-eyed smiles. They were mostly human or elven, which could not be said of the guests they served. Every species Axia had heard of seemed to be represented, along with quite a few she had not: winged aarakocra and tall, blue-skinned mercane, scaled Ssurrans and tall, proud centaurs. The crowd included creatures reviled across the League as well: neogi, of course, but also tentacle-mouthed illithids and diminutive, wormlike psurlons, a woman with snakes for hair and another with a massive snake’s tail for a lower body.

			Everything orbited around the center of the room, various groups striving to push their way into the inner ring. What lay within was blocked from sight by the press of bodies, but at least one shape rose above the crowd. A sphere of green flesh hovered there, wider than Axia was tall, with one enormous central eye and ten tentacle-like eyestalks writhing around one another like a basket of snakes. This was a beholder, and comparing it to Morel the spectator, Axia had to admit that no one could have confused the two.

			“Here he comes,” Kori muttered.

			A flying wedge of large creatures cut through the crowd, shoving past aggrieved thieves and drunken cutthroats. They looked like pictures Axia had seen of ogres, but their skin was a mottled, veiny gray, their eyes a milky white, and they moved with the stiffness of the animated dead. Each wore a black-and-silver uniform and had the hilt of a massive greatsword over one shoulder. When enough people had moved out of the way, Axia could see Shard at their head, still wearing his smoked glasses.

			“Time for the distraction?” Nia said, tail stiffening as she tensed.

			“Not yet,” Kori said. “We have to get through this first, let them say their piece. Axia—”

			“I’m ready,” Axia said. She took a deep breath.

			“My dear Captain,” Shard said, putting out a hand. “You look lovely as always. And…you two.” His smile showed a bit of fang. “A pleasure.”

			“Likewise, I’m sure,” Kori said.

			Axia brusquely pushed past Shard’s offered hand. “You said they want to talk?”

			He cleared his throat. “Indeed. Some of my colleagues are eager to renew their acquaintance.”

			“Then let’s get it over with,” Axia drawled. “Before I start drinking.”

			“Lovely.”

			Shard made a gesture to the zombie ogres, who re-formed into a phalanx ahead of them. They shoved their way back toward the center of the whirlpool, while Axia and the others were able to move fairly easily in their wake. Axia saw angry looks from the guests to either side fade rapidly at the sight of her and Shard, switching to a hasty desire to be somewhere else. She doubted Blacktongue’s reputation had quite the same effect here as it did on Garaudia, but apparently Shard’s own notoriety made up for it.

			The inner circle was surrounded by an eclectic mix of bodyguards and hangers-on, who parted grudgingly to let Shard through. His zombies joined them, as did Kori and Nia, leaving Axia alone with a handful of figures. These, she sensed, were the real center of power in the room, the hub around which the underworld revolved.

			The beholder was there, of course. It was no less monstrous up close, where she could see the sharp, gleamingly white teeth that lined its wide gash of a mouth and the dark purple tongue within. Beside it stood an elven woman with heavy-lidded eyes and a bored expression. Across from them, an enormous neogi reclined on a mobile couch, held off the ground by a dozen of its smaller brethren. This, Axia guessed, was Karrank, and he directed a poisonous glare in Axia’s direction. Shard glided into place beside Axia herself, presenting her to the group like a magician revealing a trick.

			“Intriguing,” the beholder said. Its voice was a weirdly resonant rumble. As the central eye focused on her, she felt a hard-to-describe sensation like a faint pop in her inner ear. Nia had warned her that a beholder’s largest eye suppressed magic; if she’d been using an illusion to appear to be Blacktongue, she would now be having a really bad day. “The notorious Blacktongue, back from the dead.”

			“Back, at least,” yawned the elf woman. “One more pirate. Lovely.”

			“I, at least, am fascinated to learn where she’s been these three years,” Shard purred.

			“I would like to know that as well,” the beholder said. “The oracles insisted she was deceased.”

			“Oracles.” The elf sniffed dismissively.

			“Well, Captain?” Shard said.

			Blacktongue, Axia thought. I’m Blacktongue. Her instinct was to shrink from the attention, but that would give the game away. You have to be harder than the rest in order to survive. She wouldn’t show weakness, especially not in front of the powerful.

			“Well?” Axia parroted. “I’d say that’s my thrice-damned cat-smithing business, wouldn’t you? I left, and now I’m back, that’s all there is to know. If your little spells aren’t telling you the truth, try turning them off and turning them back on again.”

			Everyone was quiet a moment. The beholder’s huge central eye blinked.

			“Well,” the elf said, “I suppose it’s good to know that your absence hasn’t improved your temper.”

			The beholder gave a massive croak that it took Axia a moment to realize was a laugh.

			“I’m sure we all look forward to what feats Captain Blacktongue will dazzle us with,” it said. “Welcome back to the Ball.”

			“Indeed,” Shard murmured from behind her.

			“Enough!” The big neogi’s couch lurched forward, pushing in front of Axia. His voice was surprisingly high and screeching for his bulk. “I will not be silent any longer! You welcome her, but her first act on returning was to destroy one of my ships. Ssss. I demand recompense.” His snaky head slid forward. “An eye and a hand should do nicely.”

			“I imagine,” Shard said, “that it was in self-defense. Eh, Captain?”

			“Oh, certainly.” Axia smirked, with considerably more confidence than she felt. “Tell your captains to be more careful who they pick on.”

			“Insolence!” Karrank screeched. “Why must I suffer these insults—”

			“Because,” the beholder interrupted, “you are committed to the peace of the Labyrinth. As are we all.” Several eyestalks turned in Karrank’s direction. “Are you not?”

			The couch wobbled, as though the neogi bearers were getting ready to run. Karrank shifted uneasily. “Ssss. Of course I am. Or else this one would already be suffering in my agony chamber.”

			“Very good,” the beholder said. “If the two of you cross paths outside the Labyrinth, that is of course your own affair.”

			“Naturally,” Axia said, before the neogi could respond.

			Karrank gnashed his fangs and shrieked at his bearers, who hauled his ponderous bulk away. The huge neogi’s legs stuck out horizontally from his bulky abdomen, Axia saw. She doubted he could walk unaided.

			“If that’s the end of the interview,” Axia said, “there’s a bottle out there with my name on it.”

			“Of course,” the beholder said. “Enjoy the festivities. If there’s anything I can assist you with, you need only ask.”

			

			—

			“Well, that was terrifying,” Nia said, once the three of them were reunited. The tiefling’s pale complexion had gone slightly green.

			“I call it brilliant,” Kori said. “You must be absolutely hellfire at the card table.”

			“Never played,” Axia said. “Is it normal to be able to feel my heartbeat in my toenails?”

			“They bought it,” Kori said, clapping Axia on the shoulder. “That’s the important thing.”

			“Now we need to get out of here,” Axia said. “Did you find the service door?”

			Kori nodded and jerked her head at the wall behind them. Axia couldn’t see a door, but there was plenty of room to hide one among the decorative frescoes and tapestries.

			“But we’re definitely going to need that distraction,” she said. “You’re the star of the show.”

			There were certainly quite a few eyes on them. A party of well-dressed goblins was frankly staring, two giff were having an argument that involved pointing in Axia’s direction, and a lone myconid kept glancing over and emitting puffs of excited spores. Axia resisted the urge to wave at all of them.

			“Right,” Nia said. Her voice was flat as usual, but her tail lashed nervously. “I’ll get on it.”

			Kori reached out and took her hand for a moment, and Nia took a deep breath. Axia’s nerves were rising again as well. She understood why this was the plan, but leaving Nia alone felt dangerous. But she and Kori know what they’re doing.

			The tiefling wandered off, feigning a search for food and drink. Kori guided Axia toward the wall until they stood in the shadow of a massive purple tapestry, intricately woven to depict scenes of beholders cutting humans to pieces with their eye rays. At a gesture from Kori, Axia turned to face her and pretended to be deep in conversation.

			“How long do we wait?” Axia mouthed.

			“Just give her time to get to a good spot.” She made a face. “I just wish the binding circles weren’t so expensive.”

			Nia had showed Axia the little device before they’d left, a flat wooden disc with a magic circle inscribed around the outside. It didn’t offer any hint of the havoc it could create, or so Nia had promised.

			“Here we go,” Kori said, looking over Axia’s shoulder.

			There was a pop like a champagne bottle opening. One of the little tables overturned with a crash, and Axia had a brief glimpse of a half dozen imps rocketing into the air. The little creatures looked like scaly-skinned children with bat wings and a scorpion tail, each tinged a different color. Their captivity, Nia had said, drove them quite mad, and they scattered immediately with a cacophony of screeches and gibbers. Several flickered and vanished, turning invisible, while another melted into the shape of a large crow and flapped wildly in the face of a startled mind flayer.

			More chaos ensued as guests fought to get away from the scratching, biting, stinging creatures, while bodyguards drew weapons and closed in on them. Axia heard Karrank’s screeching and a chorus of vile oaths from a table of dwarves, who waved their axes at an imp that hovered out of reach. One of the beholder’s eyestalks tracked another imp as it soared across the room, and a moment later a blue-white beam stabbed out and blew the creature into a cloud of dust while cutting a line of destruction across the opposite wall. One of the chandeliers exploded, showering the crowd with falling crystal.

			“I thought she was causing a distraction, not starting a riot,” Axia said.

			“Six of one, half dozen of the other,” Kori said. She swept the tapestry aside and knelt beside the plain door thus revealed. There was no latch on the near side, only a keyhole. Kori yanked a slim leather wallet from inside her stocking, already muttering to herself. “Really? Triple Gauzeti? You insult me, sir.”

			“Can most priests pick locks?” Axia said, standing in front of her in case anyone looked their way.

			“Most priests learn to quote scripture and sing hymns,” Kori said gleefully. “But the Master of Shadows gives his shepherds more practical instruction.” The lock went click, and the door swung open. “After you, Captain.”

			Axia stepped gingerly behind the curtain and through the door. Kori followed, easing it shut. They found themselves in a plain corridor paralleling the wall of the ballroom, with doors at regular intervals to let the waitstaff come and go.

			“Mask also teaches us to pay close attention to the servants,” Kori said, as she led the way. “Wherever the wealthy and powerful gather, they’ll need to be served, and as often as not that means a way to move unseen.”

			“I thought that as Blacktongue I’m entitled to use the vault,” Axia said. “Couldn’t we just march up there?”

			“The problem is everyone else is allowed to march up with you,” Kori said. “And our key isn’t exactly legitimate, so I may have to do a few tweaks on the fly. We don’t want anyone looking over our shoulder.”

			That made a certain amount of sense, though Axia was still worried about leaving Nia alone. They worked their way back to a servants’ staircase, passing several of the blank-eyed waiters, who ignored them completely. Once they’d gone upstairs, Kori let them back out into a deserted main hallway. Doors led off into suites of private quarters, but for the moment the guests were all still downstairs.

			At the end of the hall was another double door. This led to a plainer chamber, walls and floor cut directly from the iron of the asteroid and polished to a fine sheen. A single overhead crystal threw reflections everywhere, softened by a pair of hanging drapes along one wall. Directly ahead, the wall was full of little doors, only a foot or two square, arranged in a grid from the floor to higher than Axia could reach. Each was marked with only a keyhole and a silver handle.

			“The Strangers’ Vault,” Kori breathed. “Shadowlord defend, if we could open all of these, we wouldn’t need Blacktongue’s treasure map. Now that would be a heist worthy of Mask himself.”

			“One hoard at a time,” Axia said. “Which one is Blacktongue’s?”

			“Three up and fifth from the left,” Kori said promptly.

			“I’m not going to ask how you know that,” Axia muttered.

			The little cleric grinned and produced the key. It slid into the keyhole with a faint clunk from the mechanism, but Kori didn’t turn it. Instead, she produced her leather wallet again and took out a few tiny silver wands, tapping the key from several sides and listening to the tone they made.

			“It’s not just mechanical, of course,” she said to herself as she worked. “There’s wards and alarms. Half the fun. Wouldn’t catch Mister Gauzeti here, no, not within a thousand miles…” Her tongue stuck from the corner of her mouth as she concentrated.

			Axia, standing nervously beside her, started at a faint sound. It came again, louder, resolving into several sets of footsteps approaching.

			“Kori,” she hissed. “Kori!”

			“Not now,” the cleric said. “This is a tricky bit…almost there…”

			“Someone’s coming.”

			“Two seconds.” There was a high ringing tone. “Got it!”

			There was a click as the outer door to the vault started to open. Kori shook her head, surfacing from her reverie, and took in Axia’s horrified expression.

			“Um.” She looked around wildly. “Hide!”

			The door opened. Kori spun away from the wall of vaults, taking cover behind one of the drapes. Axia couldn’t move half so fast, and in any case the key was still in the lock and the vault door swinging open. The space within was empty except for a single sheaf of papers. As she grabbed them, Axia caught a single word written in the familiar hand from Blacktongue’s journal.

			Worldbreaker.

			She hurriedly stuck them into the back of her trousers, slammed the vault door, and ripped the key free before turning to face the outer door. Shard stood there, arms crossed and a toothy grin on his face below his smoked glasses.

			“Hello, Captain,” he said. “Taking a break from the festivities?”

			Axia did her best to look nonchalant. “They were getting a little exciting for my taste.”

			“I didn’t think anything was too exciting for your taste,” Shard said. He licked his lips and stalked forward.

			“Maybe I’m getting dull in my old age,” Axia said. She saw the drape rustle and tried not to stare. Instead she focused on Shard. He still wore an amiable grin, but there was something sharp underneath.

			“The mortal curse.” He stopped, looking down at her. “I offered you eternity, if I recall.”

			“I recall,” Axia said, trying to keep her voice steady, “that there was a bit of a catch.”

			“Ah, Captain.” Shard’s smile widened. “I’ve missed you.”

			“I’m touched,” Axia said, trying to give the words a sarcastic air.

			She felt tense as a bowstring, ready for fight or flight. What she was not at all expecting was for Shard to lean forward and kiss her.
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			CHAPTER 
TWELVE

			Axia had been kissed only once before, and the two occasions were not exactly comparable. Back on Zolreng the sailor had tasted of bad ale and bile, and the whole affair had been over almost before she’d realized it was happening. Here Shard moved slowly, deliberately, one hand on her shoulder to pull her close. His lips were cool and soft, and she felt the shape of his long fangs behind them.

			Play along play along play along. She’d managed to suppress the startled squeak she would certainly have emitted under other circumstances. Now she did her best to kiss Shard back, hoping to cover for inexperience with enthusiasm. She felt his tongue—wet and cold, like an oyster—

			He pulled away with a sigh.

			“A commendable effort,” he said. “But the real Blacktongue would have bitten my tongue off for the impertinence. Still, you’ve clearly gone to extraordinary lengths.” He pushed his glasses up with one finger, and they reflected the lights of the chamber. “You’re the girl from Zolreng, aren’t you?”

			Something shifted in the doorway. Two of the ogre zombies, silent as a tomb until now, pushed into the room and stood to either side of Shard. Axia’s eyes flicked between them, and she had to stop herself from looking at where Kori was hidden.

			“When I heard about you, I admit I had the thought,” Shard said. “What if she really is back? What if it was all a long game? Given how we left things, it seemed prudent to move first, so I sent Marya. After she failed I truly began to worry.”

			He waved a pale white hand. “Then I heard that the first thing you did, after your return, was free a shipload of Selamani refugees. Soft, my dear. The real Blacktongue would never have let her conscience rule her. And when you destroyed one of Karrank’s ships, I guessed your objective. You have the key, don’t you? You have no idea how hard I searched for it. Hand it over, please, and anything you took from the vault. Then we can keep this…civil.”

			Shard, Axia decided, liked to hear himself talk. She herself had kept her mouth shut, hoping he’d go on long enough that she could think of a plan. Nothing had yet occurred to her, but behind Shard she saw a hand emerge from the drape, holding out three fingers. A moment later, one finger folded down.

			“You think you’re very clever, Shard,” Axia said, continuing to spin the words with Blacktongue’s swagger. Kori put out a single finger. “But there’s one thing you’ve forgotten.”

			Her impression was definitely getting better; Shard’s brows actually creased. “And what might that be?”

			“You forgot that the Lord of Shadows is also a light to those who must travel in dark places!” Kori said, throwing the drape off like a concealing cloak. Her mask medallion was in her outthrust hand, and her voice grew more resonant as she spoke, echoing off the vault walls. “In His name, foul creatures, I abjure you! The power of the Lord of Thieves denies you! Begone and do not return!”

			Light, brilliant but still somehow with the flicker of torchlight, streamed from the medallion and washed over the room. The two ogre zombies staggered as though they’d taken a heavy blow, their desiccated flesh shredding into streamers of shadow and blowing away like smoke in a windstorm. Uniforms and weapons hit the floor as they simply vanished like dust.

			Shard screamed, throwing up his hands in front of his face. His mouth opened wide, wider than a human’s could have, fangs spreading apart, like a snake with an unhinged jaw. He staggered away, past Axia, and the pressure from Kori’s light pressed him against the back wall of the vault, ripping streamers of shadow from his skin. Even in his torment, though, he managed to screech out words.

			“You…will not…escape!” He tried to reach for Axia, fingers more like crooked claws. His voice was barely audible. “Worldbreaker…is…mine…”

			“Axia, run!” Kori shouted.

			Axia ran, leaving Shard behind. As she went past, Kori turned and followed, the brilliant light vanishing.

			“Honestly wasn’t sure that would work!” Kori gasped out as they pelted down the corridor. “Bastard’s stronger than he looks. Got a few minutes at most.”

			“Back to the ship,” Axia said. “He knows we were lying!”

			“You got the map?” Kori said eagerly.

			“I grabbed everything,” Axia said.

			Kori gave a triumphant shout. She yanked a small carved stone from her pocket and shouted into it. “Love, we’ve got it, but we’re burned. Time to get out of here.”

			“Sooner the better,” Nia’s voice came back. “I think this hobgoblin is hitting on me.”

			Kori skidded around a turn and took a big stairway two steps at a time. Axia followed, dodging a gilded skeleton, which watched them go by in silence. At the bottom, the cleric swung around on a newel post and sprinted down yet another corridor.

			“Here!” Nia was at the next junction, waving. She fell in beside them as they ran. “That went bad fast!”

			“Shard was onto us from the beginning,” Axia said.

			“I abjured him, but it’ll be wearing off any minute,” Kori gasped out. “Once he tells the rest we’re not the real thing, I assume their ‘peace’ goes out the window.”

			“Lovely,” Nia said. “Let’s be gone before then.”

			After rounding another corner—Kori’s memory for the twists and turns was uncanny—they reached the docking bay. Kori skidded through the big archway that led to the hangar, then suddenly threw herself flat. A crossbow bolt whirred over her head, slamming into the opposite wall with a crunch. Axia poked her head through and saw a half dozen ogre zombies waiting in front of the Vespid. In front of them, sighting down a hand crossbow, was a woman with wild, spiky red hair.

			Marya. The poison-loving mercenary from Zolreng Axia had killed once already.

			“I’m afraid your departure has been canceled!” she sang out. “Feel free to come in here and die, though. Or stay there and die. Whatever works for you, I’m easy.”

			“We haven’t got time for this,” Kori growled from the floor.

			Nia was already chanting in a harsh, grating tongue, her eyes gone jet-black. Inky darkness spread across the metal floor beneath the ogre zombies. A moment later, thick, rubbery tentacles emerged from the spreading stain, jet-black and covered in gnarled suckers. They wound around the undead ogres, climbing them like vines strangling a tree. The zombies reacted sluggishly, straining and tearing at their captors with their claws.

			Kori bounced up and sprinted for the Vespid. Marya, who’d been on the edge of the field of tentacles, wrenched herself free with a few kicks and went after her. Kori heard the mercenary coming and spun, her long knives coming out to meet Marya’s blades. Steel rang against steel, lightning fast. Kori got the worst of the exchange, taking long cuts on her arm and down her flank. She gave ground, panting.

			Axia drew her cutlass. She tried to summon the strange rage that had driven her through the battle with the neogi, but she felt only a stomach-churning fear. But Kori needed help, and the tentacles had Nia’s full attention. Come on, Axia. Do something!

			She ran toward Marya, who’d pressed Kori up against one of the wasp ship’s legs. Kori swiped and parried, but the mercenary was faster, her weapons seeming to blur. In a proper fight, Axia didn’t think she’d have a chance. So I get only one shot. She leveled the cutlass ahead of her like a lance and drove it toward Marya’s back.

			The mercenary heard her coming and half turned, but not fast enough. The point of the cutlass caught her in the stomach, and with Axia’s momentum behind it the blade slid in with no effort at all. Marya stared at her.

			“You again?” she said, and coughed up a gout of blood. “Really?”

			Her eyes rolled up in her head, and she collapsed. In the doorway, Nia closed her hands into fists, and the tentacles tightened further. There was a nasty series of crunches.

			“Can Sky Daddy do that?” she said.

			“No,” Kori said, “but honestly that’s to his credit, that stuff is creepy—”

			Nia half turned, then threw herself to one side. A blue-white beam of energy flickered across the corridor behind her. Where it hit the wall, solid metal slumped into puffs of dust, leaving a foot-wide line of absolute destruction carved into the surface. A standing suit of armor was sliced clean in half, its dismembered pieces hitting the ground in a clatter.

			“Get aboard!” Nia screamed.

			The length of the docking bay separated Nia from the ship. Axia hesitated, but Kori grabbed her sleeve and dragged her onward.

			“But—”

			“She knows what she’s doing!” Kori said, shoving Axia toward the ladder. “Up!”

			Axia climbed, panting as she hurled herself over the rail to sprawl on the Vespid’s foredeck. Kori scampered up so quickly she might have been a monkey, vaulting off the rail over Axia’s head to land in a roll and sprint for the helm.

			In the doorway, Nia slashed vertically with one hand, leaving a purple streak of energy that expanded rapidly into a glowing disc. It swept over her, leaving nothing behind. A moment later a matching disc snapped open above Vespid’s foredeck, dumping the warlock in a heap at Axia’s feet.

			“I’m here!” Nia shouted as she pulled herself up. “Go!”

			The ship lurched, legs flexing as it clawed awkwardly into the air. It tilted to one side, trying to turn in the confined space, and everyone on deck slid toward the rail. Axia held on for dear life, and Nia grabbed the cabin doorway with one hand.

			“Faster, please!” Nia yelled, as a shadow darkened the doorway.

			Vespid bolted forward like a horse given the spurs, passing through the hangar entrance and into the maze of spines. They were moving far too fast going into the first turn, however, and Kori had to stop dead, throwing everyone across the deck in the other direction. Twisting iron fronds gleamed only a few yards from the bow.

			Another blue-white beam snapped out through the hangar entrance, barely missing the ship as it abruptly lurched in the other direction. It sliced into the twisting wall of the maze, sending chunks of sharpened iron tumbling down toward the fortress’s gravity plane.

			Nia swore in a language Axia didn’t understand and staggered to the opposite rail, gesturing frantically. A cloud of pure darkness materialized, hovering over the entrance to the hangar as though a cosmic painter had upended an ink bottle over it. Kori dropped the ship rapidly through another turn, sending Axia’s stomach into her throat, then stopped, with the opposite effect, and turned again.

			She memorized the way. And she’d been right, so far, but if she got a turn wrong—

			A cone-shaped swath of the black cloud vanished. The beholder was at the hangar entrance, its central eye open and glowing, the anti-magic beam cutting through Nia’s magical darkness. The smaller eyestalks writhed, focusing on the Vespid. Then it closed its central eye, letting darkness roll back in, and fired again.

