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Previously

For more than a century, the Magyckers from the island of Aimerey have had a monopoly on magic. Those who pay well can order almost any spell desired. A Magycker then travels by airship to deliver the spell to the customer. Before the Magycker can use the spell a second time, however, it is wiped from his memory by a Purger. This ensures that the knowledge of magic remains exclusively on Aimerey and that Magyckers can never strike out on their own.

No one knows what happens on Aimerey because those who live there are only allowed to leave the island after they’ve been purged of all their memories of life on the island.

Marit and her autistic brother, twelve-year-old Auric, are originally from Aimerey, but now live in Oftenooi, a port city on the archipelago’s largest island. Marit is a barmaid at an inn and takes care of her much younger sibling. The boy has a hard time understanding people, but loves animals, especially his roekil (a mink-like creature) and dragons. Thanks to the Magyckers, these once majestic beasts have been transformed into flightless draft animals whose miserable lives end in slaughterhouses controlled by Aimerey.

One day, the Magyckers visit Oftenooi in order to cast a spell to remove rocks that are blocking a passage through a gorge that provides access to the city. Marit and Auric are among the crowd that has flocked to the gorge to witness the event. When the two are later threatened by a member of the city guard, Auric repeats the spell he has just heard to kill the guardsman. The spell also happens to wipe out the entire tollhouse behind the man, including all of the guardsmen in it.

Aimerey is shocked and sends Magyckers, Purgers and Weapon Bearers to Oftenooi to find the guilty party. Auric eventually betrays himself by using the spell again and has to flee the city together with his sister. They are helped by a man named Eamon whom they recently met. Eamon is a member of the Claw, one of the pirate factions in the archipelago. He harbors a deep hatred for Aimerey because they drove his family’s mercantile house to ruin.

With the Magyckers breathing down their neck, they eventually find shelter at the hideout of a smuggler, an acquaintance of Eamon’s. The smuggler, however, betrays them to the Magyckers, who take them prisoner and bring them to a nearby slaughterhouse for interrogation. The man who has come to get them is Orvil, a Purger and member of the mighty Council of Aimerey.

Orvil is also father to the beautiful Valdana, who has infiltrated the Claw at his request. She’s become the mistress of Kylian, Eamon’s brother and leader of the Claw, as well as a priestess in the Order of the Savior, a kind of sect within the Claw. This sect seeks deliverance from the domination of Aimerey—a domination in which only the rich benefit, while the rest of the people suffer. Members of the sect wear dragon-scale amulets in honor of the dragons, which in their eyes have been just as denigrated and muzzled as the population of the archipelago.

Valdana owes most of her success to her ability to read others’ auras—a rare talent she shares with Aimerey’s very select group of Truth Seekers. These men are capable of determining which boys have the talent to be brought to Aimerey to be trained to become Magyckers or Purgers.

At the dragon slaughterhouse, Orvil begins to interrogate Auric. Auric panics and his cry for help is heard by the dragons that are waiting their turn to be slaughtered. It turns out that in addition to being able to copy spells by ear, Auric is also able to communicate with dragons telepathically—a skill that generally only dragon tamers possess.

In the ensuing chaos, Marit and Auric manage to escape by hijacking an airship. Eamon is left behind.

While on the airship, Auric eats dragon heart. Due to its mind-expanding effects, he remembers details from his childhood on Aimerey, including the fact that Marit had been violated by Magyckers. He also remembers having caught a glimpse of dragons that were being kept in an enormous cave—not ‘clipped’ dragons, but dragons like they used to be, with wings and long tails!

The airship eventually has to make an emergency landing at sea and Auric and Marit are picked up by the Prince Rolan, a naval frigate.

In the meantime, back at the slaughterhouse, Eamon is interrogated by Orvil and the ancient Truth Seeker Zian. In the process, Zian detects that Eamon has some talent for magic. Eamon is then imprisoned on the airship that the two men use to go hunt for Marit and Auric.

After a while they find the Prince Rolan, but her captain refuses to hand Auric over to them. This prompts them to sink the frigate and thereby violate their own Protocol, as the ship belongs to the navy of the king of Semaris, Aimerey’s primary customer.

One of the Claw’s ships—the Eirana—is also near the Prince Rolan at the time. The ship has been searching for Eamon and Valdana is one of its passengers. Orvil wants to destroy the Eirana to ensure that there are no witnesses, but he hesitates when he spots Valdana on the ship’s deck and as a result the attack fails. Eamon, Marit and Auric are all eventually fished out of the sea by the Eirana.

The ship sails back to the pirates’ base on the island of Vugol. Eamon and his brother Kylian find accommodation there for Marit and Auric.

The Council of Aimerey decides to launch an attack against Auric’s new place of residence to prevent him from ever threatening their monopoly on magic again. Valdana has provided them with all the information they need about the pirates’ base.

A fleet of airships leaves the wizards’ island and attacks the base. The carnage is enormous, as the pirates are no match for the Magyckers and the armored Weapon Bearers.

Kylian dies in the fighting.

As Valdana is about to be picked up by her father’s airship, Auric naïvely believes that she is being taken prisoner and prevents this from happening by casting a spell. As a result, both Orvil and Zian are taken prisoner and used as hostages to force the Magyckers to call off the attack and withdraw in exchange for the later release of the Council Members.

The Claw has taken a severe blow, but is not destroyed, and Eamon now takes command of the pirates. At Marit’s request, Eamon forces Orvil to unpurge her memories of her life on Aimerey. She is shocked to discover that Auric is actually not her much younger brother, but her own son. His father is a powerful Magycker who violated her soon after she reached womanhood.

Eamon decides that Marit and Auric should be allowed to stay with the Claw. Valdana stays with them as well, as no one knows that she is an infiltrator.

The pirates leave Vugol with their remaining ships, in search of a new life elsewhere.
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Degan looked displeased as he stared out of the window of his cabin. The Truth Seeker gazed out onto the king’s square of Mulena, but his view was partially blocked by the other three airships which, together with his own ship, formed a square. Weapon Bearers were manning the vessels’ decks. A few Magyckers also showed themselves, dressed in white cloaks like wolves in sheep’s clothing.

In between the ships there were almost a hundred young men—still children, in fact. They were standing together in tight groups, with anxious expressions on their faces. Some were crying, while others were gaping at the envoys of Aimerey. A few of them cried out for their parents, who were undoubtedly standing in the crowd outside the square formation.

Degan emptied his mug in one gulp. The wine was of excellent quality: aromatic and flavorful. It was one of the few pleasures Luvendar had to offer, as the island was otherwise the epitome of faded glory.

The copper and tin mines that had made the islands rich had been exhausted years ago, and it showed. Many of the buildings on the square looked neglected, with crumbling ornaments and cracks in the plaster.

Only the temple of Yanis, the bizarre squid god, was still in good condition. Its eight towers—each named for one of the divine tentacles—soared above the masts of the airships.

“Backward people,” Degan grumbled. He held up his empty mug demonstratively. “Another one!” Out of the corner of his eye he saw the aura of Dran, his servant, turn dirty red.

