
 

BETWEEN 
 

The Emerald Serpent seethed with everything Torrent hated most about Taux. The Jai-Ruk 

smelled of dirt and the things dirt covers; the Lowl, when they were in their cups, reeked of dog. 

The Kin were as inscrutable in their daytime masks as in their nighttime shadows. And the 

humans were ever doing, never at rest; even in relaxation they gamed or chattered or fought. The 

whole city stank of wasted lives and frustrated ambitions. 

It wore her out. She wanted nothing more than to return to the sea that had given her 

birth. Her people, the Corsairs, carried the salt of the oceans in their blood. Even at its most 

torrid the ocean moved with tempo and cadence. It soothed. Uplifted. 

It was so close. When the wind blew in from the North, its salty tang cleansed Taux’s 

fetid air.  

For the moment, however, she could not escape the stench of Taux. Almost a month ago 

now, her erstwhile employer, Rene LeCroix, had killed himself over some failed love affair. One 

of his ships vanished the next morning with half its crew, most of his wealth, and all his officers. 

The courts impounded the rest of his fleet against the suit of the family whose daughter LeCroix 

killed before taking his own life. Torrent wouldn’t give a hanged cat for any of them, except that 

cursed Taux now harbored a surplus of seamen and a shortage of berths. She was no swab—her 

sword was what she sold to any ship that would have her. But that didn’t matter. There was no 

work to be had. 

So she found herself in the Emerald Serpent, across a rough plank table from a burly 

longshoreman with a shaved head, her coin on the table to her right. He hoisted a tankard of 

ale—his sixth, by Torrent’s count—and laughed. “Ye don’ look so tough to me, sea sprite! I 
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think you’ve prolly had a few too many if ye challenge me in me own demesnes!” He gave out a 

great booming HAR! and scanned the tavern for support in his mirth. His companions cheered 

drunkenly.  

Torrent gave him half a smile. “If you doubt my intent, I can increase the ante,” she said, 

placing another silver coatl atop the first.  

Together they represented the sum of her wealth.  

“I feel sorry for ye, I do, but far be it for me to stop a woman who wants to give her 

money away.” He slapped his tankard down on the planks and extracted two coins from his 

purse, then arranged them on the opposite side of the table from hers. He leaned across, grinning 

wickedly. “Because I am a fair man, I might be of a mind to let ye earn your money back 

afterwards.” And he winked, dropping his gaze to her breasts. One of his friends tittered like an 

old lady. 

Sometimes the marks set themselves up. Torrent smiled her most sultry smile. “What 

makes you think that two silver birds would buy you a night with me?” She leaned closer. His 

breath stank of garlic and beer. “I’ll throw a night with me into the pot if you’ll add four more 

coatls to your stake.”  

The dock man’s eyes grew wider, then squinted in rheumy drunkenness, then wrinkled up 

with glee. “Y’r on, ye raven minx! Six for your two and a night ye’ll ne’er forget!” Clearly 

enjoying himself. “I knew tonight would be lucky!” He fumbled four more coins out of his purse 

and stacked them with exaggerated care atop the others.  

She gave him the whole smile now, spat in her hand, and held it up for him to clasp. He 

spat dryly into his own palm, and they grasped each other’s thumbs, wrists crossed, elbows 
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planted firmly on the rough-hewn planks. She only needed to mingle his water with hers. The 

sweat of his palms would be enough, but saliva worked better still.  

He didn’t know it, but he’d already lost. 

The barkeep and de facto referee approached, wiping his hands on his apron. Torrent 

concentrated on her opponent. She had the touch, same as her mother before her. Perhaps there 

had been a Wizard somewhere in their ancestry—Torrent didn’t know if that was even possible, 

but unlike humans, and all but a very few Corsairs, she could manipulate water in small, but 

meaningful ways.  

The dock man’s pulse throbbed under her fingers, hurried by alcohol, which only made it 

easier for her to sense the liquids in his hand, his arm, his shoulder. Liquor had dried him out. 

This would be simpler than she thought.  

The barkeep placed his hand atop theirs. “You’ll begin when I say 1, 2, 3 go.”  

She grinned wider, which made the longshoreman burst into laughter. “Ye cocky wench! 