			The wasp ship lurched. A line of blue-white power slashed by, blowing a chunk of one of the landing legs to powder. The severed end tumbled away as Kori frantically pulled up, but the motion took them too near the edge of the maze—the tops of the wings brushed the twisted iron and shredded instantly, leaving tatters of colorful fabric clinging to the blades.

			“That was too close, love!” Nia said.

			“Do you want to switch off?” Kori sang, with mock sweetness.

			“Keep jinking!” Nia said. “It can’t see and shoot at the same time!”

			Kori snarled something thankfully unintelligible. The Vespid rolled through another turn. The beholder followed into the maze, still wreathed in darkness, but as Axia watched, it reopened its central eye and became visible.

			“Get ready to dodge!” she called to Kori, struggling to stand at the rail. “Wait, wait, wait—”

			The central eye closed, darkness flooding back.

			“Now!” Axia said.

			Vespid dropped with a suddenness that made Axia feel like she was falling. The beholder’s disintegration beam slashed above them, cutting a swath through the collapsing wing and tearing the rigging apart. Bits of broken iron from the Labyrinth cascaded toward them, and Axia threw her hands over her face as they pelted the deck like shrapnel. She felt a tug at her sleeve, then a stinging pain.

			“Nearly—there!” Kori crowed. “Better luck next time, Mister Eyeball!”

			Vespid slipped through the last turn, then out of the Labyrinth and into open space. Axia caught a glimpse of Morel at the exit, morosely watching them go. Silencer, waiting beyond, was already coming about. Free of the fortress’s gravity plane and the confining maze, Vespid twisted wildly in three dimensions. A parting shot from the beholder went wide, wrecking a section of the maze in the process. Then the two ships accelerated to spelljamming speed, and the fortress of the Strangers vanished between blinks.
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			CHAPTER 
THIRTEEN

			The next hour was crowded. After the first quick jump, the two ships reunited, Vespid docking to its clamp on Silencer’s sterncastle. The wasp ship was a mess, its beautiful colored sails in tatters, one leg shot away, and iron shards embedded all along its upper decks.

			Its crew was something of a mess as well. Axia had a slash along her forearm, and Nia had a wound on her scalp that painted half her face with blood. Kori, though she’d been indoors and protected from the falling iron, bore cuts from Marya’s knives.

			Once they were docked, Helgi hurried up from the helm, and the two clerics set to work mending what they could. Helgi insisted on seeing to Axia first, as captain, and so she waited while the giff woman muttered a prayer and laid her hands on Axia’s sleeve. The cut tingled icily and vanished.

			“I’ll be in my quarters,” Axia said as Helgi turned to Kori.

			“And what course should we lay, Captain?” Brecher called from the main deck.

			“Just keep us moving for now, in case they follow,” Axia said. And give me a chance to figure out what in the Hells I do next.

			

			—

			Once she was alone, she dug out the sheaf of paper and spread it across her table.

			The majority of the writing was hasty, badly written scrawl. It was frustratingly illegible, jotted notes and numbers with no context. The word “Worldbreaker” appeared in several places, often circled and underlined, with arrows reaching out to other cryptic notes and phrases.

			But what really arrested her attention was on the last page. It was written in thick black ink over and through the rest of the scrawl, as though the author were in a hurry and didn’t have a spare page:

			If I forget: I started with Paramiis at the Bower.

			If I forget. Axia sat back in her chair, staring blankly at the ceiling. If I forget…

			“Axia?” Nia’s voice in her mind. “Are you all right?”

			I have no idea. Axia steeled herself and made a decision. “I’m okay. But I need to talk to both of you.”

			They arrived still looking like a couple of battle casualties, divine magic having removed the injuries but none of the blood and grime. Kori was still limping a little, while Nia’s tail drooped from exhaustion.

			“Well?” Kori said.

			“Well what?” Axia said.

			“The map.” She ran to the table and looked at the pages. “What’s all this?”

			“The contents of Blacktongue’s vault,” Axia said. “There’s no map, Kori. Nothing about Blacktongue’s treasure.”

			“That…can’t be right.” Kori shuffled through the pages. “Why would she keep this in the vault? There has to be some—”

			“Calm down,” Axia said. “I found something, I think, but—”

			“Calm down?” Kori stared up at her. “How am I supposed to—do you have any idea what I’ve done for this? It has to be there! Otherwise—otherwise there’s no gods-damned point to any of it—”

			“Love.” Nia came up from behind Kori and folded her arms around her frantic partner. “Hey. Axia’s right. Calm down.”

			“But—”

			“You’re okay.” Nia leaned down, burying her face in Kori’s curly hair and kissing the top of her skull. “We’re okay. We’ll deal with it.”

			“I…” Kori said weakly, then trailed off. She closed her eyes and let her head rest against Nia’s midriff. “Shit. Okay. Okay. I’m calm.”

			Nia rested her hands on Kori’s shoulders. “Are you?”

			“I am.” Kori opened her eyes. “What did you find?”

			“I’m not sure,” Axia said. “But whatever it is, Shard wanted it badly. He knew I wasn’t the real Blacktongue, and I think the whole reason he invited us to the Ball was so that we could open the vault for him.”

			“Before she vanished, the two of them were working together on something,” Nia said.

			“Shard implied that they were…close,” Axia said. She coughed, coloring. She’d forgotten that Kori had been watching. “Anyway. I don’t understand most of what’s here, but this seems clear enough. Except…”

			She slid the message across the table for them to see.

			If I forget.

			There was a long silence.

			“When you came to get me,” Axia said quietly, “you told me you were absolutely sure that I wasn’t Blacktongue. Because Blacktongue was dead.”

			“We tried all the magic we could find—” Kori began quickly.

			“And you still weren’t convinced,” Axia said. “ ‘Even gods can be fooled, sometimes,’ right?”

			“I mean.” Kori gave a weak laugh. “It’s not likely.”

			“You heard us?” Nia said gently.

			Axia nodded. The fading rush from the battle was dragging her down, and tears brimmed in her eyes. “You thought there was…doubt. But you didn’t tell me.”

			“We didn’t know you, remember,” Kori said. “You take the average person and tell them maybe they’re a legendary pirate queen, and they’d start to get a big head about it.”

			“And I might not agree to keep doing what you wanted, right?” Axia said. “Was that it?”

			“That was the plan,” Nia admitted slowly. “We didn’t know you. If you asked me today, I’d trust you with my life”—she gave a hollow laugh—“Hells, I think I have a dozen times, but we weren’t sure. Especially if we were right to doubt.”

			“Blacktongue,” Kori said, “was never the most cooperative of partners.”

			Axia rubbed her arm across her face, trying to maintain her anger. “So now what? What’s the verdict? Am I Blacktongue or not?”

			Another silence.

			“Sometimes…I think so,” Nia said.

			“You can fight like her,” Kori said. “Like on the neogi ship.”

			“But Blacktongue would never have let the colonists go,” Nia said. “She’d never have rescued the neogi prisoners.”

			“Shard said the same thing,” Axia said bitterly. She put her hand on the page again. “It says, ‘If I forget.’ Why would Blacktongue expect to forget anything?” She swallowed. “And if she did, say, lose her memory…could that turn her into me?”

			“I think,” Nia said slowly, “that there are things about a person that go deeper than memory.” She glanced down at Kori. “I could forget everything, but I’d still love her. I’m sure of it.”

			“Aw, you big softie,” Kori said, with a mischievous grin.

			“Don’t make me regret it,” Nia muttered. Her tail lashed. “I have a hard time believing you could be Blacktongue. She could be charming, if she wanted to be, but at her core she didn’t care about anyone but herself. She was—”

			“Hard,” Axia finished.

			Kori nodded in agreement. “And you aren’t.”

			Not yet. But Axia felt her shoulders unknotting a little.

			“I used to be excited about getting my memories back,” Axia said. “Getting my real self back. But I figured my real self would be…you know, me. Only better, I guess. But if it might be Blacktongue…” Her face twisted. “I saw the way people looked at me on Garaudia. Like they’d do anything to just get away from me. I don’t think I want to be someone who makes people feel like that.”

			“You don’t have to be,” Nia said. She glanced at Kori. “We’ll find some way out of this—”

			“What, just steal the Vespid and run?” Kori said. “That leaves us with nothing but a tiny ship and every criminal in Shatterspace on our trail. Pity we had to empty out the portable hole.”

			“And…” Axia trailed off, trying to put her feelings into words. “I can’t just leave. Whatever the truth is, I have to know. Otherwise, one day I could wake up and just not be me anymore.”

			“But Shard knows you’re not Blacktongue,” Nia pointed out. “If he wants to, he can spread that to every port in the system.”

			“And besides,” Kori said, “we can’t keep bribing the crew to take the high road. The longer we keep this up, the better the chance you’re going to have to do something you regret.”

			“I know.” Axia held up the page with the message again. “Do you know where this is? The Bower? That’s like a garden, right?”

			The pair looked at each other.

			“There’s a lot of gardens in Shatterspace,” Nia said slowly. “But if Blacktongue wrote that, she probably means the Bower of Learning. It’s the sort of place she’d go.”

			“Another pirate haven?” Axia said.

			“Not exactly,” Kori said. “But definitely outside the League’s jurisdiction.”

			“Then I want to go and find this Paramiis.” Axia set her jaw. “Blacktongue left this message, so she must have thought there’d be something to find. Maybe we can pick up her trail and find out what happened to her. Figure out what I am once and for all.”

			“It may be nothing,” Nia said. “A dead end.”

			“Then it’s a dead end,” Axia said. “And we figure out where to go from there.”

			“Darling,” Kori said. “Sweetness. I think you’re forgetting something important.”

			Nia raised an eyebrow.

			“We have to get out of here.” She kept her voice low, in spite of the closed door. “The clock is ticking. Shard and the rest of the Strangers will be after us, and the crew is going to expect us to find more plunder. We don’t have time to chase after ghosts; we need to plan an exit.” She glanced at Axia. “You can come with us if you want. We owe you that much. But if you want to push your luck here on Silencer you’re on your own.”

			“You want to just walk away?” Nia said. “Really?”

			“What choice do we have?” Kori said bitterly. “We thought we had a score worth burning our lives here for. We were wrong, and now we have to deal with that. When they find out Axia isn’t really Blacktongue, it’s not going to take them long to remember you and I were the ones who brought her back.”

			“You were so certain the treasure map would be in the vault,” Axia said, after a moment.

			“Yeah, yeah,” Kori said. “I get it, I screwed up. I thought it was the only place it could be, but obviously she was lying about the key—”

			“This has to be even more valuable, then,” Axia said. “Only logical, right?” She fanned the pages out again. “It says ‘Worldbreaker.’ ”

			Kori scoffed. “You can’t expect me to believe that Blacktongue was chasing after that myth.”

			A smile flickered across Nia’s face. “If Blacktongue was chasing it, maybe it wasn’t a myth.”

			“Or maybe she’d finally cracked in the head.” Kori looked from Nia to Axia and back. “I see what you’re trying to do, you know.”

			“I’m just saying there’s a chance,” Nia said.

			“A long shot,” Kori said.

			“This whole thing was a long shot, wasn’t it?” Nia said. “I don’t recall marrying someone who balked at a little risk.”

			“Hells.” Kori’s lip twisted as she looked up at her wife. “All right. As far as the Bower. But if that doesn’t pan out, we need to jump ship.”

			“Okay.” Axia sat back, more relieved than she could say. The thought of trying to continue on without Nia and Kori’s help made her stomach twist. “Thank you. Both of you.”

			“You’re still going to have to say something to the crew,” Nia said.

			“I have an idea,” Axia said. “Give me a little while to work on it.”

			

			—

			“A little while” ended up being until firstshift, because once the pair left, Axia’s exhaustion caught up with her and she missed thirdshift entirely. When she finally woke to the sun streaming in through the fish-eye window, she felt better rested than she had in days. A bath in Blacktongue’s magic tub rid her of the sweat and blood of yesterday’s excitement, and she selected a new outfit from the pirate captain’s wardrobe. She was starting to enjoy the way they looked on her, even if she still stayed away from a few drawers at the bottom.

			The crew was hard at work. A whole gang were climbing through the Vespid’s rigging, mending the shredded sails with fabric from Silencer’s hold. The patches were drab gray, standing out from the wasp ship’s colorful iridescence like a delicate flower afflicted with some horrible fungus. The missing leg couldn’t be replaced so easily, but a couple of crew were hammering on a stumpy, peg-like fixture. It lacked the clever joints and springs of the original, but the ship would at least be able to land.

			When Axia emerged, the activity gradually stopped and pirates across the ship turned to look at her. Bloodstain, Scalpel, and Kizik were closest, having been at sword practice on the closed cargo shutters. The plasmoid sheathed their blade and grew a thin pseudopod to offer a salute.

			“Cap’n!” they said. “Glad t’ see yer in one piece.”

			“To escape from a beholder is a mighty feat,” Kizik said mentally. His mandibles clicked respectfully.

			“B-b-but I guess negotiations didn’t go so well?” Scalpel said. It twirled its sword, hand rotating on its wrist joint with a burst of steam.

			“Where’s Brecher?” Axia said.

			“Sir!” One of the other uniformed giff stomped her feet and saluted sharply. “The sergeant-major is in his cabin, sir! He stayed up through darkshift directing repairs, sir!”

			That could be good news, Axia reflected. Brecher was the one she most needed to convince but doing so might be easier once they were underway.

			“Fair enough.” She raised her voice. “Listen up, all of you!”

			There were murmurs as the pirates clustered around, leaning against the rails of the upper decks or hanging from the Vespid’s rigging. Axia raised her hands and waited until they were quiet.

			“Now, you all might have noticed that our exit from the Labyrinth was a little hurried. Apparently we’d overstayed our welcome!” A chuckle ran through the crew when Axia grinned. “I got Shard to invite me here because I knew he was planning a big job. A serious prize, with danger to match. While I was in there, I pilfered the info from him, and when he found out, he was pissed.”

			“What kind o’ prize?” Bloodstain said. “Specie? Ships?”

			“Even better. Magic. The old, powerful kind. The kind any League government would pay us a fortune for.” Axia let her smile grow broader. “We’re going to beat the Strangers to it and prove we’re the nastiest bunch of grape-tossing, book-shirking pirates in the whole gods-damned system!”

			That got her a raucous cheer. A few faces looked dubious, but the momentum was clearly on her side, and soon they were shouting with the rest. Bloodstain, who didn’t have a face to read, waited until the rest had quieted down again before speaking.

			“Aye, Cap’n, sounds a grand one! An’ where shall we be settin’ our course?”

			“Our first stop,” Axia said, “is the Bower of Learning.”

			

			—

			Later, while asteroids streamed past the cabin windows, Axia unearthed the journal.

			I really ought to tell Kori and Nia about it. But it still felt private, somehow. Something shared between her and Blacktongue, part of whatever weird link connected them. I still don’t understand how it really works.

			Touching the book still made her fingers buzz. When she opened it, the pages seemed to turn of their own accord, words blurring past. Axia closed her eyes and concentrated.

			Shard. Whatever this was, it all went back to Shard. What were he and Blacktongue up to together?

			The pages steadied under her fingers. She opened her eyes, but all she managed to read before the vision overtook her was a single fragment: At the Strangers’ Ball, it’s important to sleep with one eye open—
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			I always sleep lightly, of course, but never more so than here. Out on the spacelanes there’re only navy ships and bounty hunters to worry about; here in the Labyrinth there are my fellow pirates, thieves, and traitors, who by definition are a less than trustworthy lot. Plus, I’ve been dangling some bait in the water, waiting to see what comes up. It might be an offer, or it might be a knife.

			When the door to my room opens in the dead of darkshift, therefore, it takes only moments before I’m wide awake. I don’t sit up or shout for help or anything foolish like that. Whoever the intruder is will be expecting that.

			Instead, I let my arm flop out of bed. My fingers silently brush a couple of pillows I laid down, questing beneath them to find the hard shape of a sword hilt. My cutlass grip slips into my palm, comfortable as if it were cast from a mold of my fingers. Then I wait, breathing slow, as nearly imperceptible footsteps come closer.

			Who will it be? Emrazar, tired of me nipping at his heels? Karrank, that bloated sack of pus? Or one of the other captains, intrigued by my hints and inclined to strong-arm the truth?

			The next footfall is right beside the bed, and I hear the shiver of drawn steel.

			I yank the cutlass free. It glows with a faint, cold light, but it’s as good as a torch in the total darkness of the bedroom. The figure over me has a blade of his own, a thin straight-bladed sword he’s bringing down slow, as though hoping to lay it at my throat.

			Rookie mistake. Should have gone for the killing blow. Easy enough to extract answers afterward, if you know what you’re doing.

			My cutlass slaps his blade aside and slashes upward, ripping through his chest in a welter of blood. At the same time, I tangle my legs in his, tripping him up while I roll aside. He collapses onto the bed, ruining the silk sheets, while I pop up in the middle of the small bedroom and snarl at the lamps.

			“Hellfire.”

			They obediently burst to life, gouting insubstantial flames and flooding the room with light. I blink away shimmering ghosts and focus on my assailant, who lies on his back in my bed. He’s tall and dressed in black, eyes covered by a pair of dark glasses now knocked askew. It takes me a moment to recognize him from the Ball. Shard, a pirate of some renown. He’d nosed around my bait, acted interested, even flirty. But he’s not human, not anymore. Which means—

			He flows to his feet, wickedly fast, sword already in hand. His dark shirt hangs loose, slashed in two, and beneath the bloody stain his well-muscled chest is already whole and unmarred. His strength jars my arm as I parry, and I duck the next blow and try for a lunge. He sidesteps and turns, and we spin around each other at the same moment, swords slamming together between us. His face is inches away, and I see him grin, lips pulling back from sharpened fangs.

			“That really hurts, you know,” he says, with a mock pout. “And my shirt is ruined.”

			“Oh, I’m terribly sorry!” I give him a grin of my own. “I have such a negative reaction toward people trying to kill me in the middle of the night.”

			“I wasn’t going to kill you,” he says. “Not if you behaved.”

			“Small chance of that.”

			I break away from the clinch—with his strength, it’s a losing game—and slash to keep him back, opening the distance. He follows more cautiously, testing me with feints that I ignore. When he commits to an attack, I bull forward, turning inside his reach to surprise him. I slam the hilt of the cutlass into his throat and spin away before he can grab me, leaving him with a slash on the ribs as a parting gift.

			He sways for a moment, then croaks, “Poor choice of target. I don’t need to breathe.”

			“Maybe I just want to shut you up.”

			“Whereas I just want you to talk.”

			“You should have just bought me a drink, then.”

			“I find that I trust people more when I have my sword at their throat.” He eyes me appreciatively, and it occurs to me that I’m not wearing much more than a few wisps of silk. “Though if you wanted to get a drink afterward, it could be arranged.”

			My pack is on the other side of the room. Poor planning, nothing to be done about it now. The only way out is through, and specifically through Shard.

			I charge, pretending a wild swing. He’s too smart for that, but when I turn it into a brutal low cut he goes for that, batting my sword away. I let it slip from my fingers and slide past him, ducking his return cut and diving for the pack. He spins toward me, but I’m already rooting through the pouches, and as he gets close I find what I’m looking for and jam it in his face.

			Blessed water from the Springs of Meroe. A thousand gold pieces a vial, guaranteed holy or your money back.

			I don’t even have to drip it on him. The vial is wrought silver, carved with holy symbols and juiced with divine power, the sacred water within glowing a faint blue; its mere presence is enough. He recoils from it with a hiss, backing away. I press forward, scooping up my sword in my other hand and driving him back against the wall beside my bed. He tries to bring his own blade up, and I smash it from his limp fingers. I keep the vial pressed against his chest, hearing his flesh sizzle, while I lay my sword at his throat.

			“Well?” I tell him. “Should I trust you now?”

			He squirms, glasses sliding down his nose. “I would prefer it to the alternative?”

			I kiss him. It’s either that or cut his head off. He stiffens in surprise but leans into me in spite of the crackle of blackening flesh against the vial. I shove back.

			“That,” he says when I pull away to breathe, “was unexpected. But welcome,” he adds hastily, seeing the look in my eye.

			“Always wanted to know what it was like to kiss a bloodsucker,” I murmur, brushing my lips across his.

			“And?” he says.

			“Cold,” I tell him honestly. My tongue slips back into his mouth, and I prick it on the end of one of his fangs. I can feel him react as he tastes the blood, like a jolt of electricity. “But with a delightful bit of danger.”

			My hands are pulling the tattered remains of his shirt off, and I feel him shudder as I touch the blackened spot where the vial was pressed. He raises one eyebrow.

			“I’m still a little bit…ah…covered in blood.”

			“Do I look like I give a damn?” I grin wider and toss him onto the bed.

			

			—

			Axia blinked and shook her head. She was breathing hard, heart pounding. Very carefully, she skipped forward a couple of pages, glanced at the text, blushed furiously, and skipped a few more.
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			I lie in the darkened room, watching the faint light from my cutlass reflected in the polished iron ceiling, letting myself breathe slow and easy. Beside me, the sheets rustle as Shard turns over.

			“So now what?” I ask him.

			“I could drink your blood,” he says, right into my ear. His lips are nearly pressed against my throat. “Make you into my eternal servant.”

			I pick up the vial and wave it at him. “I could shove this somewhere very unpleasant.”

			“Noted.”

			“I assume you’re here because of what I talked about at dinner.”

			“You intimated that you had a…clue.”

			“I do. But I need help running it down.” I turn to face him. “I need a partner.”

			“And if we find it?” he says. “What will you do?”

			I can’t tell him the truth, of course. I put my grin back on.

			“Whatever the Hells I want,” I say. “Naturally.”

			

			—

			Even then, lying side by side in the ruined bed, each of us was planning to betray the other. And each of us knew that, and knew that the other one knew it. But it suited us, for the moment, to pretend otherwise. You have to be harder than the rest in order to survive.

			Axia thought about the disjointed notes. The Worldbreaker. That has to be it. She and Shard were looking for it together.

			She shut the book and rolled over. When she shut her eyes, sleep didn’t come.
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			CHAPTER 
FOURTEEN

			“I thought you said it was a statue,” Axia said. “What’s it supposed to look like?”

			“A centaur?” Kizik guessed.

			“A threshing machine?” Annithor suggested.

			“Don’t be a pack o’ fools,” Bloodstain said. “It’s obviously one o’ my kind, and a mighty one at that. Who else could ’ave so many limbs?”

			“Actually,” Kori said in Axia’s ear, “I heard they couldn’t agree on the design so they just started building. Next thing you know it’s got four heads and three arms.”

			This explanation certainly sounded plausible. The Bower of Learning hung in space off Silencer’s bow, another city-port as strange, in its way, as Garaudia and its giant turtle shell. Ordinary asteroids with water and atmosphere were few and far between, and they’d been claimed by ordinary, law-abiding folk. The pirates and outcasts of Shatterspace had grown adept at making their homes in the nooks and crannies.

			In this case, it had started with gnomes. An experiment in breeding hyperproductive crops had created a kind of free-floating bush that grew so fast you could see it moving, woody shoots and tendrils drilling into every available surface as its leaves spread toward the sun. It had filled its unfortunate inventor’s room before she knew what was happening, and only the timely intervention of several colleagues with axes prevented her from being crushed. Nevertheless, the gnomes considered this a great stride forward, only marred somewhat by the fact that the bush was completely inedible and threatened to take over any asteroid or ship it was planted on. The leaders of the Rock of Bral, where the experiment had taken place, had promptly thrown the gnomes and their creation into space aboard the first available ship.