“Certainly, sir,” the man muttered. He naturally didn’t dare express his disapproval of his master’s drinking behavior out loud.

Degan couldn’t care less. What difference did it make? The boys would wait, in all their hopeful naïveté. And he was perfectly capable of reading their auras, even if he was a bit light-headed. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time he’d done so.

And also not the last, he feared. That was the curse of the rare gift with which he was born. Aimerey only had two Truth Seekers, and the other one was ancient. It was a fact that Aimerey took great pains to keep secret from the outside world. No one could be allowed to know how vulnerable the island actually was.

Zian, the other Truth Seeker, was scarcely able to travel due to his advanced age, which meant that much of the work fell on Degan’s shoulders. It was a reality that stood in stark contrast to the dreams he had once cherished. It was mostly the hopelessness of his position that he found so oppressive: endlessly scouring the archipelago for boys with a gift, of which there was always a shortage. While there was no real lack of potential Magyckers, the opposite held true for Purgers.

Degan sighed and drank greedily from the wine Dran had brought out for him. The alcohol started to go to his head and he began to feel a bit better. He smoothed down his cloak and cast a somewhat disgusted glance at the shadow of his Weapon Bearer, who was standing guard outside the cabin door. Where had the time gone when he could practice his profession without the need of protection?

Everything had changed since those dramatic incidents had taken place in Oftenooi, now almost two years ago. A child had repeated a complex spell, and that had led to widespread astonishment. Aimerey wasn’t invincible, after all. Its envoys weren’t demigods! The damage to the island’s reputation was significant, all the more so because in their hunt for the boy the Magyckers had sunk a ship that belonged to Semaris’ navy. Ever since, it had been more difficult for the island to recruit new talent.

Fortunately, Luvendar was an impoverished kingdom and enough parents were willing to have their sons’ auras read and, if necessary, say goodbye to them—for good. Aimerey had significantly increased the compensation money per child, after all.

Degan took a deep breath, walked to the cabin door and opened it. He blinked in the bright sunlight and resisted the urge to turn around and go back inside upon being engulfed by a wave of the noise from the crowd. The assault on his sense of smell was just as bad. Uck, he’d never get used to the stench of poverty.

The Weapon Bearer escorted him across the deck to the gangway. It was one of the rituals that Degan found so irritating. He couldn’t set a foot outside an airship without one of these giants at his side. It was suffocating.

His gait was a bit unsteady as he walked down the gangway. At the end of it, a small pavilion had been erected where he could evaluate the boys one by one.

Degan was only halfway down the gangway when he heard a warning cry from nearby.

He looked up, startled.

A Weapon Bearer on the ship next to his pointed upwards in the direction of the temple towers.

Degan stiffened.



Berno affectionately stroked the yew wood from which his longbow was made. His patience had finally been rewarded. The man for whom he had waited so long appeared in the doorway of one of the airships. He was wearing a yellow cloak with red trim, exactly as Valdana had predicted.

Berno rose from his cramped position. The gallery of the temple tower was a tight fit, especially for a big fellow like himself. It took him a few seemingly endless seconds to pick up his bow and get it in the right position. With trained precision, he nocked an arrow. The arrowhead glistened with the deadly poison in which it had been dipped.

Berno drew back the string and peered below. He cursed under his breath. The Weapon Bearer was blocking his view. His dragon-scale armor was covering up too much of his target. He slowly relaxed the tension on the string.

His heart now started racing wildly, but he forced himself to calm down by taking a few deep breaths. He only had one chance and that chance was presenting itself now, as the gangway was only wide enough for one person.

He quickly touched the dragon-scale amulet under his shirt that was hanging from a chain around his neck. He needed all the help he could get.

A high-pitched scream rang out from one of the airships, so loud that it could be heard above the noise of the crowd. A Weapon Bearer pointed in Berno’s direction.

Berno aimed his arrow and stood perfectly still. He was still safe for the moment. The distance was too great for the Weapon Bearers’ crossbows, whose range was much smaller than that of his longbow. At the same time, it was possible that this limitation didn’t apply to the spells the Magyckers had learned. But would they risk damaging Luvendar’s most important shrine? Probably not, because even they were no match against a crowd of enraged believers.

Berno took a deep breath and drew back the string as far as he could.

He let go.



Degan saw the projectile coming towards him. Time seemed to slow down and for a second he harbored the hope that he’d be able to jump out of the way in time.

Alas.

The arrow pierced his throat and he fell off the gangway.

The only thing that shot through Degan faster than the arrow was a final thought: what an awful place to die!



When Berno saw that he had hit his target, he dropped his bow. It was a shame to have to leave the beautiful weapon behind—he’d never possessed a more powerful bow—but there was no other choice.

He ducked inside the tower door and ran down the spiral staircase as fast as he dared. In his mind’s eye he could already see the Weapon Bearers making their way towards the temple.

At last Berno reached the door, which he opened, and then stormed into a gallery that overlooked the temple’s prayer room. Through the balusters of the balcony, he saw several figures enter the building below. Their footsteps followed the path of sunlight that shone through the doors they had just opened. Two of them were almost a head taller than the others. The overlapping scales of their armor gave them a frightening, reptilian appearance.

Berno raced down the gallery towards the rear of the temple where a gigantic statue of Yanis stood. The marble tentacles of the squid god were impossibly long and extended well into the prayer room, where the suckers served as basins for holy water.

The cries of outrage that echoed through the temple were quickly drowned out by the sound of heavy footsteps. The Weapon Bearers ran a lot faster than Berno thought was possible. Hadn’t Valdana mentioned something about their enchanted armor being much lighter than it looked? That was the only possible explanation.

His pursuers were closing in on him, but Berno had planned not only his attack, but also his retreat to the last detail. His escape route would be unobstructed, assuming that the temple servant had kept his word.

He descended another flight of stairs and slipped through a little-used back door. The alley into which he stepped was only a few steps wide and shaded by the temple’s high walls. It reeked of urine and excrement, but he hardly noticed.

Berno bent over and picked up the pole he had left here in the morning. With some difficulty he wedged the pole—which he had cut to length—between the door and the wall opposite it.

As he ran away he could just make out the sounds of banging on the door from the inside, but he didn’t turn around. He had to reach the end of the alley before the Weapon Bearers broke through the barrier.

Berno darted into a side street and forced himself to walk at a more leisurely pace. “Act normal,” he muttered softly to himself. That was easier said than done, with the armored giants in his wake. He walked a bit hunched over and stared at his shoes, afraid that he’d otherwise attract attention. After all, he was taller than most Luvendarians and his blue eyes stood out among the usually darker eyes of the native inhabitants.

The din of the crowd at the square had risen to a crescendo. The noise attracted many people who were curious to see what was going on, which meant that he had to work his way against the flow. The assassin was grateful to have all these people between him and his pursuers, as it would make it more difficult for them to find him.

He changed streets a few times, making sure to blend in with the other pedestrians. There was no better shield. Once, far behind him, he spotted the helmets of the Weapon Bearers above the heads of the masses, but he quickly lost sight of them again.