I’ll have y’r coin in a heartbeat! And then I’ll have y’r—”  

“1, 2, 3, go!” 

The longshoreman’s entire arm clenched in a spasm. Torrent slammed the back of his 

hand to the tabletop and snatched his coins before the first tear of pain squirted out of his eye. He 

doubled over, clutching his arm to his side. “Me arm cramped!” he insisted, but his friends 

erupted into jeers and laughter. Torrent took the longshoreman’s tankard and held it up, as if to 

toast him. “Because I am a fair woman, you’re welcome to try to win your money back at any 

time.” The dock man shrank beneath new peals of laughter. 

She took his tankard to a quieter table in the corner. Normally she’d have made more of a 

show of it, to entice the next patsy into a match. But her gambit had paid off well enough. She’d 
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won sufficient money to wait out this dead air, to stay fed until new opportunities blew into the 

harbor.  

Hopefully. Surely this wouldn’t last longer than another week… 

“Up to your old games, eh, Torrent?” She looked up to see dark hair pulled back in a 

ponytail, a perfectly trimmed goatee, rakish clothes on lean swagger, a charming grin. A familiar 

sinking feeling hit her stomach. 

“Savino. How nice to see you.” 

The rogue slid into the seat across from her. “I heard you were back in town. Just can’t 

stay away, can you?”  

She tried to smile convincingly. “The winds of fate are stalled. I wouldn’t be here if I had 

a choice.” 

Savino settled back, studying her, allowing his eyes to linger perhaps a little too long. 

“Ah, but it’s good to see you again, my dear water sprite. You look…well. Taux hasn’t been the 

same without you.” 

“You seem to be getting by just fine.” 

“It was better when you were here. We were quite the team.” 

She nodded slowly. “I smell a pitch coming.” 

Savino laughed, hearty and melodious. His theater background informed his every move. 

Suave charm came as naturally to him as breathing, and had tempted her more than once. 

But she’d given in only once, only to learn that air and water don’t always mix. Of all the 

people Torrent knew in Taux, his winds blew with the most intensity. Dashing, scheming Savino 

always had an angle, a ploy, a mark. For a time she found it irresistible, and they combined their 

talents—Torrent’s subtle ability to manipulate the water in a body she had touched, and Savino’s 
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deceptive swagger and stage artistry. He posed as a Duelist, though his skills with the blade 

derived only from stagecraft, the mock fight. He could never have won an honest fight. 

But then, he never engaged in an honest fight. His opponents always seemed to tire 

quickly, or pass out from the heat, or suffer a painful cramp or blinding migraine at a critical 

moment. Then he and Torrent shared the winnings—there were always wagers on the side—until 

finally few would challenge him; his reputation ended many duels before they began.  

Eventually Torrent wearied of the game, the stench of the low streets, and the energy it 

required. She took a position on a LeCroix merchant ship headed to the Carribé, glad to be quit 

of Taux and its many poisons. The Saints only knew what Savino had been doing in the 

meantime. 

“You read me too well,” he smiled. 

“So you are up to something.” 

“Let us say rather that the winds of fate have blown an opportunity your way.” 

“How did you get by without me?” 

He shrugged nonchalantly. “A potion here, bravado there, the convenient accident in 

other places… I have more tricks than you have curses by which to name me.” 

She couldn’t help but smile at that.  

“But when I heard you were back in Taux, I saw a way out of a predicament.” His smile 

vanished, his face fell ever so slightly, if only for a moment—but his normally dark complexion 

paled, even in the dim lantern light of the Emerald Serpent.  

Savino never let his guard down. This could only be bad news. 

She leaned toward him. “What have you gotten yourself into?” 

Savino never failed for words, either, but his mouth worked against silence. 
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“That bad, eh? Whose daughter did you bed unknowing?” 

She’d meant it to be sarcastic, but Savino whispered, “Yaotl Vash.” 

Torrent felt the color drain from her own face. “You. Are. Fucked.” 

“She was slumming it; I had no idea who she was. Raven-haired, like you—” 

“You would be wiser to flee town.” 

“If you could leave town, don’t you think I might have left town?” He swallowed. 

“True. Point won. But you have managed to offend the one member of the Vash family 

who is also a member of the Razor Guild. And no pushover.” 