			Not to be deterred, the diminutive inventors had left League territory entirely in search of somewhere to set up shop. Before they found a likely spot, however, the bush broke free from its inadequate containment and grew rapidly across their entire vessel, forcing the crew to take shelter in the rigging. By the time another ship found them, they’d been reduced to eating their task organizers. But the rescuers found that the plant—now an ovoid mass of branches and leaves centered on the crushed remnants of the ship—had provided them with water and, most important, air.

			Thus the gnomes had, quite inadvertently, created the home they’d been looking for. Further ships and small asteroids encouraged the bush to expand and tangle them in its vegetable grasp, expanding the available territory. Careful application of druidic magic crafted shelters and walkways out of interwoven branches and created epiphytic gardens stretched across the bush’s canopy. A century or so later, the gnomes and their allies were still tending the somewhat misshapen growth of their creation, which had become well known as a refuge for heretics, natural philosophers, and oddballs of all sorts.

			The massive plant was big enough now to have a spherical gravity well like a proper asteroid. The space around it was full of small warships, most identifiable as gnome-built by the way pieces kept falling off them. A variety of signal lights blinked in Silencer’s direction, all using different codes and colors. As Axia watched, one of them exploded into a swarm of glowing sparks as the enormous fireflies broke free of their cage.

			“Gnomes,” Kori said. “Always coming up with fancy ways to do things we’ve got ordinary, uncomplicated magic for.”

			Brecher harrumphed, his lips curling in unconcealed distaste. “Bloody fireworks merchants.”

			“Can you really complain about people who love explosions?” Axia said.

			Brecher snorted. “Giff weapons only explode when they’re supposed to.”

			“Should I answer them, Captain?” Kizik sent telepathically.

			“Don’t bother,” Kori said. “We’ll take the Vespid in from here, slow and steady. Hopefully nobody shoots at us.”

			“In regards to that.” Brecher bent nearer, though he seemed incapable of whispering. “I really think I should accompany you this time, Captain. It may be dangerous.”

			“A bunch of gnomes and scholars?” Axia forced a laugh. “The danger is out here. The Strangers have more than enough magic to pick up our trail. We need a strong hand in command of Silencer in case of emergency.”

			“Some of my subordinates, then,” he said.

			“We’ll be fine, Sergeant-Major.” Axia put a hand on her cutlass. “Or don’t you think I can handle myself?”

			Brecher’s expression was sour, but he held his tongue. Still, Axia didn’t relax until she, Nia, and Kori were safely aboard the Vespid. Having Brecher and his people around would have made asking the question they needed to ask next to impossible.

			Nia and Kori played a brief game that involved much smacking of hands into palms and grumbling, the outcome of which apparently meant it was Kori’s turn to take the helm. Axia stood on the foredeck and waved to the crew as they disengaged the docking clamps and Vespid lifted gently off and headed for the surface of the Bower of Learning.

			Compared to every other asteroid she’d seen—even Zolreng, with its extensive farms—the Bower was so green it nearly hurt the eye to look at. The dark leaves of the gnomish bush that formed its basic structure were shot through with brighter colors: leafy trees, fields of bright green vines, and even the yellow-brown of ripe wheat. Small buildings were everywhere, though often hard to pick out—the bush grew across them as it did everything else, so over time what started as a house became a sort of cave. If you wanted to have windows, Axia imagined it took constant pruning.

			Once they entered the atmosphere, the air was fresh and cool, with a petrichor hint of rain. There was no dock, as such, but the Forum—a sort of central gathering place—had open fields all around it, and Kori brought them down beside a gnomish paddle-wheel trawler and a strange contraption with four scorpion claws. A pair of hamsters were tethered beside the gnome ship, chomping happily at a pile of grain, and the sight of them brought Axia an unexpected pang of homesickness. I hope Flotsam’s all right.

			“Right,” she said aloud, turning away. “So how do we find Paramiis?”

			“Ask around, apparently.” Nia was looking over the rail with fascination. “There’s no plan to anything here, so all you can do is beg for directions.”

			“Correction,” Kori said, emerging from the helm room. “There are about seventeen different plans, and an equal number of planning bodies engaged in a bureaucratic fight to the death over them. But nobody takes notice of any of it.”

			“You seem cheerful,” Axia observed.

			“She likes the tinker types,” Nia said, with the hint of a smile. “Even if she won’t usually admit it.”

			“I like them in occasional doses,” Kori said, swinging herself easily onto the rope ladder. “A constant diet of them can be a bit much.”

			The actual surface of the Bower was easier to walk on than Axia had feared. It was covered in waxy dark green leaves, which made her feel like her feet were about to plunge through, but underneath was a tightly interwoven network of springy branches that took her weight with only a bit of give. It felt like walking across an enormous wicker basket. Nia stomped her boots delightedly.

			“You’ve never been here before?” Axia said.

			The tiefling shook her head. “Kori lived here for a while, but that was before we were together.”

			“Less ‘lived’ than ‘hid out,’ ” Kori said, leading the way toward the Forum. “There’s not much call for my talents here. Nobody owns enough to be worth stealing.”

			The Forum, grandly named, was really just a large circular open space roughly enclosed by a ring of buildings. On many of them, the bush had already climbed high enough that it had to be hacked away from the doorways, and Kori explained that when they were completely engulfed the owners simply built another story on top. Colorful signs advertised everything from metalwork to glassware to rare herbs, and every second shop seemed to offer paper or printing.

			The results of the latter trade were strewn across the Forum, a layer of pamphlets like impromptu paving, soggy and shredding but always being renewed by fresh offerings from a horde of pamphleteers. They shouted at the top of their lungs while practically hurling their pamphlets at any passerby who made eye contact.

			“Urgent! Invest with Frug and be part of the next great leap in pyromandibular science!”

			“Biddle overturns Mun’s theory of gravitation! Read it here!”

			“Roonib to debate Cloon on experimental theology! Two gets you five!”

			The rest of the inhabitants of the Forum continued about their business as though this cacophony didn’t exist, except that they had to lean close to one another to speak and be heard. Many of them were gnomes in heavily embellished suits and dresses, although a significant minority wore off-white togas. These, Axia gathered, were the scholars, and their number included a wide variety of other species as well. In addition to the organic citizens, there were mechanical imitations, gnome-shaped constructs like Scalpel in a fantastic variety of styles, powered by steam or clockwork or miniature hamsters running on wheels inside their chests.

			All in all it was a little intimidating even for seasoned pirates. Axia had never thought of herself as tall, but now she felt like a great lumbering lummox in a sea of short, nimble bodies. Nia had it even worse, rising out of the crowd like a seamount. Kori, closer to the gnomes’ level, took the lead.

			“So,” Axia said, “do we just start asking people at random?”

			“Pretty much,” Kori said.

			“Excuse me,” Axia said to the nearest gnome. This had absolutely no effect.

			“We’re looking—” Nia began, but her target had already moved on. “Hello? Can you—”

			After a few more moments of this, they both glared at Kori, who was obviously enjoying their discomfiture. She grinned and rolled her eyes.

			“There’s a little trick to it, see?” Kori dug her hand into her purse, produced a small stack of coins, and shouted at the top of her voice, “Twenty silver to anyone who can tell me where to find a scholar called Paramiis!”

			There was an immediate scramble, scholars in flapping white togas pushing and shoving to get close to her. Those who secured a place in the front row immediately turned around and began negotiating with the gnomes behind them to find someone who actually knew the answer to the question. A second and third layer formed before a luckless errand boy admitted he’d heard the name, and by Axia’s count Kori’s payment was split among at least five people. The rest wandered away, grumbling and brushing dirt from their togas.

			“I thought scholars were supposed to be above material concerns,” Axia said.

			“That’s just fancy talk for ‘broke,’ ” Kori said. “Trust me, they’re worse than pirates when there’s coin at stake.”

			

			—

			Paramiis’s home was in another part of the Bower, amid a community of practical philosophers. After a quick hop around the curve of the asteroid, Kori set the Vespid down near a cluster of shacks. A small group of individuals in threadbare togas gathered to meet them as they descended, all talking at once.

			“Debate, ma’am? I’ll debate you on any topic. One silver piece, very reasonable!”

			“He couldn’t debate his way out of a rotten sack! For one silver I will demolish your preconceptions in any area you care to name.”

			“Your mind will be blown when you hear my new theory of—”

			“Never mind that, have you considered the true nature of beingness?”

			“If a tree falls in a forest and only one person is there to hear, and that person gets crushed by the falling tree, then can it really be said to—”

			“Are any of you named Paramiis?” Kori said over the tumult.

			At first this only caused the noise to increase, but when she shouted it a second time there was a stir by one of the shacks. The crowd of gnomes and humans reluctantly parted to reveal a plasmoid, their blue-green body swathed in a toga. Short, wispy hairs all across their surface rippled in regular waves, as though in a current.

			“I’m Paramiis,” they said. “What’s—”

			The plasmoid stopped. There was no obvious way to tell what they were looking at, but Axia got the feeling they were staring at her. The other philosophers fell silent for a moment, too, not sure how this would play out.

			“I was hoping to speak to you,” Axia said. Remembering what Kori had said, she added, “We’ll make it worth your while.”

			“Of course,” Paramiis said, recovering. “I welcome another meeting with such an illustrious client. Come in, come in!”

			The three of them followed the plasmoid to the door to their shack. Behind them, the rest of the philosophers whispered, and Axia was pretty sure she heard the name “Blacktongue.” We’ll need to get out of here before the rumors spread too far.

			Paramiis’s home was surprisingly big, with spacious rooms walled off from the ubiquitous bush by wooden boards. Several glowing crystals illuminated a tremendous quantity of stuff: filthy, broken objects of every imaginable variety spreading out from the corners of every space and threatening to engulf the whole area. In the center of the main room, a few things had been carefully cleaned and given pride of place on a table: a plain-looking pot, an iron cooking surface, and a piece of carved wood that might have once been a statue.

			“Apologies, apologies,” Paramiis said. “It’s a mess, it’s always a mess. I specialize in antiquities, you see, and most of those are buried somewhere. And then people bring me things they find buried, and I have to explain that just because valuable things are covered in dirt, not everything covered in dirt is valuable!” The scholar rounded on them. “All old news to you, I’m sure, Captain Blacktongue. Pretty bold of you to talk about making it worth my while when you never paid your bill the last time!”

			“Last time?” Axia prompted.

			“Yes, yes, last time!” Paramiis sprouted several small arms and rummaged in one of the piles. “We had an agreement. An agreement! I was going to get off this horrible place and away from my so-called colleagues—aha!” They extracted a grubby piece of paper. “Here is a copy of the bill I gave you. Thought I’d lost it, eh?”

			Blinking, Axia took the page and read it while Paramiis’s cilia beat in furious triumph. It was possible to make out a few smudged numbers under the dirt, but not enough to make any sense.

			“Listen,” Kori said, coming forward. “Blacktongue always pays her debts. Everyone knows that.”

			“The evidence suggests otherwise!” Paramiis huffed. “And who might you be, anyway?”

			“I’m Kori, and this is Nia. We’re on Blacktongue’s crew.”

			“Aha! Brought your thugs with you, eh? A couple of heavies to lean on me? Well, I won’t be intimidated! A deal is a deal, you—”

			“Can I ask,” Nia said, reading the bill over Axia’s shoulder, “how much the captain owes you?”

			“Forty-six gold, seven silver, three copper,” Paramiis said promptly. “Plus seven gold, three silver, six and one-half copper in interest at the going rate, compounded annually.”

			“I think we can cover that,” Axia said. “Including the interest. But I’m going to need a small favor.”

			Paramiis huffed, cilia waving. “It had better be small. Big favors cost extra.”

			“I need you to tell me everything you…told me. Before, I mean.”

			Again, Axia felt herself the subject of the plasmoid’s eyeless gaze, this time full of incredulity.

			“Sorry,” they said. “Did you forget? I distinctly remember seeing you write everything down. Have you lost—”

			“Listen,” Kori said, extracting a fistful of gold coins from her purse. “Do you want to get paid or not?”

			“Technically,” the scholar said, “I should be paid regardless, for services already rendered.”

			“I have a hard time believing that a scholar of your reputation would quibble over minor details,” Axia said, trying another tack. It was the right move; Paramiis drew themself up and straightened their toga.

			“Well, yes. Well. Very well.” They extended a pseudopod, and Kori grudgingly started counting out coins. “Ahem. Shall I start from the beginning?”

			“Please,” said Nia, who was trying hard to keep from laughing.

			“Captain Blacktongue—that is, you—came to visit me some three years previously. We had corresponded briefly, and I had been made aware that you shared my interest in primordial Ghyra.”

			“The planet that was destroyed by the Worldbreaker,” Axia said.

			“Yes, indeed,” the plasmoid said, falling into a familiar scholarly cadence in spite of the odd situation. “The planet whose broken remains form the foundation for the many settlements of Shatterspace, and whose demise indeed gives our sphere its very name. As you might imagine, little is known of it. It was destroyed so long ago as to be beyond the memories of the gods themselves, or so say the divinities when questioned on such matters, if they answer at all. And yet the void is the great preserver. On a planet, wind and rain would long ago have reshaped the very rocks, but there is no limit to how long some things can survive tumbling endlessly in Wildspace. There are hints, tantalizing traces—”

			“Let’s stay on course, please,” Kori said. “What did the captain want to know?”

			Paramiis ruffled their cilia. “She—you—wanted to know who was the greatest authority in the system on all matters Ghyran. I got the feeling that you had been searching for some time.”

			“And is that you?” Axia said.

			“Alas, I cannot claim the honor. My own interests are more eclectic, involving material remains from a wide variety of eras, primarily the First Settlers and the Second Conflagration—” Catching Kori’s expression, the plasmoid stopped and wriggled a little. “But I do have contact with a wide variety of fellow-thinkers, and if I may be so bold to say so, I am considered the very best when it comes to acquiring and restoring historical objects. Captain Blacktongue was—is—right to come to me.”

			“So what did you tell me?” Axia said.

			“There are many with a passing interest in the stories of the Worldbreaker and Ghyra. But for one scholar it has the character of an obsession, and he has become the greatest repository of knowledge on the primordial sphere. His name is Omnezeroi, and if anyone can answer questions about Ghyra, he can.”

			“Great,” Kori said. “Where do we find him?”

			“His home is not on any conventional charts,” the plasmoid said, with a hint of pride. “I only know its location because we correspond, very occasionally, on the subject of Ghyran relics. He is positively obsessed with them, as I said, and eager to acquire any that might fall into my hands. At the time the captain last visited, in fact, I had a delivery ready for him, and I let her take it so that she might have a better chance at securing his favor.” Paramiis gave a nervous wave of his cilia. “I have heard Omnezeroi takes a dim view of being disturbed for any other reason.”

			“Have you got another delivery now?”

			“Alas, no. Such finds are rare indeed. And if you did visit him previously, then I advise against doing it again—I’ve heard he can be very touchy—”

			“We can handle a grumpy scholar or two,” Kori said. “Let’s have those directions.”

			Axia held out the grubby receipt, and Paramiis extruded a tendril to grab a pencil, then scribbled a set of orbital figures on the back.

			“Again, be cautious,” they said. “I would not want Omnezeroi to think I am giving out his address casually—what is that?”

			Axia frowned. Someone was shouting outside. Several someones, actually, and it was getting louder by the moment. Something was evidently happening.

			“I have a bad feeling about this,” Nia said.

			“Yeah,” Kori said. “I think we’re done here.”

			“Our business is concluded,” Paramiis said, shoving the receipt back into Axia’s hands and cradling the stack of coins. “Please call on me again, if you have any other work and are willing to pay appropriately. I bid you good day.”

			Somebody screamed. Axia shoved the paper in her pocket and dashed out the door, the other two hard on her heels.

			Night had come early to this part of the Bower, a vast shadow falling across the little community of philosophers. With the sun blotted out, stars blazed around a many-legged silhouette overhead, the shape of a truly titanic spider. When Kori saw it, she spat a string of profanity that Axia didn’t recognize.

			“That’s the Deathspider, isn’t it?” Nia said.

			“Has to be,” Kori said. At Axia’s glance, she added, “It belongs to—”

			“Scholars of the Bower,” a voice boomed. An image snapped into being, hovering under the belly of the enormous ship, showing an equally enormous neogi reclining on a velvet-lined couch, limbs encrusted with gold and silver jewelry. “I am Fleetlord Karrank. Ssss. I have come to find the pirate called Blacktongue.” An image of Axia hovered beside him, much larger than life. “Anyone who brings her to me will be rewarded. Any who aid her will be destroyed.”

			

			—

			“Back to the Vespid,” Kori said. “Fast and quiet, before they catch on.”

			Axia wished she’d brought her hooded cloak. The Blacktongue wig, with its bright red mass of curls, wasn’t exactly meant to be inconspicuous. She tried to keep her head down and lurked behind Nia as they edged their way out of the little community toward where the ship was waiting.

			Overhead, the Deathspider was turning, and sunlight swept across the land again. The reason quickly became obvious—the motley fleet that had greeted Silencer were closing with it, paddle wheels churning and hamsters running at full speed. Numinous auras built up around several of the distant shapes, and Axia imagined excited gnome engineers charging up their experimental superweapons.

			This analysis of the situation was confirmed when two of the gnome ships exploded of their own accord. Strange energy crackled from others, and brilliant lightning snapped out and played across Deathspider’s hull. Another ship had deployed an ungainly thing like six ballistae strapped together, which successfully hurled a half dozen bolts at the neogi ship while simultaneously throwing the weapon backward over the gnome ship’s tail. More conventional mangonels lofted their projectiles high, stones crashing against Deathspider’s upper deck while glass globes burst into plumes of fire, puffs of gas, or strange gooey liquid.

			None of it seemed to make much impression, however. The eager gnomes had shot their bolt too soon, and most of their weapons had struck only the outer hull. Deathspider’s vast, bulbous rear section was opening up, revealing a honeycomb of interior decks, complete with ranks of heavy weapons. Ballistae opened fire in a concentrated barrage, and the storm of bolts tore the closest gnome ships apart. In the depths of the neogi ship, vast counterweight engines creaked into action, hurling stone blocks the size of cattle. When one of these monstrous projectiles impacted a gnome ship, it simply didn’t stop, tearing through wood as though it were parchment and emerging on the other side barely slowed.

			Axia’s attention was drawn from the one-sided battle in the sky by Kori’s hand on her shoulder. Vespid was in sight beyond a last line of shacks, but a collection of toga-clad scholars had assembled to block their path. In the lead was a very tall, very old man with pale, liver-spotted skin and knobbly knees, holding up one hand in the traditional posture of rhetorical address.

			“Ahem,” he said. “You would be Blacktongue, I think?”

			“Am I allowed to say no?” Axia said.

			“Really don’t have time for a debate right now,” Kori said. Another gnome ship exploded after shedding a dozen gnomes, who drifted sedately toward the ground under experimental emergency parachutes. A hamster followed them down with a chute of its own. “Out of the way.”

			“My friends,” the old man said, “I come to you with a plea, not in the name of avarice, but grounded in the rights of all sentient beings to life and liberty. To wit, if you are unwilling to surrender yourself to these neogi, the harm inflicted on the Bower and its honorable residents would be enormously greater than the corresponding harm to yourself if you did surrender. It behooves you, therefore, to shift the metaphorical trolley lever, confident in the fact that your action will create the greatest good for the greatest number.”

			“I’m sorry,” Axia said, feeling a stir of guilt. “I didn’t mean for this to happen. If I can just—”

			“I tried,” the old philosopher said wearily, and drew a long cudgel from inside his robes. “Get ’em, lads!”

			“You have got to be kidding me,” Nia said before she was bowled over by a pudgy scholar wielding a rolling pin. As they tumbled across the springy ground, her knee smashed into his groin, and she clambered up and left him groaning behind her. “What now?”

			“Get to the ship!” Kori said. She caught a gnomish academic by the beard, yanked him down and vaulted to his shoulders, then jumped for a clear space beyond.

			“Try not to actually kill anyone!” Axia said.

			She dodged the old man’s cudgel, swept his legs out from under him with a kick, then rolled to one side as a pair of gnomes leapt for her with flying tackles. They collided with each other and dropped, but the old man had her ankle, and he hung on like a dog with a favorite bone no matter how she kicked.

			“Release!” Kori shouted, and her voice had the strange, shivery echo Axia remembered from Zolreng. The old man let go at once, looking at his hands in shock, and Axia scrambled free. A bulky dwarf woman was in her path, arms spread like a wrestler, but Axia charged straight through her and cracked her chin with an elbow, leaping over her toppling body.

			Then they were past, sprinting for the Vespid, which sat just beyond the ring of shacks. The wasp ship was slightly off-kilter thanks to its peg leg, but Axia had never seen a more welcome sight. Kori hit the rope ladder first, moving with her usual agility, and ran straight for the helm.

			“Can you see Silencer?” Axia said when she and Nia reached the foredeck.

			The tiefling shook her head. “They’re on the other side of the Bower. Hopefully the neogi haven’t spotted them.”

			“Here we go,” Kori said. “Getting the hell out of here.”

			Vespid rose straight up, just in time to keep the crowd of enraged philosophers from grabbing its legs. The Bower’s lush green surface fell away, but only for a moment. The ship lurched abruptly downward, nearly skimming the tops of a line of trees, and a moment later one of the giant boulders zipped through the space where they’d been and tore a wide gap in the bush’s outmost layer.

			“Gods above,” Nia swore.

			“I heard that!” Kori shouted. “And so did Sky Daddy! No unbelievers on a battlefield.”

			“Force of habit,” Nia said through gritted teeth. “Can you please just fly?”

			“Bit of a problem with that,” Kori said.

			Green-on-green landscape continued to unroll in front of them. The Deathspider was astern and well overhead, its multi-legged shape outlined against the dim stars, having left the remnants of the gnome flotilla broken and burning behind it.

			“I see you, little pirate,” Karrank boomed, his enormous illusory shape still floating beside the ship. “Ssss. You can run, but there is no hiding from this. Your arrogance will be punished at last.”

			“They don’t want to come down here,” Axia observed.

			“Probably have to secure the ship for the gravity well,” Nia agreed.

			“But if I climb too high, they’ll be practically on top of us, and all those ballistae will turn us into dwarf cheese,” Kori said.

			“You will learn respect!” Karrank shrieked. “You humans will all learn who the true masters are!”

			Another boulder plummeted toward them, which Kori deftly dodged. Axia winced as it plowed into some scholar’s elaborate stargazing gazebo, throwing telescopes around like matchsticks.

			“And in the meantime they can keep taking potshots at us until they get lucky,” Nia said.

			“I am open to suggestions,” Kori snarled.

			“There!” Axia said, pointing ahead.

			One of the “limbs” of the Bower’s maybe-humanoid shape was approaching, a vast protuberance that might have been an arm, a leg, or a plasmoid’s pseudopod. Houses clung to the sides of it, stacked one on top of the other.

			“Think we can get them to run into it?” Kori said.

			“I doubt it,” Axia said. “But I bet we can turn harder than they can. Put it between us—”

			“Got it!” Kori crowed. “Coming up.”

			Vespid jerked to one side to avoid another trebuchet stone, then headed for the outcrop. From its high vantage, the Deathspider matched them, its turn slightly wider to keep it well clear of collision. Houses sailed past the port rail, surprised residents on their balconies staring at the wasp ship as it went by. Axia looked over her shoulder, watching as they rounded the spire and the bulk of it began to occlude the neogi ship.

			“Now!” she shouted.

			Kori banked the Vespid hard, swinging into a much tighter turn. The force of it threw Axia against the rail, hanging on for dear life as the wasp ship heeled over. The sails flapped madly, and they were so close to the spire that onlookers there could have reached out and grabbed a handful of fabric.