The further away Berno got from the square, the calmer the streets became. Only when he was certain that he had shaken off his pursuers did he head towards to the neighborhood where his sweetheart was waiting for him.

The neighborhood in question was the notorious copper district. Once the residence of rich metal barons, many of the stately houses had been abandoned and fell into disrepair after the mines closed. Nowadays this part of Mulena was mostly known as a hideout for thieves and other scum.

Berno felt nervous and vulnerable, with a dagger as his only weapon. He imagined spying eyes behind every window. His only protection lay in his muscular frame and his shabby clothes. On the face of things it didn’t look like he had anything to steal, nor was he an easy target.

And he wasn’t either. His many years with the Claw had hardened him into a fighter, and as an archer he was second to none, at least within the kavella.

Nevertheless, Berno was relieved when he arrived at the last house on the street. It was also the one of the largest structures on the street, completely walled in and bordering a forest.

The rusty gate creaked as he opened it. Berno hadn’t been here in the daylight before, and the scene that unfolded before him was so desolate that he briefly checked his stride.

The house’s richly ornamented façade was unpainted and overgrown with vines. Moss and weeds partially obscured the impressive veranda and the front garden had gone completely wild. The fountain at its center hadn’t seen a drop of water for years.

All that remained of the house’s former grandeur was an echo of dreariness.

And yet for Berno there was no lovelier place at the moment, for there, in the shade of a tree, was the most enchanting creature he had ever set eyes upon.

The priestess was sitting on the marble base of the fountain. She had her reddish brown locks in a ponytail and was dressed in a leather riding outfit that did little to disguise her curves. A small dagger was hanging from the belt she wore around her waist.

As he approached, Valdana stood up and looked at him expectantly, with those intense green eyes in which he had so often lost himself.

“And?” she asked anxiously.

“I did it.” Berno couldn’t help but smile. “I hit the Truth Seeker in the throat. An uncommonly good shot, if I do say so myself. Deadly even without the poison.”

“Are you sure?” she asked in an insistent tone.

“Of course!” His euphoria subsided. Why was she being so cool, so distrustful? “You know that I’d never lie to you, right?”

She looked at him inquiringly, without meeting his eyes. It was something she did rather frequently, much to his annoyance.

She then nodded, as though she had received confirmation from a higher power that he had spoken the truth. “I believe you,” she said softly, without a trace of joy.

Berno swallowed. While the priestess could read him like an open book, he had a hard time fathoming her. He had felt like the luckiest man alive when she let him into her bed the first time—after all, there had been many admirers who had sought her attention after the death of Kylian, the previous leader of the Claw. It had marked the beginning of a period in which she alternately pushed him away and pulled him closer—an experience that had sometimes driven him to madness.

Together, they had spent a long time preparing for this day, always in secret. Eamon, Kylian’s brother and successor, knew nothing about it. At first Berno had hesitated, but time and time again Valdana had explained to him that there was no better way to damage the hated Aimerey than to kill one of their rare Truth Seekers. She had known that the Magyckers would be visiting Mulena today. It was the closest city to the Dragon Islands, where the Claw’s base was located. The deed would bring him fame within the kavella… and perhaps even more.

And now Berno had successfully completed the assignment. He hoped with all his heart that it would win her over once and for all. “I had expected a bit of a more enthusiastic reception,” he muttered.

“Be patient,” Valdana said. A mysterious smile briefly appeared on her face. “You will be rewarded for it.” She glanced in the direction of the gate. “Are you sure no one followed you?”

Berno turned around, startled. Had she seen something? No, everything was as it had been upon his arrival. “Those damn Weapon Bearers were following me,” he said, “but I shook them off long before I got here.” He sighed. “Not that it was easy, but you realize that.”

“I do,” the priestess said, while coming a few steps closer to him. Her smile had given way to what for her was a soft, almost loving gaze.

Valdana was now standing very near to him and Berno could feel her breath and smell her perfume. His heartbeat accelerated noticeably and he licked his dry lips. He fought back the urge to embrace her; by now he knew that she didn’t like it when he took the initiative. But there was also something in her expression that kept him from doing so. There was something… melancholy about her. And her eyes were glistening more than usual.

Valdana brought her mouth towards his, agonizingly slowly.

Berno abandoned all restraint and planted his lips on hers. She yielded to his eagerness, at least so it seemed. He tried to pull her towards him, but she hardly budged. Her body was suddenly no longer soft and supple, but stiff and elusive.

A growl of frustration escaped from Berno’s throat.

Valdana slipped out of his grasp.

His eyes flew open when a flaming pain welled up in his abdomen. He looked down and froze.

Valdana drove the dagger further into his body, up to the hilt.

The pain became unbearable and it took his breath away.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, when he looked at her in bewilderment. A single tear rolled down her cheek.

Berno felt how the ground under his feet seemed to disappear. He fell… and fell.

The last thing he saw was that beautiful woman against a background… fading into darkness.
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Valdana walked down the rocky path towards the Claw’s cave dwellings. She was surrounded by the members of her security force, with the gigantic figure of Rolan leading the way.

The Cowan had picked up the priestess and her people the evening before according to schedule in a quiet bay not far from Mulena. They had completed the voyage to the volcanic Dragon Island just before daybreak. The captain had put up a dangerous amount of sail after Valdana told him that an attack had been carried out on the Magyckers in Mulena that same day. Fortunately, he knew the treacherous waters between the Dragon Islands like no other. He had remained on deck the whole night, peering up at the starry sky, afraid that an airship might appear. While the Magyckers preferred to fly by day, no one knew what kind of risks they might be willing to take as part of their inevitable hunt for the perpetrator.

The first rays of sunlight touched the rocky hills in the distance, the goal of their voyage. It was a long walk from the sheltered harbor, where the Cowan was moored, to the caves further inland. Valdana could feel the lack of sleep from the past few days beginning to take its toll. She walked mechanically and felt a dull pressure behind her eyes. And yet her most difficult task still lay ahead.

Rolan also wasn’t his usual self, judging from his stony face. The day before, her head of security had asked her to explain—to no avail—her sudden disappearance together with Berno. In doing so, she had left hundreds of Luvendarian adherents of the Order of the Savior out in the cold, literally. The sermon she was supposed to deliver had ultimately been cancelled and the attendees of the secret meeting had returned home in disappointment.

Valdana’s group passed various guard posts manned by rough-looking, tanned fellows dressed in leather and chain mail. They were all veterans of the Claw, by far the largest kavella in the archipelago. About two years ago, the ships of the Claw had left their base on Vugol after an attack carried out by airships from Aimerey. They had found a new base on Leandar, one of the Dragon Islands, but only after driving off the previous inhabitants, who were members of a smaller kavella. It had been a bloody fight, and the smoke of the cremations had hung above Leandar for days afterwards. But the Claw had quickly made up for its losses, and then some.

The path became steeper and the first cave openings came into view. They formed deep shadows in the rock.

When Valdana finally entered a cave, the transition from morning sun to cool darkness felt like a slap in the face. The cave smelled musty, damp and a bit smoky.