“Trust me, I know.” 

“I won’t be able to get near him. Worse, he’ll have protections, and bodyguards. How do 

you think I’m going to perform the old magic?” 

Savino squirmed uncomfortably in his seat. “Believe it or not, I have a plan…” 

She laughed a gallows laugh. “But of course you do! I hope it’s a good one.” 

He glanced over his shoulder, then leaned closer, his eyes wide with fear… or was it 

excitement? The two were often joined with Savino. “You have no idea.” His eyes twinkled with 

something that bordered on manic glee. 

Her brow pinched into a frown. “I’m listening.” 

“You won’t have to get near him. But you will use your talents, in a way you’ve never 

used them before. In fact you won’t even be there. Yaotl has summoned me to the Baymourn 

Bridge at midnight tomorrow. You will be across the harbor by the Whispering Shoals, beyond 

sight…” 

She shuddered. Rumor made the Whispering Shoals a place of slumbering magics better 

left undisturbed. “By all the Saints, why would I—” 
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“Just listen. You’ll be completely safe. All you have to do is perform one very simple 

task.” 

“And that is?” 

“You will freeze the harbor, for fifteen minutes between the chime for the watch change 

and the twelfth bell of the midnight hour. I’ve timed it out; it works perfectly.” 

Torrent knew her mouth hung open, but she could not find rationale to wrap around the 

words he had just spoken. Seeing her astonishment, Savino summoned up his charm and grinned 

broadly. She shook her head as he broke into nervous laughter.  

“Some sort of parasite is eating your brain,” she said at last, and Savino laughed all the 

more. 

“I know! It sounds insane. But I have done all my research. There is a way. And as you 

know, I hate to back down, I hate to lose a fight—“ 

“You’ve never had a fight—until now. This may be the one that undoes you. I can’t help 

you. I couldn’t freeze more than a pail of water, let alone the entire harbor. What you need is a 

Wizard.” 

“Ahh, but I have the next best thing; I have you.” As Torrent started to shake her head, he 

reached into his doublet. “And I have this.” 

He opened his lapel just enough to reveal a canvas bag, out of which peeked a large red 

gem set in a simple flourish of gold.  

“Holy Saint Erik, what is that?” She whispered. The ambient noise no longer seemed 

sufficient to obscure their conversation. 

“It’s a focus item, a tome-wizard’s tool, something that will channel the energies of the 

Afterglow Sea in major ways… in the right hands. And the right hands, in this situation, dear 
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love, are yours.” With an over-the-shoulder glance, he cupped the bag in his two hands and 

extended it across the table. She took it with equal caution, trembling, and opened the 

drawstrings. She touched the stone. 

Its power struck her like a thunderclap, a deep, pulsing boom that roared outside of 

normal senses. The gem felt hot, but equally and simultaneously cold; fragile, but 

incomprehensibly strong as well. Its presence expanded to fill the tavern, the way her hands had 

felt in a fever dream as a child; vast, but empty, light as a feather, but cumbersome and wild. 

There, but not there. 

She’d experienced something like this only once before, not two days ago. A certain lady, 

Cenoté of the grim mask, stirred Torrent’s unease when she saw her from time to time. She 

sensed the water at the very first sighting. The Lady was almost certainly a Wizard—water 

knows water. But this particular morning the Lady’s litter passed so close that the rush of 

recognition took Torrent by surprise. The city became illuminated somehow, as if it were a pond, 

and the ripples in Cenoté’s wake revealed glimpses, lens-like, of everything beneath the surface.  

So it was now. Glimmers of light moved behind her eyes, in her mind, mingling with 

threads of black, all tied to something else, a distant glowing source. 

 In shock, she zipped the drawstrings closed, and hid the bag with her hands. 

“Where did you get this?” 

 “Well, you don’t really want to know that.” 

“Then I’m out.”  

“Torrent, it’s for your own protectio—” 

“No. Tell me or you’re on your own.” 
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Savino started to chortle in nervous humor. “Dethocrates acquired it for me this very 

night. You remember Thock, right? It used to belong to Pelantus, the Arch Mage to High Man 

Tlacolotl Vash himself!” 

Torrent could only stare in disbelief. 