			Abruptly the turn ended, and Axia’s stomach dropped into her boots instead as the Vespid clawed for altitude. They’d come completely around the pillar and back into the Deathspider’s view, but the tight maneuver while out of sight had them heading opposite to the direction the neogi had expected. The Deathspider responded immediately with a turn of its own, but the dreadnaught’s bulk made for ponderous steering. The Vespid shot underneath her and into the Bower’s upper atmosphere, chased by a few hopeless ballista bolts as the range opened rapidly.

			“What?” Karrank said in response to an unseen query. His head snapped round, straining away from his bloated body. “After them, fools! Ssss. All of you will be food for my young!”

			“Smoked ’em!” Kori shouted. “Time for a diet, you great fat spider.”

			“You know,” Nia said, relaxing her grip on the rail, “you’re not half bad at this captain thing, Axia.”

			“Thanks, I guess,” Axia said, flushing a little. “Where’s Silencer?”

			“No way we can dock like this,” Kori said. “Love, can you let them know where we’re headed?”

			“On it,” Nia said, closing her eyes for a moment and muttering arcane syllables. “Helgi confirms they’ll be there.”

			“I’m surprised Brecher isn’t itching to attack,” Axia said.

			“Even he’s not that stupid,” Kori said. “Not quite.”

			The pale blue of the Bower’s atmosphere was fading rapidly to black as they ascended. The stars came into view. The Deathspider had finally come about, beginning its own climb out of the atmosphere, but they had a substantial lead.

			“Think they can follow us?” Axia said.

			“They managed it this far,” Kori said.

			“We’re going to have to figure out how.” Nia looked around the ship with suspicion.

			“Later,” Kori said. “We’re clear of the Bower. Omnezeroi, here we come.”

			The stars flowed smoothly into motion, and the Bower of Learning and the Deathspider flickered and vanished behind them.
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			CHAPTER 
FIFTEEN

			The location Paramiis had provided for the sage was a considerable distance sunward of the Bower. This was a region of space that rarely saw ships—the asteroids were densely packed, but the intense heat of the sun boiled off air and water and left them as nothing but bleached rocks, unsuitable for settlement. Treasure hunters and outlaws were the only regular visitors, and neither were big on making maps, so there were no convenient navigation points along the way.

			When they dropped out of spelljamming speed, the heat hit Axia at once. The sun was a huge, lurid ball of fire that took up half the sky, so bright it was impossible to look at. Kori rapidly rotated the ship, putting the bulk of the hull between them and the star to cut down on the glare. But heat continued to flood into the ship’s air envelope, and the temperature rapidly approached a steam bath. Axia could hear creaks and pops as the beams in the hull complained.

			“We’re not going to be able to stay here long,” Nia warned. She was already sweating, her tail thrashing in agitation. “Are we in the right place?”

			“Pretty sure,” Kori said. “Look up ahead.”

			There was only one asteroid in clear view. It reminded Axia of Zolreng—a bit smaller, but with the same basic disc shape, like a fat coin. Like Zolreng, it wasn’t visibly spinning, showing a bright face to the sun and the other side shrouded in permanent darkness. Around here, she imagined, it was the dark side that was more comfortable.

			“Take us into its shadow, at least,” Axia said. That ought to cut down on the heat.

			“Aye aye, Captain!” Kori said.

			The relief when the sun was eclipsed behind the curve of rock was palpable. Axia leaned against the rail, jacket open, and peeled her sodden shirt away from her chest. Nia gulped greedily from her canteen. It took a few moments of blinking before Axia could see the surface of the asteroid, wheeling around as Kori spun the ship to match its gravity.

			Someone lived there, that was certain. The cratered, irregular rock had been leveled into a plain except for a rough hummock near the center. The flat space was divided into broad fields, the nature of which wasn’t clear from this altitude—there were long, regular lines of something. Hard to imagine someone growing crops on the dark side of an asteroid. Whatever it was, it went on for quite some distance, occupying most of the space on the surface.

			They watched for a few minutes in silence. Down below, nothing moved.

			“Well?” Kori called. “Shall I take us down?”

			It was the first time Axia had arrived at a destination and no one had come out to greet her. Most ports were understandably eager to ascertain who was calling before they actually docked. But Omnezeroi, Paramiis had said, did not get many visitors.

			“Carefully,” Axia said. “Stay away from those field things. I don’t want to start off by annoying somebody.”

			The Vespid began to descend, shuddering briefly as it entered the asteroid’s gravity well. The atmosphere was dry and dusty, and tasted strongly of metal.

			“What’s your plan if this scholar is uncooperative?” Nia said.

			“Beg, I guess?” Axia made a face. “Try to bribe him, maybe.”

			“We could always threaten him,” Kori said. “Legendary pirate queen and all that.”

			“I don’t want to hurt some innocent scholar,” Axia said.

			“You have a reputation,” Nia said. “Might as well use it.”

			“As a last resort.” Axia peered over the rail at the fields, which were growing larger by the second. “Are those statues? And…pots?”

			They were. Once they’d settled in a clear space and disembarked, she had the chance to examine them more closely. The fields were no kind of crop after all; they were just rows of objects, with shallow ditches scratched between them to demarcate the lines. The statues stood out because they were the largest, mostly heavily damaged chunks of marble only barely resembling a humanoid form. The vast majority of the items, however, were just debris—broken pots, bits of wood, rusted pieces of iron. Everything had clearly been crafted at some point by sentient hands, but the function and purpose of most of it was a mystery.

			“These look old,” Nia said, peering carefully at a few broken shards of clay. “Like, really old. I’m not an expert, but—”

			“Ghyran artifacts?” Kori said.

			“All of this?” Axia said, waving at the vast fields. “I thought Paramiis said those were rare.”

			“They also said this Omnezeroi had been at this for a long time,” Nia said.

			Kori looked around and gave a low whistle. “They weren’t kidding about him being obsessed.”

			“Where do we find him, do you think?” Axia said.

			Nia shrugged. Kori pointed to the little hillock at the center of the asteroid, now in the middle distance.

			“Best choice in a field of one,” she said. “Unless anyone has a better idea?”

			No one did. They set off through the fields, staying carefully between the ditches so as not to disturb any of the artifacts. The whole place had the silent feeling of a tomb, as though the weight of the eons these fragments had seen smothered casual conversation.

			There was a hole in the side of the hillock, too big and round to be a natural cavern. With only starlight to see by, the interior was an impenetrable black. By silent agreement, the three of them came to a halt outside the cave and waited for a moment in silence.

			“Nia?” Kori said.

			The tiefling, who could see in the dark, shook her head. “Just a tunnel. It dips down after a bit.”

			“I could scout ahead,” Kori said.

			“I’d rather not surprise anyone. We’re not here to kick in the door and start fights,” Axia said. She cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “Hello! We’re looking for Omnezeroi!”

			Silence for a long moment. Then the rock underfoot began to shake, very slightly. Axia felt her teeth buzz.

			“No appointments,” came a deep, echoing voice. “I checked, I’m sure, no appointments this decade, what’s the point of the book, I ask you. How am I supposed to nap properly if someone’s going to drop by every couple of years with their ‘Halloo, halloo’? I ask you.”

			The ground shook more vigorously. There was movement in the darkness, then a faint glow that grew rapidly brighter. Something enormous eeled up out of the earth, pulling itself through the tunnel with two vast limbs ending in glittering iridescent fins. The light came from its eyes, which glowed a brilliant white like two patches of the sun. They made it difficult to see the shape of its head, but Axia could make out long jaws, spear-sized teeth, and spreading fins like glittering side-whiskers. The rest of its body coiled in the tunnel, long and snakelike, studded with spines.

			“Thaaaaat’s a dragon,” Kori said weakly. “Nia, that’s a gods-damned—”

			“Solar dragon. I’m aware, love,” Nia said. Her face was a mask, but her tail thrashed wildly behind her. “Axia, I recommend against trying to threaten him.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind,” Axia said, her mouth very dry.

			A month ago, she reflected, the mere sight of such a creature would have had her running in the opposite direction. Now she could stand and watch it approach with only a few tremors around the knees. She wasn’t sure if that meant she’d found her courage or lost her mind.

			“Well,” Omnezeroi said, head near the top of the cavern. He looked from side to side over his fields of artifacts, not noticing the three humanoids near his feet. “Where are you, halloo-er? I see a ship. A bit familiar? But ships all look alike, when you’ve lived as long as I. Who can keep track, I ask you.”

			“Down here,” Axia said.

			“Oh!” The dragon’s head swung toward them. Heat blew off it like the draft from an open stove. Its breath smelled of molten metal, and its mouth was big enough to swallow all three of them with room to spare. “I forget how small you things are. Yes, I see you now.”

			The glowing eyes narrowed while Axia tried to think of how to begin. The dragon’s expression shifted into something Axia could describe only as perplexity.

			“And yet you look familiar as well. I had a visitor, when was it? A few blinks back. Did I fall asleep at the wrong time? Old brains, I ask you, they fill up and new things just overflow out the sides. I don’t wish to be rude; rudeness is intolerable. Little one, have you been here before?”

			Axia swallowed, an audacious plan occurring to her.

			“No, sir, but we spoke earlier, and then you said you were going to fetch something. That was…some time ago.”

			The dragon reared up, and for a moment Axia thought she’d made a horrible mistake and they were all about to die. But Omnezeroi’s tone was instantly apologetic.

			“Oh no, heavens. I must have fallen asleep. Naps are crafty like that, they sneak up on you. I hope you have not put yourself out waiting. I had a princess here once, an actual princess, those are hardly easy to find these days, what are things coming to, I ask you. But I popped down for a quick nap and when I woke to check on her, all that was left was bones. Modern princesses, no stamina, that’s the problem. You haven’t turned all to bones? I know you humanoids live hardly any time at all.”

			“No, sir,” Axia said. She caught a wide-eyed look from Kori and gave a minute shrug. No way out but through. “Don’t worry on that score. But I’d brought you a present, you see, and you’d promised to give me some information in return.”

			“Ah, yes!” The dragon’s voice sharpened. “A three-quarter-scale late Iridian figurine, excellent condition, with chips of the original glaze, possibly depicting a harvest god or some sort of patriarch. Now I remember. I thanked you, and you asked a question, and then you took off in your little ship, but somehow you’re still here. Troubling. I ask you…” Omnezeroi trailed off vaguely, staring into space.

			“Perhaps you had a dream?” Axia suggested.

			“A dream?” The dragon blinked. “Yes, that does seem likely. A pretty poor class of dream, I call it, just talking to someone who’s already here. When I was a lad, I had better dreams, I can tell you that much. Dreams these days, I ask you.” The dragon harrumphed.

			“Do you remember the question?” Axia said.

			“The what?”

			“The question I asked you.”

			“Of course I remember.” Omnezeroi’s scaly eyebrows creased. “The question. The question was—well, it was the same one you little ones are always asking! Not worth explaining, usually, you’ll only up and die in a blink anyway, what’s the use? But the Iridian was rather nice. So I thought”—inspiration seemed to strike him—“I thought I’d show you. Pride of my collection! Come along!”

			Axia ducked instinctively as the dragon surged forward. He passed over their heads, the spines on his long snaky body rasping against the ceiling and bringing down a small shower of stones. His tail fin whipped by, flashing rainbow colors.

			When she dared raise her head again, she turned to find Omnezeroi coiling just outside. Vast wispy nebulae had extended from his back, glowing gas and star-stuff in the shape of broad, curving wings. They roiled and churned as he moved, dissolving into vortices at the trailing edge and shedding a continuous glittering trail.

			“Come on, come on!” the dragon shouted back at them. “You wanted to know about the Worldbreaker, didn’t you?”

			

			—

			“Are we sure this is a good idea?” Kori said as they trudged through the field of artifacts after Omnezeroi’s sinuous form.

			“No,” Axia and Nia said together.

			“Let me make it unanimous.” Kori glanced over her shoulder at the starry sky. “Good job lying to the dragon, Axia, couldn’t have done it better myself, but it occurs to me that we might want to have a backup plan in case he suddenly catches on.”

			“Like what?” Nia said.

			“I’ll head back to the ship and get her ready to fly. You give a yell if there’s trouble, and at least we can get out of here quick.”

			“Still no sign of Silencer,” Axia said.

			“Nor of our spider friends,” Kori said. “So far, so good, but I’d rather not push our luck.”

			“All right,” Axia said after a moment’s thought. “Seems like a reasonable precaution.”

			“Great.” Kori went on tiptoe to kiss Nia. “Try and get him to hurry up, love. We may have to clear out in a hurry.”

			“I’ll do my best,” Nia said. But there was a sparkle in the warlock’s golden eye; Axia suspected the talk of the Worldbreaker had caught her interest. Kori clearly guessed this as well, and she was shaking her head as she jogged down the rows toward the Vespid.

			“I feel like I should apologize for dragging the two of you along,” Axia said, once they’d started after the dragon again. “I didn’t realize it would be, um, like this.”

			“It usually is,” Nia sighed. She looked after Kori. “Still, it’s better than piracy. Have you thought about what you’re going to do when we find Blacktongue? Or hit a dead end?”

			“Really kind of making it up as I go along,” Axia muttered.

			“Here, small beings!” Omnezeroi boomed. “Here is my pride and joy.”

			They hurried over to where the dragon hovered, his long body curving absentmindedly in gentle arcs. Below him was a massive chunk of rock, flat on one side and jagged on the other, like a huge chunk ripped out of a smooth stone floor. The flat side, Axia saw as she approached, was inlaid with hundreds of irregular stones in various colors to form a mosaic.

			“This is a Ghyran artifact?” Nia said, looking at the field of weathered pottery around them.

			“Not precisely.” The dragon sounded blissful, as though even talking about the thing was a joy. “Older perhaps than Ghyra itself.”

			That was hard to fathom. The gulf of time between Ghyra’s existence and the present was already unimaginable to Axia.

			“It’s in surprisingly good shape, then,” Nia said.

			“It is protected by the will of the divine,” Omnezeroi said. “Though I suspect even the divinities who willed it so are dust now, their bodies floating stony and silent in the Astral Sea. All we have is this likeness, of a sort. You see?”

			Axia had to stand back a few steps to appreciate the image in full. In the center was a black dot, formed of a single piece of shimmering obsidian. All around it were enormous figures, vaguely humanoid shapes in blue and gray, some bending over as though for careful work. The figures were constructing a building, something with many pillars and oddly shaped towers, its base resting directly on the black spot.

			There was a pause. Axia cleared her throat.

			“You said you wanted to show us something to do with the Worldbreaker,” she said, in case the dragon had forgotten.

			“I did.” There was a sly grin in his tone. Omnezeroi seemed considerably less muddleheaded now that he was on his favorite topic.

			“I thought Worldbreaker was some kind of weapon. The thing that shattered Ghyra.”

			“Many do. But the truth is more complex. This image shows the creation of Ghyra.”

			“The creation of a planet?” Nia cut in. “Then those shapes are supposed to be, what, gods?”

			“Precisely so. But creating a world was not their intention.” The dragon reached out one winged limb and delicately tapped the black spot. “They wanted somewhere to put that. They built a temple atop it, a place to keep watch. But over time it drew rocks and gas to itself, burying the temple and the black mote in the core of what would become Ghyra. The divine power infused through them kept them safe, of course. Perhaps that was the plan all along, to bury them. I’ve known few gods who are quite that clever, but stranger things have happened.”

			“So what happened?” Axia said.

			“You people happened, of course, what do you think?” The dragon snorted. “Small, quick beings who can never leave well enough alone. I ask you. Ghyra was infested with them, as planets tend to be. They learned magic and soon enough they had ways to sense the thing far below their feet. Anyone sensible would have taken the hint, but instead they felt compelled to go down there and fiddle with it.”

			“Fiddled with the…mote,” Nia said, fascinated. “What was it?”

			The dragon shook his head. “I only know what they wrote about it, and translation gets tricky. You might say it means ‘prison,’ but then again you might say it means ‘egg,’ or somewhere in between. You small ones are always changing the meaning of words. But the result was clear enough. They did something, and the mote shrugged. Just a little. It blew the planet that had built up around it into ten million chunks of rock, and here we are. Mortals, eh? I ask you.”

			“So the mote broke open?” Nia said. “Something escaped?”

			“There’s no evidence of that,” Omnezeroi said. “I suppose there’s no evidence against it either, but you’d think that if it had we’d have heard something about it by now.” The dragon shifted, wings flapping. “Anyhow, there you are. Does that answer your question?”

			Axia closed her eyes for a moment, thinking hard. What would Blacktongue have asked about next? She hadn’t been looking for the Worldbreaker out of intellectual curiosity. She wanted something she could take. A weapon. She could sell it to the highest bidder or hold the whole League to ransom.

			“The temple,” she said slowly. “If it was protected by the same divine magic as this mural, it must still exist, right?”

			“Yes?” The dragon drew the syllable out, and his eyes narrowed. “I could have sworn we’d had this argument already. A dream, you say, but would I have dreamed the foolishness of a mortal? I ask you.”

			“You can tell me where it is,” Axia said.

			“I can.” Omnezeroi heaved a heavy sigh. “I suppose if I’ve had the argument in a dream and lost, then there’s no point in having it again. But know this, small one. Some things are better left alone. Most things are better left alone, if you think about it long enough.”

			“Tell me,” Axia said. “Please.”

			The dragon spoke a series of numbers, which Axia recognized as orbital coordinates. She tried valiantly to memorize them, then glanced at Nia, who nodded quickly.

			“Thank you,” Axia said. “I hope that you, um, enjoy the figurine.”

			“I shall!” Omnezeroi said, suddenly happy again. “I look forward to comparing it to other Iridian artifacts, and perhaps discovering more about the type of glaze-setting used in—”

			Nia stiffened and grabbed Axia’s sleeve, pointing up. With shocking abruptness, the star-studded sky over Omnezeroi’s nameless asteroid was full of Deathspider.
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			CHAPTER 
SIXTEEN

			“What?” the dragon said, peering upward. “More visitors?”

			“I think they’re here for us, not you,” Axia said. “We’ll be going now, thanks for your help.”

			“You’re welcome,” Omnezeroi said, bemused. “Have fun with your little friends.”

			“Back to the ship?” Nia said.

			“Double time,” Axia said. “If Kori can lose them again—”

			She blinked. The Deathspider appeared much larger than it had moments before. As she watched, its leading edge slipped into darkness as it entered the asteroid’s shadow.

			“Are they—” Axia began.

			“He’s bringing that monster all the way down,” Nia said. “Come on, run!”

			Like Silencer, Deathspider had never been designed to enter a gravity well. Axia could only imagine the chaos on board, the crew piling out of the sections of ship that suddenly became upside down when the asteroid’s gravity took over. If it bothered Karrank, however, he didn’t show it; when his magnified form appeared ahead of the ship, his expression was pure malicious glee.

			“Not this time, Blacktongue!” the neogi hissed. “Not again. You think you can humiliate me? Ssss. Spit in my face and expect me to bow like a hatchling?”

			They weren’t going to make it, not even close. The Vespid was far across the fields of artifacts, and the Deathspider was coming in for a landing practically on top of them. Axia pulled up short as the bulk of the ship came down in front of her like a mountain descending out of the sky. A great swath of carefully arranged relics vanished under its bulk, and dust billowed skyward. It didn’t block the view of the neogi scuttling down the overstressed legs, weapons in their claws, followed by umber hulks clambering hand over hand like apes.

			“Find them, find them!” Karrank screamed, his useless legs twitching in a spidery dance of excitement. “Bring them to me alive. I will make them serve a thousand years!”

			“We need to get out of here now,” Axia said. “Can you contact Kori?”

			“I’m trying to get some sense out of her,” Nia said, eyes closed. “I’m not sure—”

			“What. Have. You. Done.”

			The voice was barely recognizable, a deep bass rumble rising into a steady roar. An actinic glow came from within the cloud of dust, brighter and brighter until Axia could no longer bear looking at it.

			“What?” Karrank’s magnified image stopped capering. “Ssss. What is that?”

			“My post-Bahelk River Civilization and Unknown (Pre-Avelite) collection!” Dust began to billow under the sweeps of huge wings. “Vandals! Barbarians! Destroyers of civilization!”

			“I demand to know what’s happening!” Karrank screeched.

			“This way,” Nia said, grabbing Axia’s hand and starting to run.

			Omnezeroi burst from the cloud. His wings were fully extended and glowing like a furnace, while his eyes were two intense points of light. He hovered opposite the Deathspider, smaller than the neogi monstrosity but somehow exceeding it in menace.

			“Shoot! Shoot it!” Karrank screamed.

			Deathspider lurched into the air again, the vast shutter covering its battle decks hastily folding back. Ballista bolts began to lance out, but the spear-like projectiles shattered uselessly against Omnezeroi’s hide. The dragon didn’t appear to notice.

			“This is what comes of traffic with small creatures,” the dragon roared. “How could I be so foolish? I ask you.”

			One of the big trebuchets hurled its colossal stone in Omnezeroi’s direction. Faster than a snake, the dragon’s head snapped out, picking the hurtling rock out of the air and crushing it to powder between his teeth. Chunks of boulder dribbled from his lips like slaver as he opened his jaws wide. A point of light appeared between his massive fangs, a brilliant vortex that sucked the dust around it into violent glowing spirals. It hung for a moment, growing brighter and brighter, until Omnezeroi snapped his jaws closed and the brilliant point of light shot forth at tremendous speed into Deathspider’s side.

			There was a hushed moment, as though the universe were holding its breath. Then the detonation came, a blast so loud it was barely sound. A sphere of brilliant light bloomed against the neogi ship’s hull, consuming everything it touched. One of the ship’s huge legs cracked and tumbled free.

			The shock wave nearly blew Axia off her feet, and for a moment she could only hunch against the blast of flying dust and grit. Nia was shouting something, but it was hard to hear through the ringing in her ears. It wasn’t until the tiefling grabbed her and started running that she understood.

			There were neogi on the ground, scuttling over the artifacts and coming their way, the slower umber hulks lumbering behind them. Whether they were pursuing or simply fleeing the ongoing destruction behind them, Axia had no way of knowing. But at least a few had spotted them, and black darts from their evil little bows started to land all around. Axia stumbled into a run beside Nia, no longer sure where they were going—she couldn’t see the Vespid anywhere—

			“Grab on!” Nia shouted in her ear, only barely audible.

			Something big swung through the air and caught Axia in the stomach, knocking the wind out of her. Instinctively, she clutched at it, fingernails digging into painted wood. It was a long, slanting beam, and Nia was clambering up to sit on top of it.

			Axia realized she was clinging to one of the Vespid’s landing legs around the same time she realized she wasn’t going to be holding on to it for long. Her hands were slipping, and kick as she might, she couldn’t get any purchase with the toes of her boots. She shouted, her own voice tinny and muffled in her ears, and moments before she lost her grip Nia’s hands shot down and grabbed her by the wrist.

			The wasp ship was ascending rapidly. Below, more radiant blasts sent pieces flying from the Deathspider, the eel-like shape of the dragon visible in a spreading cloud of dust and debris. The image of Karrank, still screaming, flickered through the murk.

			“Stop that thing! Get me out of here! You can’t leave, I’ll have all your heads! Someone—my chair—I can’t—”

			And then a final-sounding crunch.

			“Axia,” Nia said in Axia’s mind.

			Axia looked up from the destruction of the Deathspider to see Nia’s face red with strain. The tiefling’s fingers were getting slippery with sweat on Axia’s wrist.

			“I can’t hold you,” Nia said, her mental voice almost conversational.

			“What?” Axia looked past her feet; the fields of artifacts were visible as a regular grid, with the edge of the asteroid coming into view. A long way down.

			“I can’t hold you,” Nia repeated. “You may not have noticed, but strength is not my strength.”