Cracks in the rock provided glimpses of other rooms, where the glow of lamps and the contours of figures could be seen. Voices could be heard everywhere, sometimes mixed with the shrill cries of children or infants. These familial sounds contrasted greatly with the strange, dark living space.

Valdana hated the cave network, as it often made her feel claustrophobic.

Rolan led her through a long passage that was dimly lit by torches. Valdana nodded respectfully as they walked past a sentry. Eamon Talivan’s dwelling was situated deep in the mountain. No other dwelling provided better protection against Aimerey’s airships, should they turn up here.

Despite the early hour, Eamon was already at work, like usual. He was going through papers at his desk, a wooden one taken from the captain’s cabin of a hijacked merchant ship. A candlestick provided him with enough light.

Hanging behind Eamon was a map of the Pelargo archipelago. A book shelf, table and a pair of comfortable chairs completed the attempt to give the rough room something of a domestic feel. A colorful tablecloth and silver bowl containing fruit betrayed a woman’s touch. Eamon wasn’t living here alone.

Eamon looked up in surprise when Valdana entered. He was clearly not prepared for visitors. The dressing gown he was wearing was only half-buttoned and his bare feet in sandals were visible under the desk.

But his shabby appearance did nothing to detract from his charisma. Eamon had always commanded attention, in part because of his height but also because of his infectious charm. Although he was only forty, the beard he had recently grown was peppered with gray. The responsibility of leading the Claw clearly weighed on him. He had become more serious, more cautious… more melancholy.

“To what do I owe this honor? You’ve just arrived back, I assume. Shouldn’t you report first to Ravos?”

Valdana didn’t reply immediately. She gave Rolan a sideways look and gestured for him to leave. “I’ll pay Ravos a visit later,” she said, as she walked towards Eamon. She disliked Ravos and was all too aware of the fact that her status within the Order now surpassed that of the high priest. “What I have to say is important, especially to you.”

Valdana came to a halt right in front of Eamon’s desk and she could see in his aura the agitation she had caused. He was curious, but also on guard—not only because of what she was going to say, but probably also because of her femininity. He might have given his heart to Marit, but that didn’t make him immune to her physical proximity.

“I’m listening,” he said.

Valdana took a deep breath. She was suddenly conscious of the fact that she hadn’t been able to wash for some time and didn’t smell fresh. Signs of fatigue from the sleepless night showed in her face, she suspected. These thoughts irritated her, especially because they concerned silly trivialities.

“As you know, I was supposed to give a sermon near Mulena yesterday. The Order is gaining in popularity there, as well. There’s no better breeding ground than poverty.”

Eamon nodded.

“Things went differently than planned,” she continued. “I heard that a delegation of Aimerey was going to be visiting the city that very day.”

“Yes, they come each season around the same time,” he replied. “Did you find it to be too big of a risk?”

She shook her head. “On the contrary. I saw it as an opportunity.”

“What do you mean?”

“I visited the city in secret with Berno.”

Eamon said nothing. He, like everyone else, knew about her relationship with the man.

“As you know, he’s an excellent archer—perhaps the best I’ve ever seen. And he’s eager to serve me.”

Eamon’s aura was now dominated by red hues. She also read restrained anger in his facial expression. “You’ve…”

“Let me finish,” she said calmly. “Berno managed to kill a Truth Seeker.”

Eamon’s eyes widened. He stared at her, speechless.

Valdana waited to allow the full significance of her message to sink in. “It’s the biggest blow to Aimerey since Auric repeated that spell in Oftenooi,” she emphasized. “After all, they have a big shortage of Truth Seekers, if the rumors are true.” In fact, there was only one left now, and that was what mattered to her. She couldn’t tell Eamon that, of course, because he’d rightly wonder how she had obtained that information.

“What have you done?” Eamon roared, after an oppressive silence. “You committed an attack on the Magyckers without consulting me? Have you gone mad? What will happen if they find out that the Claw was behind it? We barely survived the attack on our previous base.”

Valdana looked at him, unmoved. “I had expected a different reaction from you, Eamon Talivan,” she said. “We’re talking about loathsome Aimerey, about the Magyckers who drove your father to suicide and about the murderers of Kylian.

“You don’t need to remind me about that,” he snapped. “But that doesn’t give you the right to…”

“Do this on my own initiative? Why not? I’m a priestess of the Order of the Savior. The same Order that you’ve tolerated for so long because you know all too well that the Claw owes its success to the appeal of our story.” She leaned in towards him. “Of my story. It’s been my sermons that have brought so many people into our camp. If anyone has earned the right to fight Aimerey with not only words but also deeds, it’s me.”

“Not if it puts my entire kavella in danger,” Eamon replied.

“Why not? If you’re afraid about saving your own skin you should’ve chosen a different line of work. And you should’ve abolished the Order when that was still possible, right after we left Vugol. Then you’d be in charge of a small, insignificant kavella and you wouldn’t have had anything to fear from Aimerey. But don’t worry, the Magyckers don’t have a shred of evidence that we were behind the attack.”

Eamon took a deep breath. “How can you be so sure of that?”

Valdana fished an object out of her pocket and dangled it in front of Eamon’s eyes. It was a dragon-scale amulet hanging from a chain. The bottom of the scale was stained reddish brown from dried-up blood. “This was Berno’s,” she said softly. His last look of bewilderment flashed into her mind. She suppressed the unwelcome image. If she had let him live he would’ve turned from a pleasure into a burden.

Eamon raised his eyebrows. “He’s no longer alive?”

“Berno managed to escape, but was wounded in the process,” she said. Valdana chose her words carefully. “He lost a lot of blood and wouldn’t have made it to the Cowan. He asked me to… kill him”—the emotion in her voice wasn’t entirely affected— “so that I could get back safely. I hid his body and took his amulet. On the way back I didn’t tell any of our people about what happened. You’re the first to hear the news.”

Eamon looked at her for a long time in silence. “And what would you have done if Berno had been arrested after the attack?” he asked at last.

“We had prepared it well, so the risk was small.”

“Perhaps,” he said. “But even then, the Magyckers aren’t idiots. They undoubtedly know that we have a base on one of the Dragon Islands, not far from Mulena. They also know that the Order holds secret meetings all over the place and will find out that a service on Luvendar was cancelled at the last moment on that very day. It’s not hard evidence, perhaps, but it points the finger in our direction.”

“A lot of people hate Aimerey,” Valdana replied coolly. “Not just the Claw and the Order. There are enough potential perpetrators. And I’m getting a little tired of you seeing ghosts everywhere at a time that I’ve seized an opportunity. You’re too cautious, Eamon.”

“It’s better to be cautious than rash.”

“Call it what you like, but you’ll never achieve anything if you don’t take risks. Do you want to be a footnote in history or have a chapter devoted to you? Chapters are rarely written by those who hide in holes, Eamon. I sometimes wonder whether you’re a worthy successor to Kylian.”