“The irony is so rich I can barely stand it. As far as the Vash family knows, it was 

destroyed in the mess yesterday—what a miracle that was! I might almost believe I am beloved 

of the gods. ” He winked. “We’ll use Tlacolotl’s tool to defeat his own nephew Yaotl.” 

Torrent pushed the bag back across the table at him. “No. Sorry. I’m not messing with the 

Vashes.” 

“Torrent—they know nothing about the fate of the gem. When this is over, we can do 

whatever you like: sell it, return it… or ransom it back to them for another hefty turn of coin.” 

“No. No chance. You’re in way over your head this time, breeze-for-brains.” 

Savino left the bag on the table where it lay. “Oh Torrent, Torrent. Don’t you see what 

you’re passing up? Dethocrates is already laying wagers on our behalf. We are going to make So. 

Much. Coin. You’ll be able to buy a ship of your own. How would that be, to put back to sea, in 

your own craft for a change? To be your own master?” 

“Oh, there’s that tongue of yours again…” 

“I know you’re not happy here. Look at you: trapped between the jungle and the sea, 

between your last meal and your next scam. You never even made up your mind between men or 

women.” 

She glared at him. 

“You’re stuck between, Torrent. Your whole existence here is between one thing you 

hate and another you can’t have. This is your chance to break free.” 
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She studied the tabletop in front of her, blood pounding in her ears. Carved graffiti 

covered it, years of defilement that echoed the frenzied life of Taux. Increase Coin is a faggot 

said one. Another offered only an address below crudely scratched naked breasts—a come-on 

from a street prostitute. A regular pattern of nicks and gouges suggested games of finger fillet, 

complete with bloodstains. It was all Taux: ugly, disrespectful, filthy, brazen.  

In the center of the table sat the little bag. She had to admit, she wanted to touch the thing 

again.  

“What makes you think this item will work for me?” 

“It only needs a conduit. It won’t work for me. It requires someone who can touch the 

Afterglow. Torrent, you do it almost without thought. It might not do for you everything it did 

for that little red pustule, Pelantus, but anything you can do with water, it will amplify. That’s its 

job; to take your intention, connect it to the Afterglow, and make it real.” 

“Why the Whispering Shoals?” 

He squirmed. “Situated strategically, in case the range of your magic is limited. Taking 

no chances, but keeping you out of harm’s way.” 

“And when I do this deed for you—what happens? Why freeze the harbor?” 

Savino’s odd humor left again, and the ashen fear touched him. “Let me worry about that, 

won’t you? If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me—“ 

“It’s harder to believe than…than…” She indicated Savino, the bag “…all of this?” 

He laughed again, but this time without the theatrical pretense. It was the first genuine 

laugh she’d heard from him tonight. Perhaps ever. “It’s probably better if you don’t know. I have 

it all worked out. All you have to do is your small part. You have tomorrow to practice with the 

focus item and to get in position.” 
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She scowled, watching the bag on the table as if it might jump into her lap. 

“Please, Torrent. I’m begging you!” 

A shadow fell across the table, and she looked up.  

“I’ll have another go, ye cheating hussy. And this time we’ll not be spitting into our 

hands.” The dock man stretched and curled his arm, still working off the cramp she’d given him. 

“And I’ll have me tankard back. That wasn’t part of me stake.” 

Torrent sighed and handed it to him. 

“That’s more like it,” he said, and took a long swallow. “Now bring me coin and set y’r 

fine ass down at the match table.” He leaned close, his sweaty face mere inches from hers. “It’s 

not y’r coin ye’ll reclaim on your back tonight, but my good will.” 

Torrent had done more than drink from the man’s tankard. She’d spit in it, too. She 

touched his sweaty arm for just a moment, feeling the water in his body and all its courses. He 

groaned suddenly, and then a look of horror elongated his face as a wet stain spread across the 

front of his trousers and a blast of wet air ripped behind him. 

He fled the tavern as quickly as his hunched gait would allow, but the hot odors of urine 

and loose feces filled the air. Pointing fingers and jeers chased him out. 

Savino held his sides and howled with laughter, but Torrent’s face burned. 

She plucked the bag off the table and slid it into her doublet. 

 

#  #  # 

 

 