			“I can’t get a grip with you holding my wrists,” Axia said, fingers scratching desperately at the wood.

			“I know. I’m sorry.” Nia’s hands slipped an inch upward. “I think you’re going to fall.”

			“So do something!”

			“I’m open to suggestions,” Nia said. Her face was turning white.

			“Magic?”

			“I can’t exactly cast without my fingers.” The warlock’s eyes had gone wide, and her nostrils flared. “Axia—”

			Axia’s hands, now slippery with sweat, slid all at once between Nia’s fingers. There was a sideways jerk, and then she was falling—her stomach was doing strange things. Axia wondered if it would hurt when she hit the ground, or if it would be too sudden for that—

			Another jerk, and she was falling again, but in the opposite direction.

			Axia opened her eyes—she hadn’t realized she’d closed them—and found herself tumbling freely in space. Every few seconds, the world reoriented itself around her, up and down reversing themselves. The Vespid hung placidly in space beside her, sails billowing. Below/above, Nia was clinging to the landing leg, but now upside down, since “up” had switched directions.

			We made it. They’d broken free of the asteroid’s gravity just in time. The ship’s gravity plane, on its own, was a much friendlier proposition. As she watched, Nia lost her grip and fell with a little shriek, hitting the gravity plane and bobbing back and forth through it, like a cork on the surface of the water.

			“You guys okay?” Kori said through the mental link. “I got clear as fast as I could.”

			“Fast enough,” Nia said. She wobbled upside down in an undignified fashion until Axia grabbed her and turned them both the same direction.

			“Just,” Axia put in.

			She and Nia met each other’s eyes and started laughing from sheer relief.

			“Glad someone’s having fun,” Kori said.

			

			—

			Silencer arrived around the time Kori managed to fish the two of them out of open space, flickering out of spelljamming speed some distance off. Some sort of violent destruction was still going on down on the asteroid, so after rendezvous and docking, the two ships accelerated away as quickly as possible. Axia climbed down the boarding ladder feeling considerably the worse for wear, if only emotionally. She waved away Helgi’s offer of assistance and nodded at Brecher’s salute.

			“Kori?”

			The little half-elf dropped to the deck with an unnecessary flip, smiling broadly. “Captain?”

			“You and Nia know where to go. Set a course. I’ll be in my cabin.”

			“Yes, Captain!” Kori gave a credible salute of her own.

			Brecher, at least, looked like he had questions, but Axia was suddenly too tired to bother with them right now. She stalked across the main deck, past the curious gazes of other pirates, who must have seen at least something of the destruction down on the asteroid.

			Axia managed to keep herself upright until she reached her cabin. Once the door was closed behind her, she flopped face-first onto the bed without even taking off her boots. Outside the window, stars began to move as the ship accelerated to spelljamming speed.

			Off to the next stop on this wild goose chase. Her mood was turning sour. She’d gotten what she wanted out of Omnezeroi, but the narrowness of their escape had brought home the danger she was playing with. If Karrank had been patient enough to wait in space until we lifted off, we’d all be in a neogi cell by now.

			And for what? That was really the issue. What am I really expecting to find, at the end of this? Some kind of revelation? Blacktongue had been after the Worldbreaker, fine. She clearly didn’t find it, or we’d have heard something. That she’d vanished didn’t have to mean anything. Maybe the temple was a dead end and on the way back she drowned in her bath.

			And yet. The loose thread pulled at her. I have to know. Even if there wasn’t an answer as to where Axia had come from, she had to be sure. Who am I?

			She didn’t remember falling asleep, but a knock on the door made her jerk upright, still wrapped in shredded fragments of unpleasant dreams.

			“What?” Axia groaned, rolling over.

			“I need to talk to you,” Nia said.

			“Come in.”

			Axia sat up and rubbed at her eyes. The tiefling looked scarcely better off than she was, face even paler than usual, her tail lashing furiously.

			“What’s wrong?” Axia said. “Did something happen?”

			“No.” Nia shook her head, then brushed her hair away from her small horns. “Nothing like that. I just…”

			There was a pause.

			“Whatever it is, please say it,” Axia said. “You’re usually the one who’s hard to shake.”

			“I know,” Nia said bitterly. “Kori is…Kori, so I have to be the steady one.” She took a deep breath. “We can’t keep doing this forever, Axia.”

			“Doing what?”

			“This. Staying on this ship.” She shook her head. “After what happened at the Labyrinth, I was ready to run. But I thought…we owe you, don’t we? You wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for me and Kori.”

			“Instead I’d probably be dead, right?”

			“Maybe.” Nia sighed. “A few more stops, I figured that couldn’t hurt. You deserved that. The trail would go cold, and you’d give up, and…”

			“Ah,” Axia said.

			“Now we’re off to, what, a temple from before the dawn of time?”

			“You seemed interested in what Omnezeroi had to say,” Axia offered.

			“It’s fascinating as an…intellectual exercise,” Nia said. “But places like that are dangerous. Ancient gods don’t often leave their secrets unguarded.”

			“We’re not after their secrets,” Axia said. “I just want to find out what happened to Blacktongue.”

			“Maybe she found this place and never came back.”

			“Maybe.” Axia swallowed. “I have to be sure.”

			“I know.” Nia let out a breath. “I’m not going to abandon you now. But this has to be the end, you understand? We can’t dodge the Strangers forever, and if they spread the word that you’re not the real Blacktongue, we could face a mutiny the next time we put into port. Whatever we find, we need to come up with a plan to get away from Silencer and bury ourselves so deep nobody will ever find us. Maybe take the Vespid and leave Shatterspace entirely. See what’s out past the stars.”

			“We?” Axia said. “You want me to come with you?”

			“Oh. I…” Nia blinked, taken aback. “I mean, Vespid is a little too much for two, in the long term. If you’re willing to take the small bedroom.”

			“As long as we can bring the magic bath,” Axia said, with a cautious smile.

			“Obviously.” Nia smiled as well, showing small, pointed teeth.

			“What does Kori think?”

			“About you? Or the temple?”

			“Either.”

			“I think she’s happy to have you around,” Nia said. “As for the temple, she’s convinced herself that it’s going to be full of stacks of easy coin and we’re going to make our fortune.”

			“She’s nothing if not optimistic.”

			Nia laughed. “Why do you think I married her?”

			

			—

			From the scorching depths of the system, Silencer powered toward its frozen outskirts.

			The destruction of Ghyra had spread chunks of the former planet in a vast belt all through the system, out to the farthest reaches. For most of the people of Shatterspace, known space ended at the Gap, the ring-shaped zone swept clear of rocks by the gas giant Sibbeth. The huge planet’s system of moons hosted a few settlements, mostly inhabited by dwarves and other underground races who tunneled into the crust to keep warm.

			There was little reason to venture beyond the Gap. Certainly there were rocks out there, but so what? Rocks were the one thing Shatterspace had no shortage of. What the system lacked was air and water, and with the sun only a weak flicker, there was little of either to be found in the outskirts. The few explorers who ventured out that far reported endless tumbling chunks of cold, dead stone, with at best a few crusted deposits of ice.

			That was what those who reported back said, at least. A fair number failed to return at all, and persistent rumors said the outer system was haunted by cold things that feared the sun and were drawn to warm-blooded flesh.

			Aboard ship there wasn’t much to distinguish the journey from any other. Some of the crew spent the days continuing to make repairs to the Vespid where it had been damaged at the Labyrinth and the Bower. Kori insisted that Nia and Bithiyaris go over the wasp ship inch by inch, looking for a way that Karrank could have followed them so closely. Eventually they discovered what Bithiyaris called a tracking ward, an invisible mark that the creator could home in on.

			“Bastards must have planted it while we were at the Ball,” Kori said. “So much for the peace of the Labyrinth.”

			“We should be safe now, though,” Axia said. “Whoever cast it was probably aboard the Deathspider.”

			“You can never be certain,” Nia said. She collared a grumbling Bithiyaris into helping with a ritual that would destroy the magical beacon.

			There were fewer points of light around them, the asteroids of the inner system mostly invisible from here. Axia had hoped to catch a glimpse of Sibbeth, but Annithor had told her the gas giant would look like little more than a blue dot unless they detoured to pass by it up close. The sun, consistently off the stern for days, shrank from a blazing giant to a wan little light barely distinguishable from the other stars.

			Everyone in the crew knew the dark stories about this part of space, but no one was willing to admit being worried. After all, Axia heard one pirate tell her mate, they themselves were the ones who waited in shadows for unsuspecting prey. Still, Axia noticed few people were willing to be alone on deck during darkshift, and they gathered close around the fires for warmth.

			Once they’d crossed the Gap, space ahead began to fill up with asteroids again. This far from the sun the tumbling rocks were harder to spot, only a faint suggestion of reflected light against the deeper darkness. They kept dropping out of spelljamming speed after coming too close to an unsuspected obstacle, which always led to a tense moment of waiting while the helmsman eased them away.

			Finally, Annithor announced that they were as close to the designated spot as navigation could get them. Asteroids were all around, a denser swarm of them than Axia had yet seen, most visible only as shadowy outlines. Brecher took one look around and stomped down toward the helm room, a tremendous scowl on his face. Axia followed.

			Bithiyaris was seated on the helm, legs crossed, the finely wrought seat hovering several feet above its crystalline base. His eyes were closed; as Axia understood it, a helmsman could “feel” space for some distance around the ship in a crude way, and the elven mage was concentrating on this strange sense.

			“That’s a lot of rocks,” he said. “Close together, too. A real tangle.”

			“It would help if we knew what we were looking for,” Brecher said, glancing at Axia.

			“Anything man-made, for a start,” Axia said.

			“There might be something.” The elf gave a sigh and pushed his sweaty hair back from his face. “It feels…odd.”

			“Odd how?” Brecher demanded.

			“Slippery, somehow.” Bithiyaris frowned. “Like it’s there and not there at the same time.”

			“That’s it,” Axia said, not hiding a note of excitement. “Can you get us there?”

			“It’ll be slow going,” Bithiyaris said. “That’s where this mess is the densest.”

			“Of course it is,” Brecher growled.

			“Do it,” Axia said. “Go as slow as you need. Kori can take over if you want a rest.”

			“Aye, Captain.” In Bithiyaris’s languid tones, it sounded sarcastic.

			Brecher still wasn’t happy. Axia wondered if the giff was uncomfortable being so far from Silencer’s usual haunts, or if he was superstitious. He said nothing, but she could hear his broad teeth grinding as they stood together on the sterncastle. Kizik, currently in command of the main deck, emitted periodic clicks of his mandibles as he issued his mental orders.

			Silencer eased into the asteroid thicket. As Bithiyaris had promised, progress was slow. Light from the ship’s lanterns gleamed off the great rocks, painting them in ghostly orange and yellow. They were all around, above and below as well as to either side, and growing more tightly packed the farther they went. To Axia’s eye, their size was impossible to grasp—when she tried to make herself realize that the pockmarked potato up ahead was a mountain drifting across their path, she abruptly felt so tiny and vulnerable that she had to blink the image away.

			In doing so, she saw a few glowing specks hovering around the closest asteroid. She frowned and waited for her eyes to adjust, but they persisted, and others seemed to be joining them. She nudged Brecher’s arm and felt him stiffen.

			“Do you see that?” she asked him, not wanting to admit she had no idea what she was looking at.

			Brecher tracked her finger and grunted. He pulled out his spyglass and put it to his good eye.

			“Scavvers,” he said. “A whole pack of them.”

			“I see them as well,” Kizik put in. The torches reflected weirdly in his gleaming compound eyes. “They appear to be gathering.”

			“Prob’ly hopin’ we dump some trash for ’em,” Bloodstain said from down on the main deck. “Brown scavvers’ll go to any length for a bit o’ rotten meat. Ugly little bastards.”

			“You can see their color from here?” Axia said.

			“Not precisely, Cap’n, but only th’ browns run in packs. Th’ big boys’d sooner tear each other t’ bits.”

			Scavvers had featured heavily in Axia’s pirate narratives, mostly as a threat—“We’ll throw you to the scavvers!”—but she had only the vaguest idea of what they actually looked like. None of the experienced pirates seemed concerned, however, as the swarm of lights continued to grow, closing on the ship from the rear.

			“Prob’ly don’t get many ships this far out,” Bloodstain said. “This lot seems hungry.”

			“Put a couple of crossbowmen on the stern rail,” Brecher ordered. “If they get too close, shoot a few of them.”

			“Aye,” Bloodstain said. Soon they and a couple of other pirates edged past the officers to take up a firing position behind the Vespid.

			The asteroids were close enough now that it felt like they were threading through another maze, with more room than the Labyrinth but with all the walls constantly moving. Bithiyaris was picking his way forward in fits and starts, waiting until the path was clear. Axia alternated between seething with impatience and wanting him to go even slower. Even a glancing impact with one of the colossal rocks would crush Silencer like an egg.

			“There’s one,” one of the pirates behind them said. “Come here, you bastard—what the—”

			The profanity that followed was drowned under the snap of a crossbow, a rapid thrashing sound, and an abrupt scream. A moment later a huge, dark shape sailed over the top of the Vespid’s wings, and a rain of bloody droplets pattered down on Axia.

			The scavver looked like a shark—another animal Axia had seen only in pictures—with a long, sleek body studded with several sets of fins and a broad tail. It had a single eye set in the center of its forehead above its gaping, saw-toothed mouth. The eye was the source of the yellow-white glow, and similar glowing patches were scattered across its inky black sides and belly, mimicking a star field for natural camouflage.

			It was obvious that this was no mere scavenging nuisance. The thing was at least fifteen feet long. The still-squirming pirate was gripped in its jaw, but after another shake the scavver tossed its head and swallowed him whole, weapons and all. It cruised past them overhead, oblivious to gravity, and circled lower over the main deck.

			“That’s no brown,” Brecher shouted. “That’s a bloody void scavver! Weapons, all hands!”

			He drew a pistol as he spoke, striding across the sterncastle, and fired when he reached the rail. Smoke enveloped him, but the giff’s aim was precise as always and a burst of gore exploded from the monster’s side. It thrashed and came about, jaws wide.

			By now, however, it wasn’t alone. Two more huge, dark shapes slipped over the forecastle, and another eeled up past the rail on the main deck. Patches of moving stars overhead resolved into massive, toothy shapes.

			Brecher was still yelling something, but there was no need for further orders. It was fight or die. Several more pistols went off as swords and spears came out, and Silencer was quickly enveloped in the din of battle.

			Axia yanked her own cutlass free, its weight feeling heavy and unfamiliar in her hand. At another shout she spun to see a scavver coming over the rail, twisting and biting at Kizik as it went. The thri-kreen danced nimbly back, slashing at its side with a pair of circular blades. The creature veered away, trailing blood, and came directly at Axia.

			She swung her cutlass with as much strength behind it as she could muster. The blade bit deep into the scavver’s lip, lodging between two teeth, and was almost immediately ripped from Axia’s hand as the creature lunged for her. She dropped flat, the scavver’s belly passing inches over her head, and rolled aside when she saw its thrashing tail go by.

			There was a high-pitched squeal up ahead. Annithor was backed up against the rail, flapping her wings wildly, but the motion only attracted the scavver’s attention. It dove, and the dohwar’s desperate dodge wasn’t quite fast enough. Annithor’s leg caught in the scavver’s teeth, and the diminutive quartermaster was lifted off the deck as the creature swam onward.

			“Hang on!” Axia shouted, scrambling back to her feet. Before she quite knew what she was doing, she sprinted to the edge of the sterncastle and hopped up on the rail, taking a flying leap toward the scavver. Her flailing hands found its tail and held on tight, the monster whipping her behind it like a flag.

			Below her, the deck was full of struggling figures, the scavvers diving and veering off, biting and dragging, while the pirates swarmed around them. Axia saw the three githyanki siblings fighting back-to-back with spears, jabbing at any scavver that came close, while Scalpel the autognome was a mechanical blur of tiny blades as it chopped into the side of a monster like a mincing machine. Bloodstain wielded their cutlass like a whip at the end of a long, thin pseudopod, hacking at the scavvers from unexpected angles. One of Brecher’s giff subordinates lay headless on the deck, a great pool of blood pumping from the stump of his neck. There was a roar as Crassus the minotaur charged up from the cargo hold, his double-bladed crescent axe chopping a scavver nearly in two.

			Then Axia’s unwilling mount rolled over, obscuring her view. It curved its body, trying to get at the irritating creature attached to its tail, Annithor screaming all the while like a busted teakettle. Axia strained, yanking herself forward and grabbing one of the thing’s dorsal fins as it snapped at its own tail like an angry dog.

			Her arms should have been screaming with pain already, but somehow they felt better, strength flowing into her. She was laughing, loud and a little mad, and down on the deck people looked up to watch as she worked her way along the scavver’s body, hand over hand. It rolled over and over to try to dislodge her, Silencer spinning around Axia in crazy spirals, but she doggedly kept climbing in spite of her roiling stomach.

			When she reached the thing’s foremost dorsal fin, she grabbed it with one hand and pulled herself onto its forehead beside the glowing eye. The scavver bucked, trying to throw her, but Axia lunged forward and grabbed the hilt of her embedded cutlass. A twist freed the weapon with a spray of blood. She flipped it into a downward grip and plunged it right into the center of the scavver’s eye. The blade slid in easily, like slicing into jelly, and the scavver went into immediate convulsions. It twisted and dove straight for the deck.

			The impact was chaos. The cutlass was torn from her grip again, and she felt herself bounce and roll, coming to rest against the base of the rail. Blood leaked from cuts on her head and all down one side, but the pain was distant, irrelevant. She clambered to her feet and stalked to the twitching carcass. Her cutlass jutted from its forehead, and Axia took hold and gave it a twist, making the scavver’s tail flop weakly.

			“Serves you right,” she growled, “coming to my ship—”

			“Help!” Annithor’s voice was small, wheezing. “I can’t breathe. Please.”

			Reality came rushing back, and with it terror and pain. Axia’s stomach spasmed and her legs nearly gave way. She gritted her teeth. No time for that. The scavver was half heeled over, and the dohwar’s voice came from underneath its slack lower jaw. Axia set her back against the monster’s lip and pushed, rolling its head up a few inches. Annithor was underneath, one leg obviously broken, her purple feathers matted with blood.

			“C…Captain?” She blinked, as if disbelieving.

			“Move,” Axia grunted, holding the deadweight of the corpse on her back.

			“I can’t,” Annithor wailed. “My leg—”

			“Just roll over,” Axia growled. “Two feet. You can do it.”

			“But—”

			“Move, you overgrown parrot!”

			Annithor gave a squeak of protest, but she rolled onto her stomach and pulled herself forward with her wings, shattered leg trailing behind her. Once she was clear, Axia let the scavver down and slumped against it, her arms shuddering.

			“Captain!” someone was shouting. Axia spotted Kori running across the gory deck. “Captain?”

			“Over here!” Axia said weakly. She gestured toward Annithor. “Help her, she’s hurt.”

			“Are you—” Kori began.

			“I said help her,” Axia snapped. “That’s an order.”

			“Right.” Kori dropped to her knees, took her mask medallion in one hand, and began muttering prayers. Annithor quickly gasped in relief.

			Axia wanted to pass out and throw up, in whatever order she could manage. Instead she lurched to her feet, looking around for another opponent. To her profound relief, however, the battle appeared to be over. Several more scavvers lay dead on the deck or bobbing in the gravity plane, and the remainder had evidently retreated. Several pirates lay motionless on the bloody deck as well, and most of the rest were sporting wounds. Not to mention anyone who ended up in one of those things’ bellies.

			Helgi had emerged from the hold and begun to work with Kori on tending the injured. Crassus and several giff were working to shove one of the carcasses out of the way, while other crew members feverishly reloaded crossbows and pistols in case the scavvers returned. Brecher stalked grimly through the spattered gore, a bloody rent in his uniform marking a wound to the shoulder he simply ignored.

			“Captain!” he said. “You’re not hurt?”

			“No,” Axia managed to say, in spite of the pain.

			“We need to have a word.” He strode over to her and lowered his voice. “Something’s wrong here, Captain. Bloodstain was right. Void scavvers don’t attack like that, all together.”

			“Evidently they do,” Axia said.

			“If something makes them.” He turned his glower on the asteroids slowly tumbling all around them. “This place is wrong. We shouldn’t be here, and the crew knows it.” His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “If we try to press on, they might not stand for it.”

			Axia looked around at the pirates picking themselves up and bandaging their wounds, then back at Brecher.

			“They might not?” she said. “Or you might not?”

			He gave a snort and drew himself up. “I am your loyal first mate, Captain. But it is my duty to give you my honest opinion.”

			There was more to it than that, Axia was sure. Brecher had built his identity around loyalty, but for the past three years that loyalty had been to a ghost. He’d gotten used to being in charge, and he didn’t like this chase he didn’t understand.

			“Well,” Axia said quietly. “If it’s the crew you’re worried about, let’s ask them.”

			“Captain?”

			Axia ignored him. Trying not to show her weariness, she climbed up onto the corpse of the scavver she’d killed, standing with one foot propped up on its dorsal fin. Heads started to turn in her direction. She cupped her hands to her mouth and shouted.

			“Listen up, the lot of you!”

			They listened, the hum of conversation falling silent.

			“When we left the Labyrinth with the Strangers on our tail, I told you all it would be worth it,” Axia said. “Now we’re nearly there. Their secret is practically in our grasp.”

			She paused, looking over their faces.

			“Looks like someone doesn’t want us finding this place. Makes it seem worth grabbing, doesn’t it?”

			A few mutters of agreement.

			“But there’s a risk,” Axia went on. “Some of us aren’t coming back. Some more might join them before it’s through. We could give up, turn around, go back to picking League sailors’ pockets. What do you say?”

			The pause seemed to stretch on longer than she’d intended.

			“Th’ way I see it,” Bloodstain said, “just means bigger shares for th’ rest o’ us!”

			That got a rising cheer. Axia grinned and took hold of her cutlass, yanking it free from the scavver’s eye and brandishing it over her head. The pirates shook their fists, stomped, and shouted her name. Or what they thought was her name.

			“Blacktongue! Blacktongue! Blacktongue!”

			She glanced down at Brecher and found him looking back, one eye narrowed, the other glittering red.
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			CHAPTER 
SEVENTEEN

			By the time the temple finally came into sight, everyone was on edge.

			There hadn’t been another scavver attack like the first rush, but the great beasts were still visible, shadowing the ship from a distance. Periodically they darted in, trying to snatch a crewman from the deck, only to be met by a volley of bolts and pistol balls. They’d lost no more crew, but ammunition and powder were starting to run short.

			Other dangers dogged the ship as well. When they passed close to one of the asteroids, several shadowy creatures had jumped to the deck, strange, immaterial things like pools of solid darkness. Kori and Helgi had blasted them apart with holy light, but the one pirate they’d gotten ahold of was still abed with fever and chills.

			It was a relief, therefore, when the forecastle watch sang out that they’d sighted…something. Hurrying forward with the other officers, Axia saw what looked like a terrestrial building—square, flat-roofed, fronted with massive fluted columns—partially embedded into rock, like a sculpture only half-carved. Wide steps led up to a single small doorway, with only darkness beyond.

			At the foot of the steps was a ship, a small one, with sleek lines and a single sail. It was narrower than the Vespid, not much bigger than Silencer’s jolly boat. The deck was crammed with barrels and boxes of provisions, but something about its stillness hinted nothing had moved here for a very long time.

			“This has to be it, right?” Nia said in Axia’s mind.

			“It has to be,” Axia sent back, unable to suppress a twinge of excitement. “That must be Blacktongue’s ship.”

			“It’s barely a pinnace,” Kori said. “You couldn’t have more than one person aboard, not if you were trying to get all the way out here. Why would she come here alone?”