“You know I never asked for this job,” he said. “I was perfectly happy with my previous responsibilities. And, yes, Kylian was probably a better leader—that was already the case when we were boys. And he had foresight. I didn’t agree with him when he wanted to establish the Order of the Savior, but it turned out be precisely the basis for our success. Don’t just give people a sword, give them belief and hope. Invent a Savior. People simply like to be fooled.”

“Luckily I know who’s saying that,” she sneered. “The man whose cynicism has become his lifestyle.”

Eamon grinned joylessly. “Experience has made me wise.”

“Time is not always the best teacher.”

“Perhaps not. But it’s a hard taskmaster, that’s for sure,” he sighed. “But we were talking about Kylian. My brother could be unbelievably stubborn…” He stared into space for a moment. “But he had many qualities that I lack. So very many. In my opinion he only made one big mistake.”

“And that was?” Valdana already suspected what he was going to say.

“He trusted you.”

“Perhaps he was a better judge of character.”

“I doubt it,” a melodious female voice said.

Valdana looked to her left and saw that Marit had entered the room. She had come in from a hallway that connected Eamon’s room with the other rooms of the cave dwelling. She must’ve been able to pick up snippets of the conversation from the bedroom. Judging from her appearance, she had just woken up. Uncombed locks of chestnut brown hair fell to her shoulders and she still looked a bit sleepy. Her nightclothes left bare the small tattoo at the base of her throat that betrayed her past on Aimerey. Marit walked over to Eamon and laid a hand on his shoulder. “There’s nothing wrong with Eamon’s judgement of character, Valdana. He just doesn’t like to be manipulated. And neither do I.”

“Oh, spare me your sermon, Marit. Leave that to people who are actually good at it,” Valdana said, more harshly than she had intended. Her fatigue had made her grumpy. “Not everyone can live according to your lofty moral standards. Manipulation is a part of life, just like sex and food. Even children do it—they play their parents off against each other if they get the chance. But maybe you hadn’t noticed that yet, given that your son always says exactly what he means and is blind to any form of nuance.”

“You leave Auric out of this,” Marit snapped. “In many ways, he’s a better person than you’ll ever be. I anxiously await the day that he, too, is able to see through your outward appearance and see the ravine behind the rosebush.”

Valdana forced a smile and clapped her hands a few times in feigned applause. “What flowerful language, spoken like a worthy consort of Eamon. I can call you that by now, can’t I? Even though your relationship has never been made official.” That was perhaps the only area in which she saw Marit as a kindred spirit; the woman was clearly scared to really commit.

“Enough!” Eamon said. “I know that you don’t like each other and you don’t have to, but now you’ve gone too far, Valdana.”

The priestess smiled wearily. “You’re right. Let’s not lapse into pointless taunting.” She gave Marit a knowing look. “Neither of us. We have to be above that.”

Marit didn’t reply, and only bit her lip.

“I’ll leave you two alone now,” Valdana went on. “I’ve hardly slept that past few nights and I long for a bath and a bed.”

“I understand, but you haven’t heard the last about this,” Eamon said.

“Not between us,” she agreed. “But I suggest that we keep the circumstances surrounding what happened in Mulena a secret. Even Ravos doesn’t need to know. The fewer people know the truth, the smaller the risk is that something will leak out about who perpetrated the attack.”

“We can at least agree on that.”

“Good,” Valdana said.

“Before you leave, however, I have one last message for you.”

“And that is?”

“If you do anything like that ever again without consulting me first, I’ll kick you out of the Claw. And out of the Order. Regardless of the consequences. That’s a promise.”

Valdana looked him straight in the eye for a few seconds. “That’s clear,” she said, after which she left the room.



Much later that day, Valdana left her sleeping quarters. Her rest had been short and fitful, in part because there was still daylight seeping into the cave she had chosen for herself. The cave was located close to a crater in the mountain where the services of the Order were held. Seats had been cut into the crater’s rim to create a kind of amphitheater.

Once, countless years in the past, an object had slammed into the earth there with great force. That was not only visible, but also palpable. The place had a special energy that was present nowhere else on the island. Some felt a tingling in their limbs. In any case, it gave the place of prayer an allure that their previous ‘House of the Savior’ had lacked.

Valdana walked through this new House, past the pulpit from which sermons were regularly given. The Order’s most precious possession was stowed in a locked cabinet next to the pulpit: a dragon heart.

It was becoming increasingly difficult to acquire new hearts now that Aimerey had further tightened security around its dragon slaughterhouses on the various islands. Unfortunately, the organs were indispensable to the services of the Order. Even a miniscule slice of a heart had a mind-expanding effect that made the ‘believers’ extra receptible to the message about the coming of the Savior.

The Savior. Valdana couldn’t help but smile at the thought that the person she was now going to visit deserved the title more than anyone else in the archipelago.

She climbed a series of cut-out steps and stepped up onto a plateau where dozens of men were fighting each other with blunt weapons and metal shields. A few women and children were following the action from a distance. Two boys were enthusiastically hacking at each other with wooden swords, in perfect imitation of the adults.

Most of the men ceased their sparring when Valdana passed. One of the pirates, a giant of a fellow, threw his weapons to the ground and walked over to her, barring her passage. It was Vasco—one of the many men who coveted her, and one of the few who made no secret of it.

“Is it true that Berno didn’t return with the Cowan?” he asked. The man’s torso was bare and his muscular, hairy chest was gleaming with sweat. And yet he was hardly panting. His black hair was slicked back and tied into a short ponytail. He took in Valdana with the dark eyes that were characteristic of most Luvendarians.

Valdana groaned inwardly. Sooner or later she’d just have to get it over with and outright reject the man. “That’s right, Vasco.”

All of the fighting had now stopped and everyone was staring at them. The captain of the Deaglan was a tough man to get around, in every respect. Vasco was big and vain, but he had a sharp mind and was widely respected within the kavella. He didn’t wear a dragon-scale amulet and belonged to the minority of the Claw’s members who had joined purely because the pirate life had appealed to him.

“Did you leave him behind in beautiful Mulena? To ponder his sins?”

“Berno was murdered in your beautiful Mulena, Vasco,” she said. “Yesterday, there was an attack on the Magyckers who were visiting the city and the place was chaos. I’m standing here thanks to Berno’s courage. He protected me when I was threatened and sacrificed his life for me.”

“Ah, I’d heard something about an attack from the Cowan’s captain. I didn’t think the people of Mulena had the guts to stand up to Aimerey like that. They’ve risen in my esteem.”

Around him there was a murmur of agreement.

“So Berno died for a noble cause,” Vasco went on cheerfully, without a trace of sympathy. “You must be broken-hearted with grief.”

“How I feel is my own business,” she replied curtly.

“Of course, that’s a matter of the heart,” he said, while unashamedly staring at her bosom. “A heart that’s once again available? Allow me to escort you to Mulena next time, I can show you the most beautiful places. And no one will give you any trouble, you can count on that.”

Valdana didn’t reply. She fixed Vasco with a cold stare and he was the first to cast down his eyes, though he managed to withstand her gaze longer than most others to whom she’d applied the same treatment.

“Forgive me for my rude behavior,” he said with a grin, though his eyes weren’t smiling. “I’m sorry for your loss.” He took a step back to allow her to pass.

Valdana kept a straight face, but deep inside she was relieved that this confrontation had been so brief. Vasco would never have taken it too far, but he could have made it a lot more uncomfortable. In that respect, her relationship with Berno had been useful because he’d kept others at bay. And yet she had no remorse about the choice she had made.

At the other end of the plateau she mounted a path that wound further upwards. It led to a place from which the whole of Leandar could be seen, from the overgrown north with its harbor to the barren south with its pebble beaches. The island wasn’t large, but it was hard to imagine a better base for a kavella. A manned look-out post, a little further on, provided an unobstructed view of vessels approaching either from the sea or air. A surprise attack on the island was almost inconceivable, and the extensive cave network was eminently defensible. Only the ships in the harbor remained vulnerable, but at least half of the Claw’s fleet was at sea at any one time.

But Valdana hadn’t gone on this hike for the view. By the time she completed the climb she was panting, but to her relief she saw that her exertion hadn’t been for nothing.

There he was, sitting with his back to her, his legs dangling over the cliff. Next to the boy was a basket with a wire mesh lid.

“Auric,” she said, loud enough to be heard above the noise of the clashing swords coming from below.

He looked up, startled. When he saw who was approaching a thin smile appeared on his lips. He then directed his attention back to the scene taking place at his feet. There, far below, was a lake that was fed by mountain streams. Six boys and girls were swimming in it. They were about the same age as Auric, who had just turned fifteen. And they were naked.

Valdana sat down next to the boy and studied him out of the corner of her eye. Their stay on the sunny island had bleached his blond hair even more and his formerly so pale skin was now actually slightly tanned. He was lean rather than muscular. His face was narrow, with a high forehead and bright blue eyes that attracted all the attention. While on the outside he was gradually becoming a man, Valdana knew all too well that on the inside he was still a child—a child with exceptional talents.

Valdana felt tense. This was the moment of truth. It was time for the conversation that she had looked forward to for so long. All the preparations had been made; nothing had been left to chance. This was the conversation that was to usher in the biggest step of her life.

Finally.
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Auric scowled as he looked below, where Seline was swimming with the others. He could clearly hear her high-pitched scream when Temo slapped her buttocks. Those beautiful, round buttocks. Was it a scream of fear or of pleasure? Temo, that asshole. Why did she let him get so close? Him of all people! And Seline knew damn well that he could see everything. Why else had she so clearly pointed to the spot where he was sitting?

“Auric?”

“Mmm, what do you want?”

“I can see that you’re angry,” Valdana said. “Why? Because you’re here… and not there?”

“Pfft, they wish I was there. I just want to be alone… with Rolly. At least he’s keeping quiet.” Much too quiet, as far as he was concerned. For the umpteenth time that day, he cast a worried glance through the mesh of the basket next to him. Rolly was lying almost motionless on the layer of straw at the bottom of the basket. The roekil lifted his head slightly, fixing Auric with his beady eyes. It was such a sad sight that Auric removed the mesh and petted Rolly’s soft fur. “It’s all right, you’ll get better,” he said soothingly, while the roekil licked Auric’s other hand.

After a while, he closed the basket with a sigh. Rolly had to get better soon, no matter what. Auric couldn’t imagine losing his best friend.

Valdana had remained quiet all the while, fortunately. He looked at her sideways. She was beautiful as always—even Seline couldn’t hold a candle to her. He sighed deeply. He fantasized about both women on occasion. But Valdana was unattainable, like a star in the sky. That was a no-brainer. Things were more complicated with Seline. Sometimes, she smiled at him in a way that made him feel all warm inside. But if he ever so much as dared to stand close to her, she would walk away. And that made him angry, all the more because she let assholes like Temo touch her. Why was it okay for him to do so? And just when he was sure that Seline didn’t like him, she would smile at him again so seductively. Maddening, that’s what it was. Why couldn’t she be clear for once?

“Is Rolly still so sick?”

Auric was startled out of his thoughts and his concerns about his pet got the better of him again. “Yeah,” he said gloomily. “He’s never been so sick before. And it only seems to be getting worse instead of better. The other day Marit put all kinds of herbs in his food—the same ones they give to sick people—but it didn’t help.”

“Oh, how terrible,” Valdana said. “Have you also been giving him those morsels I gave you?”

“Of course. Every day. And they usually make him feel better, just like you predicted. But that only lasts for a little while, and then he’ll go back to being droopy.”

“Sorry to hear that. I’d really hoped that they’d cure him. I bought them in Paz especially for you. They were really expensive.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” he said grumpily. “That’s what you told me then, too. There’s nothing wrong with my memory.”

“In any case, it’s good that you gave them to Rolly. You didn’t say anything about them to your mother, did you? I know that she doesn’t like it when I give you things, even if it’s just good advice.”

Auric shook his head. “No, Marit doesn’t know about them.”

It sometimes still felt strange that Marit wasn’t his sister, but his mother. Despite the fact that it’d already been almost two years ago since she told him. At first he hadn’t even believed it. Marit, a mother? His mother? And Auric’s father was one of those Magyckers who had raped Marit when she was very young—just the thought of it was too disgusting for words. He’d rather not think about it at all, but sometimes he couldn’t help it.

He never called Marit ‘mom’ or ‘mother’—he couldn’t bring himself to do that. As far as he was concerned, nothing had changed. But for her things had changed; she nannied him even more than before. She always knew what ‘was best for him’, even though there was only one person who knew that: he himself.

The fact that Marit was now living with Eamon didn’t help matters. Before, Eamon had been a fun guy, a real pirate. But now he was boring and sometimes acted like he was Auric’s dad. He had forbidden Auric to cast any more spells. It was too dangerous, he had said.

Nevertheless, Eamon had once asked Auric to teach him a spell—that was apparently acceptable. Auric had tried once, very reluctantly, but the man was too slow-witted, and after a few attempts Auric had given up. Eamon simply didn’t catch on fast enough that certain power words had to be sung a little louder than others, or a little softer, but then in a different pitch. Despite the fact that it was all so logical.

“I know one way to make Rolly feel better,” Valdana said softly, almost in passing.

She now had Auric’s full attention. “How?”

“But it’s not an easy way,” she said.

“Why not?”

“I have a question for you first. How important is it to you that Rolly gets better?”

“Rolly is my best friend,” he said. My only friend, he thought. “He’s everything to me.”

Valdana nodded slowly. “I’m afraid that he’ll die if we don’t do anything,” she said. “I know someone who can help him—a healer—but he lives on another island.”

“Oh, that’s great, we can get him to come here.”

“No, that’s impossible.”

“Why?”

“The man wouldn’t want to.”

“Did you already ask him then?”

“I just know.”

Auric swallowed. How was she so sure, if she hadn’t asked the man? “I wouldn’t like it if you took Rolly with you on a trip, in any case,” he said. “I’d miss him, and suppose he’d die just then?”