			“Because she didn’t want to share her prize,” Axia said. “She was working with Shard, but she was planning to betray him from the beginning.”

			“Sounds like her style,” Nia said. “Can’t say I blame her.”

			“So he knew she’d found something, but didn’t know where,” Kori said. “No wonder he wanted to get into her vault so badly.”

			“All this is assuming that is Blacktongue’s ship,” Nia said. “It could be coincidence.”

			“If it is, though, that means she didn’t leave,” Axia said. And that means this is the end of the line.

			Brecher cleared his throat, and Axia realized that she’d been standing in silent communication for the last few minutes. She gave the giff a theatrical glare, as though he’d interrupted important contemplation.

			“What are your orders, Captain?” he said stoically.

			“Kori, Nia, and I will take the jolly boat and go inside,” Axia said. “The rest of you will remain here and keep a tight watch.”

			Brecher gave a sigh as if he’d been expecting that. “I don’t suppose I can convince you to take some crew for protection.”

			Not if we’re expecting to find Blacktongue somewhere inside. “I can handle myself, Sergeant-Major. Keep Silencer safe and ready to depart. It may be that we have to leave in a hurry.”

			“Understood,” Brecher said, and gave a tight salute. His thick lip quirked. “Good luck, Captain.”

			

			—

			They tied the jolly boat up beside the pinnace, at the base of the stone steps. The air was cold enough that Axia’s breath smoked, but it tasted fresh, if dusty. Close up, the signs that the pinnace was long abandoned were more obvious—dust filmed every surface, and the iron fittings were flecked with rust. By common consent, they left it alone and climbed the steps toward the door.

			Axia shifted the straps of her pack on her shoulders, feeling a little guilty. She’d slid the journal in among her more mundane supplies in case she needed it, but she still hadn’t told Kori and Nia about it. I’ll tell them if it matters, she assured herself.

			“You’re the god-botherer,” Nia said to Kori. “Any idea what a bunch of primordial gods would leave behind in their temple?” Her voice was a whisper. Something about the place demanded quiet.

			“You’re a warlock of some unknowable thing from the depths of the void; I don’t want to hear it,” Kori huffed. “Gods, as you may have noticed, are a pretty varied bunch. But I don’t expect a choir of angels welcoming us with open arms, if that’s what you mean.”

			“Lovely,” Nia muttered.

			Axia touched the hilt of her cutlass for reassurance.

			Kori muttered a prayer for illumination, and one of her rings began to glow with a soft white light. Holding her hand up, she led the way through the doorway, the blackness retreating reluctantly before her. Shadows seemed to cling to everything, dark and glutinous like sticky tar.

			More columns lined the corridor beyond, half-embedded into the smooth stone walls. The spaces between them were covered in mosaics like the one Omnezeroi had shown them, though the scenes were less immediately comprehensible. There were those same shadowy figures he’d identified as gods, the shape of which varied from panel to panel, as though notions of form didn’t properly apply. Here and there the motif of the black mote reappeared, usually hovering in the center of a scene. And there were other things—blue shapes that resembled eyes, and long twisting skeins of red and green.

			When the light went past, the figures seemed to move in the corner of Axia’s eye. She swallowed hard and tried to convince herself it was only her nerves.

			Nia stopped in front of one mural, where one of the gods was alone, surrounded by splotches of color that seemed almost random. The tiefling frowned at it, brow creasing.

			“This is…” She trailed off, speaking half to herself. “I’ve seen this before. But…”

			“Love?” Kori said. “You all right?”

			Nia shook her head, as though casting off fragments of a dream. “Never mind. Just…thinking.”

			“At least there’s no question which way to go,” Kori said. There had been no side corridors or doorways, not even a broom closet.

			“There’s something coming up,” Nia said. Her eyes could reach beyond the light. “Be careful.”

			Axia wasn’t sure how she could be more careful than she was already being, but she slowed her steps to match the others’ cautious pace. A tall archway emerged from the darkness, more columns supporting great blocks of curving stone. There was a larger space beyond it, the light from Kori’s spell spilling out across a smooth stone floor.

			Of more immediate interest was the thing huddled near the base of the arch. At first it looked like a bundle of rags, out of place in this strange, sterile place. As they grew closer, the light gleamed on metal and patches of white bone. It was a body, Axia realized, shrunken and mummified in the cold, flesh dried and turned to dark leather. A rusty stain made a trail across the floor, leading from the corpse to the archway.

			“That’s her sword,” Kori said, very quietly. She nudged a cutlass lying by the corpse’s hand with her toe. It was plainer than the gem-encrusted thing Axia carried, more worn, but somehow looked considerably more dangerous.

			Nia sucked in a breath. “You think…this is…”

			Kori nodded. “Look at the hair.”

			Hand shaking, Axia reached out and touched the corpse’s thick curls. Dust and dried blood flaked away, revealing small patches of the same impossible red as the wig she now wore.

			“Blacktongue,” Axia said. “It’s her.”

			Her insides felt funny, as though they’d twisted back on themselves. Her throat was very dry.

			“I think we should give her a moment,” Nia said.

			“I want to look for the treasure map,” Kori said. “If it’s not in her pouches, maybe her boot—”

			“A moment,” Nia said firmly, taking her arm.

			Axia barely heard them walk off. She sank to her knees in front of the body, still not sure how to feel.

			She’s really dead. Axia had wondered if she was related to Blacktongue. If she was Blacktongue. Now I’ll never know, will I? Not unless the corpse could be persuaded to cough up some answers, and she had a feeling it was too long dead even for magic to manage that. I came all this way to find her, and here she is. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

			There was a great, ragged tear in Blacktongue’s clothes down the front of her body. The flesh beneath seemed similarly shredded, as though something had slit her open like a chef gutting a fish. Axia closed her eyes and shook her head.

			“What were you looking for?” she whispered aloud. “What happened to you?”

			And who am I?

			Nothing but silence for a long moment. Then a voice, like a distant sigh of wind.

			“It’s a long story. As to what happened, though, that should be obvious. A big damned monster ripped me near in half, what the hell do you think happened?”

			“What?” Axia startled, shuffling backward. “Who’s there?”

			“Who do you think?” The voice gave a derisive snort. “It’s Blacktongue. It took you gods-damned long enough to find me.”

			

			—

			Axia stared at the corpse for a long time.

			“Well?” the voice said. “Are you just going to gawp like a kuo-toa on a hot beach?”

			“You’re…Blacktongue.”

			“That’s what I said.”

			“You’re dead.”

			“Your intelligence is clearly a force to be reckoned with.”

			“Then—”

			“My corpse isn’t about to stand up and wrap its hands around your throat, if that’s what you’re worried about. I’m over here.”

			Very slowly, Axia got to her feet. The voice didn’t appear to be issuing from the mouth of the body; rather, it came from somewhere to the left of it. It almost sounds like it’s coming from—

			“The sword?” she said aloud.

			“Got it in one,” Blacktongue said.

			“You’re in there?”

			“Part of me, anyway. Obviously my squishy bits are over there slowly rotting into mush. What’s left is what you might call my immortal soul, if you were theologically inclined, and it is currently residing in this fine weapon.”

			“How?” A dam seemed to break in Axia’s chest. “What happened here? And who am I?” Her answers were there, somehow, against all odds, and the need to get at them was a palpable hunger. “Tell me—”

			“Steady on, kid,” Blacktongue said. “I’ll tell you what you want to know. There’s no hurry as long as you stay on this side of the arch.”

			Axia sat up and looked around, noticing for the first time that Kori and Nia were gone. The corridor back to the entrance was empty, so they must have moved onward.

			“What’s past the arch?” Axia said, fighting a sinking feeling in her stomach.

			“The punch line to the biggest joke in Wildspace,” Blacktongue said. “Trust me, it’s not worth it.”

			“It’s dangerous?”

			“Look at my gutted corpse and take a guess.”

			“I have to warn Kori and Nia.” Axia grabbed the sword and shoved it into her belt. “Can you tell me—”

			“Stop,” Blacktongue said. “If they’ve gone in there, they’re probably already dead. Would you listen?”

			“I’m not going to leave them!”

			“Nobody hands out points for dying heroically! Kid—”

			Axia was no longer listening. She ran through the archway and into the larger space beyond. This turned out to be part of a wide, curving hallway extending off in both directions, describing the edge of a large circle. Its walls were unadorned stone, with no columns or frescoes. Picking a direction at random, she followed the hallway to a sharp right turn leading toward the center of the circle.

			“Kid,” Blacktongue said, “please, you have to trust me. This is not something you three can handle.”

			Axia kept running. The hall was a short one and led to a wide circular room. Light gleamed on silvery lines set into the floor, walls, and ceiling, circles within circles, crossing and recrossing one another like the most complicated navigation chart imaginable. Each line was about as wide as Axia’s thumb and embedded in the stone like a natural vein, its surface polished mirror-smooth and engraved with lines of characters in a script she’d never seen before.

			In the very center of the room was a pit, sharp-edged and impenetrably black. Kori knelt beside it holding her glowing ring aloft, but the light refused to penetrate, as though the pit were a well full of dark ink. Nia stood behind her, wearing the slight frown that Axia had come to think of as her “I don’t think this is a good idea” expression.

			“I’m telling you, it’s all dead. None of the enchantments around the pit are active,” Nia was saying. “It’s not—Axia? Are you all right?”

			Axia looked around wildly. “What’s going on?”

			Kori frowned. “Nothing, until you came running in—”

			A guttural hiss cut her off. Shadows shifted on the ceiling, long spindly limbs unfolding. Something big dropped to the floor beside Kori. The half-elf scrambled away, but not fast enough. A stinger on a whiplike tail lashed out, sinking deep into her thigh before pulling free with a spray of blood.

			“Kori!” Axia screamed.

			That seemed to get the monster’s attention. Its head snapped around and it reared up to its full height, easily half again as tall as she was. It was bone white, with horribly thin limbs studded with brutal spikes. Its chest was barely more than a naked rib cage, tendons shifting and flexing around its weirdly fleshless body. Its face was a skull, with eyes glowing a sinister red, horns twisting up to match the spikes that lined its spine, and long, irregular fangs. The whip-tail reared over its head like a scorpion’s, and translucent, insectoid wings protruded from its shoulder blades. Axia caught a sudden stench of rotting flesh on the chill air.

			It surged forward with a screech, moving nimbly in spite of its lack of musculature. A long-fingered hand tipped with razor claws swung toward Axia’s face, and she ducked away only just in time.

			“Watch the tail, kid!” Blacktongue shouted.

			The stinger slammed down, point as long as a blade, and Axia parried with the cutlass, raising a spray of sparks.

			“What is that thing?” Axia panted, scrambling back as the creature kept after her.

			“Bone devil,” Blacktongue said, as though that explained everything. “Shard hid it in my gods-damned pack and contracted it to kill me when I got here. But I got out through the arch before I died, and my soul went into the sword. This room is wrapped in wards and bindings, so it’s been stuck here for three years, getting madder and madder. I tried to tell you—”

			Axia caught another strike on her blade. The parry kept the claws from her skin, but the force of the creature’s tremendous strength sent her stumbling away until her back collided with one of the room’s inscribed walls. She swore and ducked sideways as the thing’s stinger lashed out again, dripping a line of vile green fluid from the tip.

			“So help me,” Axia said. “It was you, wasn’t it? When I fought the neogi and the scavvers. When I killed Marya.”

			“That was our connection, yes,” Blacktongue said. “But it’s not going to be enough. I couldn’t kill the thing with my body, and no offense, but it was in better condition than yours.”

			Axia dodged another stinger-blow, tripped, and landed on her bottom, staring up as the claws descended. Before the devil tore her to shreds, however, a ray of eldritch power exploded against its chest and drove it back half a step. Axia scrambled away, to the edge of the inky pit. Nia and Kori were on the other side, the warlock on her feet and chanting, the cleric lying on her back and moaning out loud.

			“Get out of here!” Axia shouted. “Back through the arch! It can’t follow!”

			“I can’t move her!” Nia shouted back, her normal unflappability gone. “She’ll bleed out—it’s poison, I’ve got a potion, but I need time—”

			She fired another ray at the devil, who swatted it aside with one arm. The black scars left by the arcane power on its withered flesh were already shrinking, wounds knitting back together. The fiend shrieked in infernal fury. Axia clutched the sword until her knuckles went white.

			“Blacktongue!”

			“Gods damn it,” the pirate muttered. “Okay, ugly. You ready for round two?”

			Axia felt the familiar warmth running through her fingers and up her arm. She let it surge through her, deeper and faster than it ever had before.

			“There we go,” Blacktongue purred, and Axia mouthed the words with her.

			Bolts of entropic darkness licked from Nia’s hand, impacting against the devil’s side in soundless explosions. It screeched again and turned toward her, which conveniently took its attention away from Axia. She charged full tilt at the thing from behind. Its tail lashed at her, but she slipped to one side, then ducked her head to pass between its legs. She thrust the cutlass upward, all her weight behind it as though it were a lance, and it dug into the thing’s emaciated rib cage from underneath and tore a bloodless path of splintered bone.

			“Not so tough when you’re not stabbing me in the back, huh?” Blacktongue screamed, and Axia felt herself say it, too. “Come on, you bastard. What’ve you got?”

			The devil’s tail darted over its shoulder to strike, and Axia ripped the cutlass free to parry, then swung a roundhouse blow at the devil’s arm as it reached for her. The blade connected precisely at the elbow joint, tearing the bones apart with a crunch and sending the creature’s forearm spinning away. It screeched and grabbed her with its other hand, getting a hold round her waist. Axia felt long claws puncture the skin of her stomach and back, but the pain was only a distant buzz. She hammered the cutlass down on its wrist and left the hand a crushed, broken ruin.

			“Is that all?” she screamed in its face. “You—”

			The string of profanity that issued from Axia’s mouth was almost entirely words she’d never heard before, but somehow the tone made their meaning clear. Whether the devil understood or not, she couldn’t say, but it reared back, jaws opening wide, and lunged for her throat. Axia let it come, bringing the cutlass up at the last moment and jamming it horizontally into the creature’s mouth. With the aid of the devil’s own momentum, its jaws cracked open, then the base of its skull, skin peeling back from its cheeks like cheap paper. When it finally came to a halt, Axia twisted the blade with another crunch of breaking bone, then whipped it free and kicked the thing away. It collapsed like a broken marionette, long limbs suddenly ungainly, folding in on itself in a heap.

			“Hells yes,” Axia said. “It’s been too gods-damned long since I killed something. Now I just need to get drunk and get f—”

			The fiend surged up from the ground, broken bones reknitting, the severed halves of its skull flapping free on skin and gristle. Its remaining hand was still a mess of shattered joints, but it slammed its bony shoulder into Axia’s chest with inhuman strength, catching her off-balance. She felt her feet leave the ground, and the room spun around her until she landed with a thump on the smooth stone and slid another few feet.

			Her left shoulder was a mass of pain, and she was fairly sure several of her fingers were broken. That arm would no longer support her weight, and she had to roll over to raise her head.

			The bone devil was trying to get back on its feet. It struggled, one limb or another giving out, but the damage was vanishing from it by the moment. The thing had thrown Axia quite some distance back toward the corridor entrance, and it now stood between her and the other two by the central pit. Nia was bending over Kori, who had recovered enough to make it to her knees.

			“Run.” Blacktongue’s mental voice was soft. “Run now. Before it gets up.”

			Axia’s mouth was dry. “Kori and Nia will die.”

			“You can’t save everyone.”

			“They were your friends.”

			“They were my crew,” Blacktongue corrected. “They know what to expect from me.”

			But not from me. Axia heard Nia’s voice in her mind. She’s kind.

			Very slowly, fighting the pain, she clambered to her feet.

			“Gods damn it,” Blacktongue said. “You’ve seen we can’t win. Life isn’t fair. You’ve got to be—”

			“—harder than the rest if you want to survive,” Axia finished. She spat on the ground. It glistened red. “Maybe you do. But I won’t.”

			She ran. Not toward the exit, but back toward her friends, cutting around the still-struggling fiend. Kori was shaking her head groggily when she arrived, but her eyes widened at the sight of Axia’s dangling, shattered arm. She reached out and muttered a prayer, and Axia gasped as the pain eased.

			“Thank you,” she managed. “Are you okay?”

			“Getting better,” Kori said. She was still struggling to stand.

			“Fortunately I know where she keeps her poison antidotes,” Nia said. Her eyes were still on the bone devil. “You did a number on that thing.”

			“It didn’t help,” Axia said. The creature was on its feet now, its broken skull evening out as it stalked closer. “I don’t know how to stop it.”

			“I do.” Kori finally made it to her feet. “I need it close, though.”

			“Love, you can barely stand,” Nia said. “If we run—”

			“We’d never make it,” Axia said. “It’s too fast. Kori, what do you need?”

			“Just keep it off me for half a minute, and don’t let it get away.”

			“I doubt that will be a problem,” Nia muttered.

			Axia gripped the hilt of the sword. “Help us?” she thought to Blacktongue.

			“I should leave you to die,” the pirate said. “You deserve it.”

			“But you won’t.”

			There was a hint of dark humor in Blacktongue’s voice. “They used to call me crazy.”

			Warmth flowed into Axia’s hand once again, just as the bone devil charged.

			The damage she’d done to it was gone, and the creature dropped to all fours to cover ground at an astonishing clip. Nia stepped forward to meet it, chanting. There was a sudden wave of cold, and a barrier of ice formed between her and the creature’s descending claw. When it struck, a rime of frost rippled up the bone devil’s arm. It hissed in pain, fingers trapped in the ice. A blow from its other claw shattered the protective barrier and sent Nia flying, four parallel slashes raked across her chest.

			Axia didn’t have time to see where she’d landed. Behind her, Kori started her prayer, and motes of golden light began to swirl around her. The fiend whirled on her, striking downward with its tail, and Axia interposed herself and parried. She deflected a second strike, then hacked at the stinger as it went overhead. The devil was more cautious, though, and even with Blacktongue’s help Axia’s strength was fading. Her blow missed, and one of the long claws raked down her side before she could get away. She barely felt the pain, but her shirt was shredded and sticky with blood.

			Several beams of eye-twisting light slammed into the devil, driving it backward. Nia, bloody herself, was nonetheless on her feet and coming toward them. Axia hacked at the devil’s flank as it turned to face her, and the creature retreated a step, trying to keep an eye on both opponents. It blocked another ray with a bony arm, then charged at Axia, who had to duck under another slashing blow.

			“Get clear!” Nia shouted.

			Axia rolled backward. Nia’s eyes had gone black, and the now-familiar black tentacles surged up from the floor, a knot of them wrapping around the devil as it screeched in outrage. Nia closed her hands into fists and the tentacles tightened their grip, but the bony flesh of the creature seemed impossible to crush. It ripped and tore, shredding the magical appendages, slashing its way toward Axia. She raised her cutlass, a wave of fresh pain rolling over her, but the steady drone of Kori’s prayer from behind her suddenly resolved into comprehensible words.

			“In the name of the Lord of Shadows, the Master of All Thieves, He who protects those who delve and scheme in the dark, I cast you from this mortal realm! In His divine name, begone!”

			The golden light surrounding Kori arced like caged lightning, connecting her to the devil in a coruscating corona of brilliance. The creature shrieked, twitching as though in agony. For a moment, the light flickered, beginning to fail, but Kori stamped her foot and sent another surge through it. With a final scream, the bone devil vanished into the brilliance. When the glow faded away, there was nothing left but a scorch mark on the floor and the smell of brimstone.

			Kori wobbled on her feet, but she turned to face Nia with a beatific smile and raised her arms.

			“Behold the power of Sky Daddy!” she said, and fell heavily backward onto the floor.
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			CHAPTER 
EIGHTEEN

			“She’s just passed out,” Nia said, after a quick examination. “Her wound’s still closed, but she’s lost some blood. We should get her out of here. Can you help me?”

			Axia shoved the sword through her belt and tried clenching her left fist. It moved without much pain but still felt weak. “I can try. Move slow.”

			Together, they lifted the unconscious cleric. Fortunately, Kori’s diminutive form wasn’t very heavy, even as a deadweight.

			“What about that?” Axia said, gesturing with her chin at the black pit. “Isn’t that what you came here for?”

			“It’s empty,” Nia grunted. “The wards are still active, this temple’s still here, but whatever used to be in there is gone. If there’s a Worldbreaker still out there, it isn’t here.” She looked at the pit longingly for a moment. “Though I would love to study it further. There’s something almost familiar about some of the inscriptions…”

			They staggered back up the circular corridor and through the archway. Axia felt her bad arm start to give way and signaled for a halt. They laid Kori on the floor, and Nia sank down beside her, gasping. She touched her wounded side gingerly and grimaced.

			“I need to bandage this,” she gasped. “And make sure Kori’s wound is still holding.”

			“Can I help?” Axia said.

			Nia shook her head, digging through Kori’s packs for a roll of bandage. “Rest for a minute.”

			Axia slumped against the wall. It took a moment before she realized she was sitting beside Blacktongue’s desiccated corpse, in nearly the same position.

			“You didn’t have your guts ripped out, though,” Blacktongue said in her head. “So, you know, good job there.”

			“Barely.” Axia poked at the wound in her stomach and winced. It was bleeding sluggishly.

			“You’ll be fine. I’ve had worse wounds shaving.”

			A few moments passed in silence.

			“You wanted answers,” Blacktongue said.

			Axia closed her eyes and swallowed. “Now?”

			“You may not get another chance, kid. It’s…” Blacktongue hesitated. “Just ask. I’ll do my best to explain. What do you want to know?”

			“What do I want to know?” Axia was momentarily speechless. “What am I? Why do I look like you? Why do we have a connection? What happened to my memories? What the hell did you do to me?”

			“All right, all right. Keep in mind, I only dabble in spell-slinging, so I can’t tell you about the mechanics of it all. But the long and short of it is that you’re a clone.”

			Axia blinked. “A what?”

			“A clone. Like, an exact copy. It’s deep, dark magic. Takes a chunk of your flesh—which is no picnic; I still have a scar on my thigh, or did before it rotted away. Anyway, you take your little pound of flesh and you put it in a jar with the right hocus-pocus, and it grows a fresh copy of you without all the wear and tear.”

			“A…copy?” Axia’s throat was thick, and her hand clenched. “Why?”

			“Insurance,” the pirate said. “What’s supposed to happen is that if you get killed, instead of your soul winging its way off to an eternal reward, it makes a beeline for the new body floating around in its jar and you just start over. Snuff it out in the depths of Wildspace somewhere, wake up in a nice safe place, and lose twenty years off your face in the bargain. Not a bad deal, right?”

			“What happened?” Axia’s voice was a whisper.

			“Believe me, I’ve been pondering that for most of the last three years. Here’s the story as best I can figure it out. You’ve met that bloodsucker Shard?”

			“He tried to kill us,” Axia said.

			“Join the club.”

			“And…I saw when you two met. In your journal.”

			“You like your reading material spicy, eh?” Blacktongue snorted. “I should have burned that bloody thing. Anyway, then you know that he and I were working together to find the Worldbreaker. He had some of the clues, but I was the one who went out and actually found things. So once I had the last piece, it was time to cut him out. I knew he had spies in my crew, so I left Silencer and came out here alone.

			“Unfortunately, the bastard didn’t trust me. Me! Paranoid asshole. He hid a bound devil in my gear, to be freed if I ever betrayed him. When I got into the inner temple, our friend with the claws showed up and gutted me like a fish going to market. I crawled out here and left him in there, you know that part. Then I finally expired, expecting to wake up as you.”

			“It didn’t work,” Axia said.

			“Obviously. Best guess? This temple is like an onion made of wards and bindings. When I died, my soul couldn’t get out to go fill your body. It stayed here instead and ended up in my sword, which was already pretty gods-damned puissant. So my new body woke up without anybody in it. And that’s you.”

			“So I’m…nobody?”

			“That’s where I don’t know,” Blacktongue said. “It gets a little metaphysical. Maybe you’re just someone new. Maybe you’re me, but without my memories. What I would have been, in another life. Or maybe it’s something else. Only the gods know, and I doubt they’re telling.”

			The pirate’s casual tone was too much. Axia leaned her head back against the wall, eyes closed, tears leaking through.

			She’d known there must be some connection. She’d hoped that her true self was something noble, something she could be proud of. She’d feared that she was Blacktongue, that the dread pirate queen was lurking in the depths of her memories. Instead, she was…

			Nothing. An accident. She had no true self. She had no memories from before three years ago because she hadn’t existed before three years ago, except as a mute body in a jar.

			She’d been searching for herself. To fail at that quest was one thing. But I made it all the way here, and it turns out there’s nothing to find.

			“Hey, kid,” Blacktongue said gruffly. “I know this is a lot. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

			“For what?” Axia sniffed. “Accidentally bringing me into existence?”

			“I guess? I just mean I didn’t plan on any of this either.”

			After a moment, Axia wiped her hand across her eyes. “So what happens now?”

			“Again, don’t ask me the details. But if you take the sword out beyond the outer boundary of the temple, I’ll…go.”

			“Go where?”

			“Wherever I was supposed to go when they pulled my card,” Blacktongue said. She sounded uncomfortable. “Judgment, I guess. Or eternal fighting and feasting. Depends what you believe. I was never what you call devout.”

			“You mean you’ll die.”

			“I died three years ago.”

			“Do you want me to leave you here, then?”

			“And spend gods know how long waiting for the next person to find this place? Can you imagine lying here for centuries watching my own bones turn to dust?”

			Axia abruptly understood why Blacktongue had been so eager for her to flee. If I’d died in there with Kori and Nia, she’d have been stuck here. Alone, with no body. Maybe forever. The thought made her shiver.

			“No, I’m ready to get on with it. But you and I do have a connection. You’ve felt it. If you open yourself up to it, I think I could transfer a part of myself to you. Memories. My past. If you want to go on being me, it might help.”

			“Memories?” Axia said. “Like what you left in the journal?”

			“There’s a lot I never wrote in the journal. A whole life. You never had one, right?”

			She hadn’t. There was nothing from before three years ago, a yawning gap it felt like she’d always longed to fill.

			But it wasn’t a past she’d wanted. It was the truth. And the blank void in her mind was the truth.

			“If I say yes,” Axia said quietly, “what happens to me? Do I…turn into you?”

			“Hells if I know,” Blacktongue said. “Depends what you think makes a person themselves. Is it memories? Or is there something else?”

			“Axia,” Nia said, startling her from her mental conversation. “We need to go.”

			Axia shook her head and started to climb to her feet, an unutterable weariness added to the pain of her wounds.

			“Wait,” Blacktongue said. “Take my belt pouch. You’ll thank me later.”

			Blinking, Axia spotted a leather pouch on a decaying strap. It came free when she pulled, and she stuffed it into a pocket.

			Together, she and Nia hoisted Kori and painfully waddled out through the long corridor. They paused for a moment at the entrance, just inside a final line of inscribed wards.

			“Well?” Blacktongue said. “Last chance.”

			“A month ago I would have jumped at the chance to be you,” Axia said. “But now I think I’d rather be me.”

			“That’s what I figured.” Blacktongue gave a little chuckle. “It’s a good choice, kid. I’ll tell you a secret. I wasn’t all that happy being me either.”

			Axia stepped forward. There was a faint sigh at the back of her mind, and then silence.

			

			—

			The jolly boat was waiting where they’d left it beside Blacktongue’s pinnace, and they laid Kori in the bottom. Nia sat in the helm and propelled them the short distance back to Silencer’s rail. Much of the crew was gathered, waiting, but Helgi was the first one to rush forward.

			“Captain!” she said. Her big gray hand pressed about Axia’s forehead as she intoned a prayer to a god Axia didn’t recognize. Divine energy flooded through her like a wave of cool water, quenching the pain of her wounds, though her weariness remained.

			“Thank you,” Axia said. “Help Kori, please. She was poisoned and lost a lot of blood.”

			“Of course.” Helgi bent over the unconscious cleric.

			“What happened?” came a mental inquiry from Kizik.

			“Who did you f-f-fight?” said Scalpel.

			“Did you find what you were looking for?” asked Crassus.

			“Yes, please.” Brecher’s voice came from the doorway to the forecastle. He emerged, followed by Bloodstain and Bithiyaris, as every head turned in his direction. “Tell us everything.”

			Then, abruptly, he drew his pistol and aimed it at Axia’s head. His thumb pulled back the hammer with a menacing click.

			“Starting with who you really are,” he said into the stunned silence that followed.

			

			—

			“Mutiny?” Nia said, limping up beside Axia. “Really, Brecher?”

			“I would never betray my true captain,” the giff growled. “But she is not Blacktongue, and she never was. She used us.” His aim shifted to her. “You used us, you and your wife. I knew something was wrong. Blacktongue was never so fond of you two.”

			“I thought we got along all right,” Kori said shakily. She’d woken under Helgi’s ministrations and was fighting her way to her feet.

			“What are you saying?” Kizik queried. “That she is an impostor?”

			Helgi frowned at Axia. “She’s not using a magical disguise.”

			“Aye,” Bloodstain said, “she looks like her right enough. But it were obvious from th’ start that she weren’t Blacktongue.” The plasmoid waved a pseudopod in Axia’s direction. “She can’t even curse worth a damn! Sweet-feathered? Scum-climbing? And if there’s septernauts on Capulia, then I’m a damned blood pudding.” A ripple ran around their body, somehow expressing derision. “The lot o’ you only saw what ye wanted to see.”

			“I am certainly guilty of that,” Brecher said. His pistol hadn’t wavered. “I wanted my captain back, and it made me as blind as if I’d lost both eyes. But now I see more clearly.”

			“You’re both mad,” Kori said, “if you think—”

			Axia put out a hand, and the cleric went silent.

			No way out but through. There was already nodding and muttered conversation among the crew. We’re not going to be able to bareface our way out of this one. But there were a few sour expressions, and Axia thought she could see a chance. Slim, maybe. But it’s all we’ve got. They were in no shape for another daring escape, that was for certain.

			“You’re right,” she said simply. “I’m not Blacktongue. My name is Axia.”

			Time seemed to slow for a moment, stretching like taffy. Axia wondered if Brecher would squeeze the trigger then and there. She had no doubt of his aim.

			A heartbeat passed, then another, and she dared to hope.

			“I came here to do a job,” she said, before anyone else had recovered enough to speak. “Yes, it meant pretending to be Blacktongue. I look like her, as you can see. At first I thought I would just stay out of sight as much as possible, not get involved, run for it as soon as I had what I wanted.

			“But that changed pretty quickly. I got to know this crew. I fought with you. And I could see something was wrong.”

			“The only thing wrong was you,” Brecher snarled. “I don’t have to listen to this.”

			“Whoever she is,” Kizik said, “she fought at our side. Risked her life, and saved some of ours.”

			Mutters of agreement from the crew. Gaij, watching with his githyanki siblings, shouted, “Let her speak!”

			“I grew up on stories of Blacktongue,” Axia said. Only a bit of a lie. “I admired her. Idolized her, even.” A little more of a stretch. “She was a pirate, yes, but she was a pirate with a purpose bigger than lining her purse. She attacked the rich, the powerful, those who exploit and enslave and conquer.” More nods among the crew. Brecher’s brows drew together in a frown. “What I found when I got here surprised me. A crew that stormed a passenger galleon and were happy to throw refugees to the wolves.”

			“Nobody said we were happy about it,” Kizik said softly.

			“ ’S right,” Crassus the minotaur rumbled. “We had orders.”

			“You did,” Axia agreed. “And as long as I was Blacktongue, your orders came from me. That made it my fault. So I tried to do better.”

			“Only so you could get to your job,” Brecher said. “It was the Strangers’ Ball, wasn’t it?”

			“It was,” Axia said. “What I found there was a clue to Blacktongue’s legacy. I came here—we all came here—to find it. I had come this far with you, and I felt like I couldn’t simply cut and run.”

			That was, at best, a strained reading of the truth. But Axia saw more nods. They want to believe. Some of them, anyway.

			“So, no, I’m not Blacktongue,” Axia said, turning back to Brecher. “But I can tell you this much. You’ve lost your way.”

			“Don’t talk as if you know me!” Brecher snarled. “Don’t talk as if you know anything.”

			“What was it Blacktongue said to you, the day she took your eye?” Axia said. “Honor is taking the side of the weak against the strong, not the other way around.”

			That shook him, she could see it. His black-on-black eye narrowed, and the ruby glittered in the other socket.

			“Honor is in standing by my captain,” he said. “I run Silencer the way she would have.” His voice rose. “You remember, if you were here in the old days! Yes, we did our best to stick a finger in the lords’ eyes. But Blacktongue wasn’t averse to being harsh when she needed to be!”

			“Because she lost her way, too,” Axia said, the revelation abruptly opening up before her. Of course. The Blacktongue of that second journal entry, the one who’d just escaped from the mines, would never have worked with someone like Shard. It was success that broke her. It was hard to keep taking the side of the weak against the strong once you had become the strong.

			And I think she knew it. She heard the pirate’s final words again. I’ll tell you a secret. I wasn’t all that happy being me either.

			“Think back,” she said aloud. “Those of you who’ve been here since the old days. Would the Blacktongue you first joined up with have slaughtered passengers and worked with monsters?”

			“No,” Helgi said, glaring at Brecher. “She would not.”

			There were several murmurs of agreement. Axia became aware of a drift in the crew, people shifting away from one another, some toward Brecher and others toward her. She realized, very abruptly, that everyone was armed.

			“So what, then?” Brecher snarled. “You lied to us, but we should let you carry on as captain all the same?”

			“And I’ll do what Blacktongue meant to do, in the beginning,” Axia agreed. “Anyone who doesn’t like it is free to leave.”

			“Over my dead body,” the giff said. “This was her ship. You don’t get to have it just by bloody asking!”

			“That’s right,” Bloodstain said. “What’s come over th’ lot of ye?”

			“Maybe,” Kizik said, “we like Axia’s way better.”

			“Yeah,” Crassus said. “Blacktongue told me only to hit them as deserves it.”

			“M-m-madness.” Scalpel hissed, steam billowing from its joints. “Pirates steal. The w-w-weak have no right to complain.”

			Bithiyaris the elven mage gave a lazy yawn. “If taking a refugee ship gets us the maximum profit for minimum risk, where’s the harm?”

			Hands were drifting to weapons.

			“We can’t fight each other!” Axia said desperately. “Nobody wants that, Blacktongue least of all. Brecher, talk to them. Take the ship back to Garaudia—we’ll figure out a way to split up, if we need to—”

			“And let you walk away?” said a new voice. “I think not.”

			There was a shimmer off the starboard side, the opposite rail from where Axia was standing. The stars abruptly flickered out, and a ship materialized from empty space, pulled up tight to Silencer as though it had been there all along. The newcomer was a squid ship, a long-standing design of elegant simplicity—a compact set of decks and sails at the aft end, and three long, sweeping spars in the shape of the squid’s tentacles at the bow, sharpened to make a deadly piercing ram. Axia was used to seeing squid ships in the colors of the League navies, but this one was as black as space.

			Standing with one foot on its rail, sword drawn, was Shard. Beside him, their own massive weapons in hand, were a dozen zombie ogres.

			“I have another proposal,” he said, hopping lightly to Silencer’s deck. His undead crew followed, less adroitly. “Those of you who won’t support this ship’s proper captain, put down your weapons and surrender.”

			“You called him?” Axia said, staring at Brecher.

			“I didn’t—” The giff cast about for a moment, then turned on Bloodstain. “You did this, didn’t you? You’ve been in touch with him all along.”

			“What else was I meant t’ do, with all of ye blinkered as coach horses?” the plasmoid said. “Even ye were waverin’, Brecher, don’t try to lie. But Shard knows what’s right.”

			“Indeed,” Shard said, stepping up beside Brecher. “So. Weapons.”

			For a moment, Axia wanted to refuse. But only about a third of the crew had come to her side of the line, and they certainly couldn’t fight Brecher’s loyalists and Shard’s zombies both. She couldn’t get them all killed for her sake. Very slowly, she bent and laid down her sword.

			“Excellent,” Shard said, as the rest followed her example with various degrees of relief. “Captain, throw them in the brig.”

			“Aye,” Brecher said, after a long moment. In that span, Axia thought she saw a flicker of purest rage cross his face.

			

			—

			Silencer’s brig wasn’t really large enough for all of them. It consisted of a narrow room with floor-to-ceiling iron bars and a small cell door, with enough space outside for a guard to sit watch. The prisoners, amounting to a third of the ship’s crew, were packed in tight. In addition to Kori—now asleep in Nia’s arms in a corner of the cell—Helgi, Kizik, and the githyanki siblings had joined Axia’s side and been imprisoned. Crassus the minotaur took up a whole side of the cell by himself, with some of the human crew squeezed in between.

			After the zombies had herded them inside, they’d mostly been left alone. Helgi fussed over Kori and Nia but eventually sat back with a sigh.

			“I have channeled all the divine energy I am able for today,” the giff said. “In the morning, I’ll be able to do more.”

			“Assuming they let us live until then,” Nia muttered.

			“They haven’t hurt anyone so far,” Kizik offered mentally.

			“So far,” Nia said. “But we all know that Shard and Brecher can’t just let us walk away after this. They’re not going to sail back to the inner system with all of us in here, then let us off at the first stop.”

			“She’s right,” Axia said. She glanced over her shoulder at the guard by the door. The zombie stood stolid and watchful but gave no sign of understanding their conversation. She lowered her voice anyway. “Nia, I don’t suppose you can magic us out?”

			Nia put on a sour look. “They grabbed my focus along with the rest of our weapons. Without it I’m not good for much.”

			Axia looked at Helgi, who shook her head.

			“Healing is my specialty,” she said. “And as I said, I need to rest as it is.”

			“I doubt they’ll leave us alone that long,” Nia said. She eyed the door, which was secured with a heavy padlock. “Kori might be able to open that, but not without her tools.”

			There was a pause. Everyone was looking at Axia, and for the moment she had no idea what to tell them.

			The silence was broken by footsteps in the hall. Two more ogre zombies entered, with the same black-and-silver uniforms and long greatswords she’d seen at the Labyrinth. One of them held a black iron key, which it used to unlock the cell door while the other held its weapon at the ready. The first ogre leveled a finger at Axia, then pointed at the doorway.

			“Captain…” Crassus said, and Axia heard the promise in his voice. But if we rush them now, unarmed, we won’t get far. Doubtless there were more of Shard’s troops aboard than these two. She held up her hands.

			“All right,” she said. “Let’s talk.”

			The ogres backed up to let her out of the cell, then locked the door behind her. Axia locked eyes with Nia for a moment, then turned away.

			Outside, the balance of Silencer’s crew were attending to their duties. They paused at their posts to stare at their former captain, tiny compared to her two hulking escorts. As she’d suspected, the two ogres watching her weren’t the only ones still aboard. At least ten of the massive creatures stood watch on the main deck.

			Apparently Shard doesn’t trust Brecher and the rest either. Not exactly a revelation. He clearly wasn’t taking any chances. We saw only a dozen of the things. The squid ship—its silver nameplate proclaimed it Kraken—must be nearly abandoned.

			The guards took her forward to what had been her own quarters, beneath the hammerhead’s eye. Shard hadn’t had time to redecorate; he sat in her armchair, feet up on the table, while Brecher stood at attention behind him. The remainder of Silencer’s officers—Bithiyaris, Bloodstain, and Annithor—waited by one wall. Axia gave them only a quick glance. Bloodstain and Bithiyaris were one thing, but the presence of the dohwar felt like an extra twist of the knife. I thought she, at least, understood me.

			“Hello, my dear Captain Blacktongue,” Shard drawled, pushing his dark glasses up his nose. “Or, Axia, was it? I really must congratulate you on getting this far.” He swung his legs down and leaned forward. “How did you come up with the plan, by the way? Did you just realize one day you could pass for Blacktongue, or did someone come knocking at your door?”

			“I thought you already knew everything,” Axia said.

			He waved a dismissive hand. “Everything worth knowing. I ask only out of idle curiosity. This whole episode has been a most entertaining diversion. A sort of coda to the story of Blacktongue, the pirate queen. Was it a terrible shock to find her in that state?”

			“You’ve been inside, then?” Axia said.

			“Oh, yes.” Shard’s smile widened. “I’d always assumed my backup plan had taken care of the treacherous bitch, but it’s nice to have confirmation at last. In any case, you played your role to perfection and led us straight here.”

			“I thought you wanted to take Blacktongue’s notes from me at the Ball.”

			“Really.” Shard licked his fangs. “If that’s what I’d wanted, do you really think you would have gotten away?”

			He’s lying, Axia thought. She remembered the journal, Blacktongue getting the better of him in their fight. He just wants everyone to know how very in control he is.

			“Your beholder friend didn’t seem to grasp that part of the plan,” Axia said.

			“No.” Shard sighed. “He can be so stubborn.”

			“And Karrank? He nearly kept us from getting anywhere.”

			“He, also, was…uncooperative. But I guessed you’d be able to handle him, and as usual I was correct.”

			“But after Karrank found us, we disabled the tracking ward on the ship,” Axia said, eager to keep him talking. “Was there another one we missed?”

			“Tracking wards are for amateurs,” Shard said. “A professional doesn’t rely on magic when simple motivation will do the trick.” He glanced sideways at Bloodstain. “Isn’t that right?”

			The plasmoid made a noncommittal gesture, clearly uncomfortable. Behind Shard, Brecher’s face twitched.

			“But the point of the exercise, Axia, was to secure the Worldbreaker. Except.” He glanced now at Bithiyaris, who only yawned. “My wizards tell me that the spot where it once was is now empty. Since Blacktongue died here, and you were the only ones to enter in the meantime, it follows that you must know where it is. So.” His lips pulled back from his fangs. “Where is it?”

			Axia blinked. Looking surprised didn’t take much effort.

			“I honestly have no idea,” she said.

			“Really. Must we?”

			“Really,” Axia said. “It was empty when we got there. We barely had a chance to look, though. Your devil was still inside and it nearly killed us.”

			“If you say so.” Shard’s smile had vanished. He rolled his shoulders, first one and then the other. “I admit I don’t see the point of this now. You’ve lost, you must know it. Why drag things out? But I anticipated, somehow, that you might be difficult. You know what I have to do next, I assume?”

			“Give up?” Axia said. She was feeling a little lightheaded.

			“Ha ha ha. I think first I’ll take those oh-so-loyal crew of yours and disassemble them one at a time. I’m really quite good at it, it’s a wonderful show. I’ll leave the little half-elf and the devilkin for last; you seem most attached to them. Always best to build to a big finish.”

			“Wait.” Axia’s mouth was suddenly very dry. “You can’t—”

			“I assure you I can.” His smile slowly returned. “Unless you have anything you’d like to tell me.”

			“I don’t know!”

			“Of course you don’t.” He waved a hand. “Take her back to her cell. Brecher, help me decide who we should start off with. The rest of you, get out of my sight.”

			The ogre guards took hold of Axia’s arms and turned her about as Bloodstain, Bithiyaris, and Annithor swept past. The creatures frog-marched her down the narrow corridor and back onto the main deck. By the time they returned to the brig, her arms were bruised from their grip.

			Back in the tight-packed cell, the imprisoned crew shuffled around to make room. Axia was extremely glad to see Kori sitting up and looking around blearily, running a hand through her matted curls like she’d just woken from a very refreshing nap.

			“Hey,” she said. “Nia’s been catching me up.”

			“Did Shard hurt you?” Nia said. “What does he want?”

			“As to that,” Axia said, “I have good news and bad news.”

			“What’s the bad news?” Crassus rumbled.

			“He thinks I’ve hidden the Worldbreaker somewhere and he’s going to torture all of you to death until I tell him where.”

			“That’s…pretty bad,” Kori said, frowning. “What’s the good news?”

			Axia opened her hand. It contained a scrap of paper with a hastily written note that Annithor had surreptitiously tucked into her pocket.

			Bringing you a way out and a distraction. Be ready.

			“Someone out there,” she said, “is on our side.”
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			CHAPTER 
NINETEEN

			They spent hours whispering, planning, and waiting. Hoping it wasn’t all for nothing.

			She might have gotten caught. Axia had no idea if the dohwar had done this sort of thing before. Or she might have gotten scared and given up. She hadn’t put herself on the line when Brecher had mutinied, after all. But somehow Axia couldn’t believe that. She’s as brave as any of us.

			Kori and Nia huddled in one corner of the cell, pressed tightly together and murmuring softly. Helgi had tried to coax everyone into playing some kind of rhyming game, but nobody seemed in the mood, and eventually she’d fallen into silent prayer. Crassus stomped and snorted, occasionally prying uselessly at the cell bars.

			When the outer door finally opened, the prisoners all straightened up, and Axia hastily waved to indicate they shouldn’t look too excited. One of the ogres came into the room first, followed by Annithor, who carried a big tin pot and a stack of bowls.

			“Feeding time!” the purple dohwar said brightly. She set the pot on the floor and began ladling out a thick soup. “Captain first, naturally.”

			Axia came to the front of the cell and accepted a bowl. The ogre watched with narrow, piggy eyes as she blew across the soup then took a sip. It was really rather good, stewed tomatoes well spiced with pepper. More interesting, though, was the feeling of something heavy sliding around the bottom of the bowl. I knew I wasn’t wrong about her.

			The note had said there would be a distraction, too. Axia settled down against the wall, nursing her soup, while Annithor filled bowls for the rest of the prisoners. When her pot was empty, she waddled out again, and the ogre shut the outer door behind her.

			Nia shuffled over and whispered, “Did she give you something?”

			“Yeah.” Axia drained the last of the soup and fished the object from the dregs. It was a heavy iron key, presumably to the lock on the cell. She flashed it briefly to the rest, then waved for silence. “We still don’t have any weapons. Let’s wait for whatever distraction she’s arranged—”

			There was a deep bass thump, like the firing of a cannon but even louder, and the floor bucked beneath her. A moment later, heavy footsteps outside indicated that whatever had happened had successfully attracted some attention.

			“At least some of our stuff is across the hall,” Axia said. She shook the key clean and worked her arm through the bars, fumbling it into the mouth of the lock. It protested for a heart-stopping moment, then turned with a rusty groan, and the cell door swung open. “Probably locked up, though. Crassus, think you can get to it?”

			“ ’Course.” The minotaur snorted and pushed through, ducking low.

			The door to the brig was unlocked and the corridor beyond momentarily deserted, though Axia could hear shouts and clomping boots out on the main deck. As she’d predicted, the door across the hall was locked. Crassus reared up, took a deep breath, and slammed into it shoulder-first, sending bits of the latch spraying into the room.

			“Captain!” Axia turned to find Annithor waddling toward them, a ring of keys in her hand. “I can get you into the storeroom—”

			Crassus emerged, his double-headed crescent axe in hand and a broad grin on his huge face. Annithor looked at the state of the door and sighed.

			“Repairs shouldn’t be too expensive,” she muttered.

			“I’ll cover it,” Axia said, as Kizik, the githyanki, and the rest of the imprisoned crew pushed into the storeroom to retrieve their gear. “Thank you for springing us.”