“I understand completely. That’s why I’d like for you to come with me.”

“Oh.” The suggestion took him by surprise. Leave Leandar? And Marit and Eamon? Valdana had occasionally talked about it with him in the past, but he’d gotten completely used to everything here. He had a nice cave dwelling and knew the nice spots around the island like the back of his hand. And Marit’s cooking was really good, just how he liked it.

“Wouldn’t you like to leave the island for just a while and visit a city again?”

“Maybe,” he said hesitantly. “I miss Oftenooi sometimes. I could go to the port there to watch all those different ships and people. There was always something happening. And every day the merchants would pass our house and I’d listen to the thoughts of their dragons.” He sighed. “They were usually miserable. They weren’t treated well either.”

“Just like you?”

Auric shrugged his shoulders. “Sometimes. Not by you, or by Marit. But the other people here…” He sniffed. “They aren’t nice to me. Maybe they’re jealous, I don’t know. I can read and write, I live in the same cave as Eamon… and occasionally they see me with you, like now. And they make jokes about it or say ugly things to me.”

“And what do you do in response?”

“I curse back at them. They can all eat shit and die, as far as I’m concerned.” He balled his fists. “I got really angry a couple of times. I almost…” He didn’t complete the sentence.

“Fortunately you were able to restrain yourself,” she said. “That was really smart of you. You know that you’re stronger, that’s enough.”

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “And they’re always too cowardly to do anything more than curse at me. They’re also afraid of Eamon, I think.” He looked askance at her. “And of you.”

“Rightly so,” she said with a smile.

For a while they sat next to each other in silence. In the distance they could hear the clashing of arms and the splashing of the swimmers. Seline let out another scream, but this time Auric didn’t even look. Valdana’s nearness was much more important than Seline’s theatrics.

“You mentioned the dragons in Oftenooi,” Valdana said suddenly. “Do you still occasionally think about the winged dragons that you saw and heard on Aimerey?”

“Yeah, almost every day,” he said. “They’re being held captive there, somewhere under the mountain in an enormous cave. It’s so awful. I don’t remember any details, but I know for sure that I heard their thoughts once. Dragons can’t cry, and yet it felt like that’s what they were doing.”

“They felt like… prisoners in that cave?”

He nodded.

“Do you, too, sometimes feel like a prisoner?”

“Of course not. I can leave here if I want to.”

“Exactly,” she said.

“Mmm.”

“Do you know on which island the healer lives who can make Rolly feel better?” she asked after a short silence.

“No, how am I supposed to know that?” What a stupid question.

“He lives on Hamon, which isn’t too far from here. In the city of Paz.”

“Paz?” His stomach turned. “That city’s full of scum and drunks, Eamon always says. It’s dirty and dangerous. It’s a city you wouldn’t want to be found dead in.”

“It’s not that bad,” she said soothingly. “I’ve been there a few times and nothing’s ever happened to me. And I’d make sure that nothing would happen to you.”

“You won’t need to, because I’m not going there.”

“Would you be able to forgive yourself if Rolly dies, while you could have done something to help him?”

Auric reflexively glanced at the pitiful ball of fur in the basket. An impotent rage welled up inside him. Why did this have to happen to Rolly? “I don’t want him to die.”

“Then you’ll have to make a choice. And you know by now that you can trust me, don’t you?”

“Yes, you’ve always been honest with me,” he admitted. “Aside from Marit, and maybe Eamon… I don’t trust anyone at all.”

“Thank you. And I trust you more than anybody else, rest assured. You were the only one who tried to save me when the Magyckers had kidnapped me and were taking me to their airship, during their attack on Vugol. I owe my life to you. Now allow me do something in return to make sure that Rolly gets better.”

“I, uh, I…”

“It’ll be our secret,” Valdana whispered, her lips briefly touching his ear. “You mustn’t tell Marit and Eamon a thing, but you can leave them a note telling them why you left. And that you’ll be back soon, of course.”

“So we won’t be gone for long?”

“Of course not. We’ll be back in a few days.”

Auric thought about it. “But then I have to tell Marit first. She has to know where I’m going.”

“Marit won’t let you go,” Valdana said.

“Then she can come with us, can’t she? She’s always saying how she misses the bustle of the city. And she knows how much I care about Rolly.”

“Eamon will forbid her from going.”

“How do you know that? Marit does what she wants to do.”

“Believe me, Marit and Eamon will not let you go,” she said sharply.

He looked at her in surprise. Why was she suddenly angry?

“Marit is overly protective when it comes to you,” she went on, in a more friendly tone. “You realize that, don’t you?”

“That’s true,” he admitted.

“If it were up to her, you might never leave Leandar again. But you’re fifteen now, and you’re capable of making your own decisions, too—especially when it concerns Rolly’s life. Or am I mistaken?”

He shook his head. She was right, he was no longer a child. He’d told Marit that often enough, but the message hadn’t seemed to get through to her. It was a source of considerable frustration.

“Perhaps you need to prove to her that you’re capable of saving the life of your friend, without her help. You’re old enough and wise enough to do so.”

Auric sighed deeply. He had to admit she was right, even though it didn’t sit well with him. “All right then, if we don’t have to spend the night in Paz.” He hated inns.

“That shouldn’t be a problem. We’ll sleep on the ship.”

“Not in the hold, with all the others?” Surrounded by men who stunk, snored and coughed, and rats, too? Never again!

“You’d have your own cabin.”

“Oh, good. What should I take with me?”

“I’ll let you know.” She looked at him with a smile. “Everything’s going to be fine, I promise.”

It took over a week before the time came. Auric’s restlessness about the health of his roekil grew with each day. Each morning he saw Rolly he was happy that his pal was still alive. What was taking Valdana so long? When at last she told him that they would be leaving the island the next day, he was both relieved and nervous.

Auric was up before sunrise on the day of departure. His heart was beating in his throat as he walked down the path towards the harbor. He had slept poorly and it also felt strange to sneak away like this, not having told Marit or Eamon a thing.

He had left a note on his bed telling them that he was going to Hamon with Valdana to visit someone who could cure Rolly. He’d be back soon, so Marit didn’t have to worry about him.

Everything was still quiet on the island, except for the crickets and the sound of the surf in the distance. In one hand Auric held a bag with clean underclothes, a book and a bar of soap, while in the other he held the basket with his beloved Rolly.

He quickly spotted Valdana, a welcome shade in the half-dark.

“Did anyone see you leave?” she asked, peering up the path in the direction of the caves.

“Of course,” he said. What a stupid question.

Valdana frowned at him. “Who?”

“Well, a couple of people who had already gotten up and the guard at the entrance. I’m not invisible.” Unfortunately not, he thought. How often had he dreamed of knowing a spell that made him invisible? Pfft, almost every day.

“What about Marit and Eamon?”

“No, they were still sleeping.”

“Did anyone ask where you were going?”

“No,” he replied curtly. She usually didn’t ask so many questions; she was acting like Marit. “Can we go now?”

“Yes,” she said.

They walked down the path to the harbor together. The chirping of the crickets was gradually drowned out by the twittering of the birds. The bay that served as the harbor was ringed with dense vegetation. An area had been cleared at its middle, with wooden buildings and a platform for loading and unloading. The jetties accommodated six ships, only a third of the Claw’s fleet. The other ships were usually at sea or lay at anchor out in the bay.

Ballista positions were erected around the bay. They were built in such a way that bolts could be fired horizontally or vertically. There was still a very deep fear of an airship attack.

Very few were at work at this early hour. The only activity taking place was at the smallest ship in the harbor, which was the ship towards which Valdana walked.

As they drew closer, Auric could see that it was the Blaithin. As an ode to House Talivan, all ships of the Claw were named after Eamon’s ancestors. The Blaithin was a two-masted brig from Luvendar they had hijacked the previous year. Auric could still remember Eamon proudly telling the story to Marit. It was still clear where the figurehead—that ridiculous squid god—had been mounted, as the wood was lighter in the places where the tentacles had fanned out along the bow.

Auric looked at the men at the ship. There was someone missing. He knew that Berno had been killed in Mulena. That was fine, he hadn’t liked the man anyway. Berno had stuck to Valdana like glue and meddled in everything. No, he wasn’t the one missing, but where was that silent giant who always traveled with the priestess whenever she left the island? “Where’s Rolan?”

“He’s staying here,” Valdana said. “I won’t be giving any sermons on Hamon, so I don’t need to be protected by my security force.”

“Will we be going together to the man who can cure Rolly?”

“And to a few other stops along the way. But I promise you, we’ll be safe enough.”

Valdana walked on and stepped onto the gangway. Auric followed her. Soft squeaking came from the basket.

“It’s all right, Rolly.”

Once on deck, Auric looked around in curiosity. The Blaithin had only recently been converted into a kavella ship and it showed. The wood of the collapsible chests in which the ballistae had been installed still smelled of the oil that had been rubbed into them.

Valdana was standing a little ways off. She was speaking in a hushed tones with Barris, a coarse, bearded man who had only recently been named captain. A dragon-scale amulet was on prominent display around his neck.

Elsewhere on the ship, pirates were getting everything ready for departure. Auric recognized the faces of a few, but not of others.

He walked over to Valdana and the captain. “When are we leaving?” The sooner they left, the sooner Rolly would be healthy again and they’d be able to come back home.

“Don’t you see I’m having a conversation, boy?” Barris barked.

Auric didn’t know the man well, but he disliked him already. Valdana made a soothing sound. “Go on to our cabin,” she told him. “You can put away your things there.”

“Our cabin?” he asked, stunned.

“Yes, it’s the helmsman’s cabin. There isn’t much room on board and it’s only for two nights after all.”

Auric suddenly had a dry mouth. Share a room with Valdana? Would she be wearing a nightgown, or even less? He swallowed.

“I don’t know why the priestess is taking you with her,” the captain grumbled, as he bent forward towards Auric. His breath stunk and Auric turned up his nose. “But I don’t want you getting in the way, so make yourself scarce.”

“He will,” Valdana said, before he could say anything himself. “And I’m not just taking him along for the company. Believe me, it’s for a good cause.”

“Yeah, it’s for Rolly,” Auric added.

“For who?”

“That’s not so important to you, captain,” Valdana said. “I assume we’re ready for departure? I’ll talk to you again once we’re out on the open sea.”

She gripped Auric by the arm and tried to take him with her towards the afterdeck, but he yanked free.

“Let me go,” he said. He looked back one more time as he followed Valdana. The captain was staring at him, shaking his head.

The helmsman’s cabin was small and stuffy, with just one small window and one sleeping pallet. “I’ll have them bring some blankets for you in a little while,” Valdana said, after she sat down on the pallet. “You can make a bed for yourself there, in that corner, and put Rolly next to you.”

Auric installed himself in the room’s only chair. He took Rolly out of his cage and put him on his lap. The roekil’s breathing was superficial and his fur, which was normally so shiny, was dull and a bit fluffy. He wasn’t doing well at all.

“I hope we get to Hamon soon,” Auric said gloomily, as he petted Rolly. He felt an uneasiness in his stomach, brought on in part by his uncertainty about his roekil, but also by the prospect of spending the night here with Valdana. And then there was that asshole of a captain.

“Don’t worry, everything will be fine,” Valdana said. She peered outside. Loud orders were barked from the deck and a smile appeared on her face when the Blaithin got underway. Everything around them began to creak and the ship rocked to the waves of bay. The jetty slowly disappeared from view.

Valdana stood up.

“Wait a second, I’m going with you,” Auric said. He carefully put the roekil back into its basket.

“No, stay with Rolly—he needs you.”

“But there’s nothing I can do for him now.” He got up from the chair and began to follow her to the door.

“Didn’t you hear me?” There was a sudden sharpness to her voice he wasn’t used to hearing.

Auric was taken aback and didn’t say anything.

She took a deep breath. “Barris doesn’t want you on deck,” she added in a somewhat friendlier voice. “I’m lucky he’s doing me this favor and I don’t want to give him a reason to change his mind.”

“I won’t get in anyone’s way.”

She put a hand on his shoulder. “Do me a favor, please. You can go on deck later, once we’re out on the open sea.”

“But there’s nothing to do here,” he insisted. Why was she being so difficult now?

“You can look outside, can’t you? And count birds, or something. I’ll be back soon.” With those words, she left the cabin.

He briefly considered following her anyway, but the sound of Rolly whimpering made him change his mind. He’d just have to stay in the room, then.

Once they were out on the open sea, the swell increased and along with it the creaking of the ship. As Auric looked around, it felt like the walls of the cabin were closing in on him. He suddenly had a pressing need for fresh air.

After taking a look at Rolly, who fortunately seemed to be asleep, he left the cabin and went out on deck. There, he was able to calm down a bit. The deck hands who were engaged in their duties ignored him, which didn’t bother him. It was almost as though he was wearing a cloak of invisibility. He didn’t see Valdana or the captain.

A dragon-scale amulet hung from the neck of every crew member. While some of them wore it over their clothes, Auric mostly saw it in the form of a lump under their linen shirts. He began to understand why Valdana had chosen the Blaithin. Now and again he’d heard Eamon tell Marit that the followers of the Order were sometimes just as likely to take orders from Valdana as they were from him, which was something that worried Eamon.

Auric looked for a peaceful spot out of the wind, where he could watch the sky and follow the flight of the seagulls, which fascinated him to no end. The birds appeared to glide so fast and effortlessly—had the dragons also been able to do that once upon a time?

The day went by slowly and tediously. Once they saw another ship in the distance, but it quickly disappeared from view after the captain added some sail.

Valdana sought out Auric’s company a lot less than he had expected. After sunset, she went to eat dinner with the captain, while he was served up a lukewarm glob of gruel by the ship’s cook. He was laughed at when he asked to know exactly what it contained. He would’ve preferred to have left the meal untouched, but ultimately his hunger won out over his disgust.

The biggest disappointment, however, came later that evening, when they were getting ready for the night.
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