			“Yes, well.” She shuffled her feet and rubbed her wings together, embarrassed. “You may not be the real Blacktongue, but I like your way better than Brecher’s.”

			“Kept quiet about it, though,” Gaij said, hefting his spear.

			Annithor looked crestfallen. “I didn’t…I couldn’t think what was to be gained from getting myself locked up.”

			“And you were exactly right,” Axia said firmly. “How did you draw them off?”

			“Black powder bomb on the darkside deck,” the dohwar said primly. “It ought to start some small fires, which will keep them busy for a while. I’m afraid I don’t have much of a plan beyond that.”

			“We can take it from here.” I hope. “Stay close and be ready to run. Everyone else remember what to do?”

			There were various grunts of approval. Axia grinned.

			“Then what are we waiting for?”

			Crassus led the way again, down the hall toward the stairs to the main deck. The rest of the crew trooped after, leaving Axia, Nia, and Kori to bring up the rear. Axia spotted her pack and slung it over her shoulder. The storeroom looked like a whirlwind had hit it, bags and boxes scattered everywhere. In the midst of the mayhem lay a familiar cutlass, plain but finely crafted. She bent and picked up the blade, her hand sliding around the hilt as though it belonged there.

			

			—

			Smoke curled around the edges of Silencer and Kraken’s conjoined air envelopes, but it was quickly thinning as the crew brought the fires under control. For the moment, though, there were only a handful of Shard’s ogres on deck.

			“Ready to slow them down?” Axia said.

			Kori and Nia both nodded. Kori went first, spreading a circle of fine powdered silver around the stairway leading up from the lower half of the ship. She raised her mask medallion and murmured a prayer for protection, and the circle glowed with divine light.

			“It’ll keep the zombies and Shard down there,” Kori warned. “But not the rest of the crew.”

			“And mine won’t last long,” Nia said. “Make the time count.”

			“Everyone ready?” Axia said.

			Her little crew gave their assent. Crassus raised his battle-axe, and Kizik his strange circular blades. The others fingered a motley assortment of weapons.

			“Go!” Axia said.

			Crassus and Kizik led the charge, bursting out from the door into the open space of the main deck. At the same time, Nia gestured sharply and spoke a string of ear-twisting syllables. The now-familiar black tentacles burst into existence around the open hatch leading to the cargo hold. One ogre, unlucky enough to be nearby, found its arm gripped tight and flailed wildly as it was pulled in.

			The sound alerted the rest of them, and the hulking zombies drew their greatswords. There were a half dozen in all, two on the forecastle and two at the stern, plus two on the main deck. With one tangled up, that left five, three ahead of the charging crew and two behind. Axia and the githyanki peeled off to engage the two coming down from the forecastle, while Crassus and the rest kept running.

			The minotaur clearly had some frustration to work off. He lowered his head, iron horns gleaming, and slammed into the first ogre full tilt. His momentum was enough to bowl even the bulky creature off its feet, black blood spraying from the minotaur’s horns. A second ogre leapt from the sterncastle, greatsword swinging in a downward arc, and Crassus met it head-on, taking the blow on the head of his axe with a peal of metal on metal.

			Beside him, Kizik met the second descending zombie with a more measured advance. The brutish creature swung its sword in wide horizontal arcs, and the thri-kreen slipped back out of range, then surged forward, capturing the greatsword between the tines of the three-bladed weapons he wielded in his secondary arms. The undead ogre tried to jerk its weapon free as Kizik’s primary arms slashed at its chest in a welter of gore.

			On Axia’s flank, there were two stairways descending from the forecastle, and one ogre coming each way. The githyanki siblings took one, working together with the ease of long practice. Their three spears acted in concert, parrying and striking, sharp points pricking the creature in the arms and belly. It tried to break the hafts with its blade, but the githyanki nimbly avoided its blows and went back on the offensive.

			Axia met her own opponent, held up her cutlass to block its initial strike, and nearly had the blade torn from her grip. The ogre was strong, and its swings had the momentum of a hammer blow; her fingers buzzed with the impact. She gave ground rapidly, feinting to keep it off guard. The familiar numbing warmth of Blacktongue’s power didn’t come, but the cutlass itself was more of a help than she’d realized—it felt light as a feather, and almost leapt into the right position of its own accord.

			The ogre swung again, and she sidestepped and slashed through its elbow, taking the forearm clean off. The zombie groaned as it spun, clumsily swinging the greatsword one-handed. Axia ducked the blow and lunged, burying the cutlass right in its bloated belly. It burst like a balloon, spilling black guts writhing with maggots.

			Above the clang and screech of combat, she heard shouts from below.

			“—they’re loose!”

			“Get up there!”

			And Bloodstain’s unnaturally loud yell, echoing across the entire ship. “All hands t’ the main deck, smartly! Th’ prisoners are out!”

			“Here they come!” Kori shouted from back by the stairs. There was a thump, and a lot of shouting. She crowed. “There’s a bit of a pileup.”

			Thanks to Silencer’s unique shape, there were only two ways to get from the upside-down section of the ship to the dayside main deck. One was the series of stairways that ended in the passage Kori had enchanted. Her magic circle didn’t work on ordinary creatures, but apparently the zombie ogres had been in the lead. Now they were stuck, jammed into the narrow corridor between the protective ward and the rest of the crew coming up from below.

			The only other way up was via the cargo hold, clearing a path through the goods stored there and negotiating the gravity plane to climb up through the cargo hatch. Someone must have tried that as well, because there was a scream, and Nia’s black tentacles went into a frenzy.

			For a few moments, at least, Silencer’s crew was locked out. Axia turned from her downed opponent and gestured to the rest of her people.

			“Over the rail! Hurry!”

			Helgi, at the head of the remaining crew, charged across the deck toward the starboard rail where Kraken was tied up. The squid ship’s deck was a foot or so above Silencer’s, so when the giff cleric hit the rail she had to heave herself up, robes flapping. It would have been a perfect time for any defenders to attack, but Shard had moved his ogre crew almost entirely on board Silencer. The one remaining guard was belowdecks and emerged only as Helgi and the others boarded. It charged, greatsword raised, but Helgi presented her holy symbol with a roar and the creature was blasted into greasy black smoke. The rest of the pirates swarmed forward.

			So far, so good. From the stairway, there came a scream, then a roar from Brecher.

			“Out of the way, fools!” The giff burst through the door to the main deck, and Kori backpedaled rapidly as he ripped his cutlass from his scabbard. “They’re taking the Kraken! Stop them!”

			More of Silencer’s crew boiled out of the passage, and Axia’s loyalists went to meet them. Scalpel rushed at Crassus, dodging an axe stroke that would have reduced the autognome to a heap of spare parts and slashing at the minotaur with a dozen tiny blades that folded out from its arms. Kizik fought Bloodstain, the plasmoid folding out extra limbs to entangle the thri-kreen’s weapons as their blades clashed. The three githyanki made a hedge of their spears, keeping Brecher’s loyal giff platoon from entering the fray.

			On the forecastle, Bithiyaris appeared from a fold in space, looking bored as ever in the face of the chaos below. He slashed a hand horizontally and glowing bolts of energy whirled outward, dodging and jinking as they unerringly sought their targets. One of them struck Kori, leaving a nasty burn down her back. The half-elf yelped and kept running, but Nia growled low in her throat, and her tail lashed wildly. Her black tentacles faded away as she turned her attention to the elven wizard, spitting a syllable in a vile infernal tongue that surrounded him with a burst of hellfire. Bithiyaris spun away, robes smoking, and began weaving another spell of his own.

			Brecher, of course, came straight for Axia, with all the momentum of a charging hippopotamus.

			“Get the ship clear!” she shouted in the instant before he got there. The crew who’d boarded the Kraken were already working on it, sawing at the lines that held the two vessels together, while Helgi had disappeared inside to take the helm. Before she could guess how long it would take them, Brecher was on her, and Axia parried his brutally hard cut and staggered back a few paces. Blacktongue’s cutlass flicked around, scraping and ringing in a complicated dance with the giff’s as they shuffled back and forth across the deck. Brecher’s one eye narrowed.

			“I trusted you,” the giff grated. “My captain. I should have known.”

			“I never meant to betray anybody,” Axia said, turning an attack and sliding automatically into a riposte. Brecher flicked it away contemptuously and kept coming.

			“Then what did you think would happen, eh?” he roared, hammering at her defense. “Once your job was done? Were you going to go on playing Blacktongue forever, or just vanish and leave us all thinking you’d abandoned us again?”

			And what can I say to that? For a moment, Axia fell back across the bloody deck. He’s right, we took advantage of him. The plan was Nia and Kori’s, but I went along with it, and we played on his need to have his captain back. This might never have worked without him. It had been Brecher who first embraced her as genuine, and the giff’s voice had silenced any doubts.

			“Loyalty,” he growled, “is my life. It is who I am. When Blacktongue vanished, I was lost. Then you arrived, and I was ready to believe.”

			Loyalty. And suddenly Axia understood.

			“Maybe,” she said, catching his blade against hers, “you should learn to think for yourself!”

			He was surprised enough that she was able to shove him back, her blade slamming against his parries.

			“You say I don’t know you, but I know this. You turned against everything you’d been taught to join Blacktongue. Giff are supposed to be loyal to a fault, to never betray a contract. But you did it because what she said to you made sense. Because you were tired of being on the side of the bullies and the oppressors.

			“But that didn’t silence the guilt. So you decided to be as loyal to Blacktongue as you hadn’t been to your client, no matter what happened. That was the only rock you could cling to when things got messy. And then she was gone, and so was your rock.”

			Brecher backed up another step, teeth bared, shaking his head. “You will not shame me for loyalty.”

			“Loyalty is a fine thing, as long as it’s deserved. But not when it makes you do things you know are wrong. Look at you now—fighting your comrades, taking orders from a bloodsucker like Shard. Who’s betraying whom?”

			“I…” Brecher opened his mouth but couldn’t find words. In the moment of confusion, Axia lunged. Her blade slid under his, wrapped around, and tore the cutlass from his numbed fingers with a vicious flick. He fell to his knees with her sword at his throat, staring at her.

			“Kill me,” he said. He closed his eye, and Axia was astonished to see a tear trickling from it. “She’s gone, and I don’t care anymore.”

			It might be a mercy, Axia thought, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it, not like this. Instead she swung the cutlass’s hilt hard against his temple with a crack of metal on bone, and the giff fell back, unconscious.

			“Axia!” Nia shouted. “We have to go!”

			Axia blinked and looked around. Her crew had been pushed back toward the Kraken’s rail, outnumbered by Silencer’s fighters and a few of Shard’s remaining ogres. The githyanki siblings had been forced to give way at the hatch, and more crew had climbed up out of the cargo hold. The pirates aboard Kraken had found some crossbows and provided covering fire, but it was only assisting the retreat. Nearly everyone was wounded—Crassus was limping, and one of Kizik’s secondary arms hung limp, dripping clear fluid. Bithiyaris had evidently retired from the field, but Nia leaned against the rail, clearly exhausted.

			“I’m coming!” Axia shouted aloud. “Get the rest of the lines!”

			“Not just yet.”

			Behind Axia, two pale hands gripped the rail, and Shard pulled himself onto the deck. Faced with Kori’s magic circle, he must have jumped from the nightside rail and climbed back up. Axia had an image of him scuttling up the outside of the hull like an oversized spider. His clothes were torn and his dark glasses askew, but his toothy smile never wavered.

			“You may not be Blacktongue,” he said, stepping closer, “but I must admit you are very resourceful. Or very annoying, to put it another way. Order your crew to stand down now.”

			“If I do, you’ll let us live?” Axia said.

			His smile thinned. “We’ll see. If you don’t, I’ll kill you here and now.”

			“Better do it, then,” Axia said. Her sword snapped up and went for his throat.

			Between blinks, he was gone. He was so fast, moving with unnatural fluidity, like his bones had extra joints. He slipped under her thrust, batting her arm aside, and slammed his palm up under her chin. Axia felt her teeth come together with a clack and tasted blood. She realized she was flying backward just in time to hit the deck and skid, coming to rest against the forecastle steps.

			Shard clicked his tongue and shook his head sadly. He kicked Brecher’s sword with one foot, bouncing it off the deck and snatching it from the air without looking.

			“Change your mind?” he said.

			Axia struggled to her feet, head still whirling. There was a long gash in her lip, and she’d drooled red saliva down her chin. But she brought the sword back to guard, heart thumping.

			At first she’d thought she might be able to beat him, like Blacktongue had in the journal memory. But even with the magic sword it was painfully clear that she was not Blacktongue. I have to get away. But Shard’s speed was unreal.

			Clumsily, she thrust at him again, yanking her weapon back before he could parry and retreating a step up the stair. He watched her, golden eyes showing over the tops of his spectacles, lip quirked curiously. He thrust, in turn, and she batted his sword aside.

			“Are you simply mad?” he said, following as she took another step up the stairway. As she’d hoped, he was toying with her, treating it like a duel. “That would be disappointing. There’s no point in breaking someone who doesn’t understand what’s happening.”

			“Not mad,” Axia said. Her teeth were red with blood, and she spat a glob of it at Shard’s feet. “Just an optimist.”

			“Lovely.” He advanced again with a series of thrusts, far slower than he was really capable of. Axia beat them aside, still giving ground. He didn’t bother to parry her riposte, simply leaning aside. “Are you hoping for the little cleric to come and save you again? There’s no curtains to hide behind this time.”

			Axia could see that for herself. Kori and the rest of the loyal crew had retreated to the Kraken, still fighting to separate the two ships as the rest of Silencer’s crew tried to stop them. She felt the top of the steps beneath her feet and shuffled backward onto the forecastle beside the revolving cannon and its stack of ammunition.

			“Then you must have some clever little plan,” Shard said, following her. He glanced at the cannon. “Is that it? I’d go for it, if I were you.”

			Axia slashed at him, blades skirling off each other, and went for the stacked casks of gunpowder. Shard deftly disengaged, stepped sideways, and sliced, bringing her up short with a long cut across one cheek. She felt blood trickling down to the hollow of her throat.

			“Oh, dear,” he said, with mock concern. “Not going how you hoped?”

			One chance. Axia gritted her teeth and moved. She thrust at him with all the strength she had left, drawing a parry, and again went for the cannon. As he moved to interpose himself, she juked the other way, heading for the rail.

			It almost worked. Shard fell for the feint and was caught flat-footed, for all his speed. She’d gained a heartbeat, and she already had her hands on the rail when she felt a stabbing pain in one leg. He’d thrown Brecher’s sword, end over end, and it had gone through her calf and nailed her to the deck like a butterfly to a collector’s board.

			“A little better!” he said brightly, stalking over. Axia scrabbled at the rail to pull herself up, fighting down a scream. “But this was always going to end only one way. I’m sorry if you deluded yourself otherwise.”

			She swung Blacktongue’s sword at him, weakly, and he caught the blade in one hand. Blood dripped from his palm as he snatched it away, but he didn’t even flinch. He tossed it to his other hand and swished it through the air.

			“Very nice.” He leveled it at her, tip nearly tickling her nose. “So what was it all for, in the end? I never did understand.”

			Axia looked past him and put on a bloody smile.

			“Standing with the weak,” she said, “against the strong.”

			Brecher’s huge fist caught Shard full in the face, crushing his nose and sending pieces of the dark glasses flying. Shard stumbled backward, snarling, golden eyes flashing. The giff raised his pistol and fired, but the bloodsucker was already moving in a blur, the ball missing the side of his head by inches. He slammed Blacktongue’s cutlass into Brecher’s midsection and it sank to the hilt, the tip of the blade emerging from the giff’s broad back.

			“You’re a fool and twice a traitor, you stupid creature,” Shard growled. “Even by the low standards of your kind.”

			He yanked the sword free and turned away, or tried to. Brecher’s big paw was wrapped around his arm above the elbow. For the first time that Axia could remember, the giff smiled wide, showing his huge flat teeth.

			“Let go of me and die like a good minion,” Shard said, trying to jerk free. His other hand clawed at Brecher’s face, nails leaving lines of red through the mass of scars. “Let go!”

			Instead, Brecher stumbled back a step, then another, dragging Shard with him. Another step, and they were standing beside the cannon. When Shard saw it, his golden eyes went very wide, and his voice rose to a screech.

			“You—” He turned to look at Axia over his shoulder. “I’ll find you! If I have to search every rock in Shatterspace, I’ll find you, and you’ll pay for this!”

			Axia had already jerked the sword free from her leg, whimpering with the pain. It wouldn’t support her weight, so she had to pull herself over the rail. She caught Brecher’s eye as he slammed the butt of his pistol against one of the casks, breaking it open in a spray of black powder. His thumb clicked back the hammer.

			“Captain,” he said, blood welling from his mouth.

			Axia let herself fall. Silencer’s hull flashed past, gaining speed until she hit the gravity plane and began to slow. As she reached her apogee, flame bloomed from the forecastle, a blast of orange-and-black fire spraying bits of rail and chunks of cannon in every direction. Axia felt herself start to fall back the other way, toward the conflagration.

			Someone grabbed her hand. She looked up, through a shining film of exhausted tears, and saw Kori’s smiling face. There was a line tied to her ankle, and at the other end the squid ship was sheering away into the endless night.
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			EPILOGUE

			The void around the Kraken was, blessedly, empty.

			The ship hung in the emptiness of the Gap, a tiny island of light and life in the vastness of Wildspace. On board, a dozen or so beings of a variety of races tended their wounds, started on repairs, or investigated the accommodations.

			“How bad are the bunks?” Axia said.

			Kori scratched the back of her neck thoughtfully. “I would use the word ‘pungent,’ ” she said. “Unless we’re talking about the laundry, in which case ‘foul’ might be more appropriate.”

			“All the bedding will need to be burned,” Kizik sent mentally. He had a splint and bandage on his broken arm.

			“I might be able to improvise something out of sailcloth tomorrow,” Helgi said. “Hammocks, maybe. It’ll do until we make port.”

			Axia nodded. “You’re done with the injured?” Her own leg still tingled, in spite of the healing she’d been given.

			“We’ve done all we can for the day,” Helgi said. She and Kori exchanged an exhausted glance. “Divine power flows infinitely, but we mortals have our limits.”

			“Nobody’s still bleeding out,” Kori said. “Give us a few days, and we’ll have them as good as new.”

			“Thank you,” Axia said. “Both of you.”

			“All in a day’s work for a god-botherer,” Kori said. “Quietly indispensable.”

			“I heard that,” Nia said mentally from her place on the helm. “Don’t tempt me to dispense you.”

			“I think it’s time for a rest, then,” Axia said. “We don’t have proper watches yet, so we may as well call this darkshift.” There was a general murmur of agreement.

			The prospect of sleep, even with no bedding but her cloak and a pile of rope, called to Axia. She resisted, though, until the others had stretched themselves out on the deck or curled up in the cargo hold, and the ship was as quiet as a ship ever got, with only the faint flap of sail and creak of wood to break the stillness. Then she got up and picked her way to Kraken’s sterncastle. She settled down beside the aft rail and extracted the journal from her pack.

			She didn’t try to find her place. The pages flipped past her fingers, then stopped. When she looked down, no vision threatened to sweep over her.

			Why the Worldbreaker? It’s a fair question, I suppose. Easier, by far, to go on as I have, taking ships and living like a legend. Why risk it all for a fantasy?

			In the end, it comes down to this.

			I’m so tired.

			The thing about living like a legend is you can’t just stop. There’s no retirement for pirate queens. Try to give it up, settle down somewhere, and all those enemies you spent the last two decades making will eventually catch up with you. But the weight of it grows, day by day. You make compromises, a bit at a time. Do things you swore you never would. Because you have to be harder than the rest in order to survive, and every day the price gets higher.

			I’m so sick of being hard.

			If the Worldbreaker is real, maybe that will be enough to keep the wolves away for good. If I have the power to destroy a planet, maybe I won’t need to be hard anymore.

			Maybe.

			Axia closed the book with a snap. She climbed to her feet, favoring one leg, and looked out at the stars for a long time. Then, with a flick of her wrist, she tossed the last of Blacktongue’s memories overboard.

			She curled up in the cargo hold and slept like the dead.

			

			—

			“New bunks,” Annithor said. “New linens. Food, water, all the other necessaries.”

			She scribbled on a sheet of foolscap, clucking worriedly. Axia, Nia, and Kori looked on, like mourners at a funeral.

			“Spare sailcloth and rope,” the dohwar went on. “We left the ship’s boat behind, that’ll have to be replaced.”

			“A fresh coat of paint,” Kori said.

			“Is that really required?” Axia said.

			“It is,” Kori said, “unless you want people in every port we visit thinking Shard just turned up.”

			“Point.” Axia tugged at her ragged red curls. “And if we’re talking about staying out of sight, I could use something to get this wig off my head.”

			“Too bad,” Nia said, with the slightest smile. “It suits you.”

			“It all adds up,” Annithor said, “to quite a sum. We can sell some of the gear Shard left behind to make up a little, but not enough.”

			“Does this help?” Axia said. She upended the pouch she’d taken from Blacktongue’s body. It contained a handful of coins, a black iron key identical to the one Kori had used in the Labyrinth, and an emerald the size of a baby’s fist. Annithor practically pounced on the gem, holding it up to the light.

			“It does indeed,” she proclaimed, then gave an embarrassed cough. “I mean. It may be enough to get us through the refit. But our expenses won’t stop there, you know.”

			“Running a ship takes money,” Axia said. “I know. It’s my job to find us some.”

			The dohwar hesitated. “Should I begin researching likely merchant targets, then?”

			“That won’t be necessary,” Axia said, and smiled. “But maybe you could track down some neogi.”

			“Of course!” Annithor ruffled her feathers and gathered her papers, then paused again. “It’s good to be aboard, Captain.”

			When she was gone, Nia and Kori looked at each other, then back at Axia.

			“You don’t have the faintest idea, do you?” Nia said flatly.

			“Not as such,” Axia said. She turned the key idly round and round with one finger. “We’ll figure it out.”

			“We’ve got a lot of figuring out to do,” Kori said. “You know we can’t take on a nightspider with just the crew we’ve got.”

			“I know,” Axia said. “We’ll have to work up to it.”

			“And in the meantime,” Nia said, “there are bills to be paid.”

			Axia sighed and picked up the key. “This is the original, right? It goes to the vault on the Labyrinth.”

			“Yeah,” Kori said, and pulled a face. “Key to her treasure hoard, my sore arse. Bloody worthless, is what I call it.”

			“I warned you not to believe everything she told you,” Nia said. “Even when she was drunk.”

			Key to my treasure hoard. Axia stared at the black iron. She twirled it between her fingers and narrowed her eyes. Down at the edge of hearing, she could have sworn…

			“I was thinking—” Kori began.

			Axia held up a hand for silence. She shook the key again. It felt light, she realized. There was a line around the middle—decorative, possibly. Or…

			She took the head in one hand, the tooth in the other, and twisted. The metal resisted for a moment then slid apart, like the world’s smallest scroll tube. A fine piece of parchment dropped to the desk, rolled tight as a cigar.

			The three of them stared for a long moment. Then, with shaking hands, Kori spread it out flat.

			“It’s a map,” she said. The page was dense with spidery writing. “But I don’t recognize the text.”

			“I do,” Nia said. “An arcane language. One of the older ones.”

			“Can you read it?” Axia said.

			“No.” The tiefling’s tail lashed. “But I know someone who can. He’s a sage in the Library of the Spheres on the Rock of Bral.”

			“I’d say that we’ve found our first destination, then,” Kori said. She looked up at Axia, light dancing in her eyes. “Right?”

			“Second destination,” Axia said, a grin spreading across her own face. “First things first. I’m going back to Zolreng to get my hamster.”
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