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Nothing is more deadly than a wounded dragon.

Jhavika Keshmir stood on the cusp of greatness...until Captain Kevril Longbright stole her weapons of conquest. But the loss of her hand, her enchanted scourge, and her truthsayer did not defeat Jhavika, it only enraged her. Now her only goal is to take back what is hers and to kill the pirate captain in the process.

Kevril flees across the Blood Sea with Jhavika close in his wake. Devastated by the changes wrought upon his beloved Preel by the scourge’s enchantment, he vows to abolish Jhavika’s burgeoning reign of slavery and blood if it is the last thing he ever does. And it may well be, considering the truthsayer’s unsettling answer to his question of where they must go to destroy the scourge. 

Torn by conflicting emotions and memories, Preel seeks release from her magical torment. An unexpected ally offers an uneasy choice: a life of heart-rending sentiment or the solace of oblivion.

Now all must confront their deepest nightmares in the magical maelstrom of the Serpent’s Eye...
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The Wounded Dragon
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The ability to reason effectively while in pain is invaluable.

The Lessons of Quen Lau Ush


From the journal of Jhavika Keshmir –

Until the day Kevril Longbright took my scourge, my hand, and Preel from me, I put people into one of two categories: assets or obstacles. I have had people murdered for thwarting me, yes, but I never truly hated them. Not until Kevril did I truly hate, and now that hatred has consumed me. I rue the day I first considered him an asset.




––––––––
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I woke from a fitful nightmare—Kevril slashing a cutlass through my wrist, then holding my scourge by its thongs, my severed hand dangling from the haft. Pain lanced across my cheek as I raised a hand to wipe my eyes, and I discovered the nightmare to be real. In place of my right hand gleamed the steel head of a boarding pike, the hook needle-sharp, the broad blade razor-edged. I stared at it for a befuddled moment before memories returned.

My scourge stolen, my person maimed, Preel kidnapped from my home... Damn you, Kevril!

The party at Balshi's estate was supposed to have been my victory, my triumph. Kevril had turned it into a defeat, forcing me to play my final hand before I was ready. Though my wrath had torn through Haven like wildfire, not all had gone as I'd wished. Getashi Temuso was dead and his estate dispersed among his retainers, out of my reach. He'd obviously planned ahead for his own death. The surviving council members would no doubt oppose me at every turn, given that I'd tried to kill them all. Not that it mattered. In the end, I controlled seven houses, and therefore, the Council of Lords. I was effectively Queen of Haven.

So why am I on a ship, chasing that damned pirate, my kingdom thirty miles behind me?

The answer to that question was easy: I was going to catch Kevril and get back what he stole from me.

I shoved myself up from the chart table upon which I'd fallen asleep, twisting my neck to relieve the crick from sleeping slumped over. The dim light of dawn illuminated the great cabin of a galleon in muted hues of burnished pewter. The deck moved beneath me, the horizon canted to starboard outside the sweeping stern gallery windows. I'd commandeered Fa-Chen's flagship, Tiger Lily, for my own, and claimed several others, assigning my slaves as commanders, and the soldiers of several houses as additional crew. The chart before me showed seven tracks across Snomish Bay, the deployment of my armada.

Someone knocked at the door to the cabin, a muted voice calling tentatively, "Your ladyship?"

"Yes!" I wiped my face with my left hand and it came away bloody. I'd scratched myself with my boarding pike hand.

A young man wearing a merchant officer's uniform entered, two of my personal guards flanking him. The epaulets marked him as captain, though he was too young to have earned them. He had, however, ascended the chain of command upon the demise of more senior officers.

It had been a busy night.

The captain froze as the grim figure beside the door, my new komei bodyguard, drew a katana and held it before my visitor's throat. The officer swallowed and saluted stiffly, "Golden Harlot signals, sail sighted to the southeast. Captain Tan believes it to be the Scourge."

"Excellent, Captain Niland! Te-shan, stand down." My komei sheathed his katana in one smooth motion and bowed, my loyal slave. At Balshi's ball, he'd slaughtered his mistress, Lady Hatsu, at my command, and now served only to protect me from harm. With Captain Vakna's death, Te-shan was the most formidable warrior in my service, and he never left my side.

"The time?" I surged to my feet and reached for my cutlass, ignoring my aching back and neck. At least the stump of my wrist wasn't hurting any longer. Yin had treated my arm with a series of injections that permanently numbed the nerves from my elbow down. My alchemist had then brewed a potion to force the flesh to heal, and heal it had, even as my armorer drove screws into the bones, affixing the pike head permanently in place. I just had to remember not to scratch with it.

"Three bells in the morning watch, your ladyship." He saluted again as I lurched past him, Te-shan at my heels.

From the motion of the ship, we were beating into a head sea. My legs were long used to stone beneath my feet, and I staggered a bit before finding my balance. I hadn't been at sea for more than five years, but the previous decades were coming back quickly.

"Three bells." The light through the windows was pre-dawn then, and I'd barely slept an hour, but the sighting was welcome news. Even though we'd left Haven only three hours behind Scourge, I'd been afraid we'd lost Kevril. "And how far is Scourge?"

"About six miles, your ladyship. Visible from the quarterdeck." He hurried to follow, my guards at his heels.

People scrambled out of my way. Most of Tiger Lily's merchant crew remained aboard, but an additional one hundred fifty of my soldiers precluded any thought of mutiny. Unfortunately, my people weren't sailors. Most were looking a little green around the gills, and some had been emptying their guts since we left Haven. On deck, a humid monsoon-season breeze laden with sea spray slapped me awake. I mounted the steps to the quarterdeck, cursing my lack of a hat and resisting the urge to brush my hair from my eyes. Being one handed was taking some getting used to. I'd tie it back later.

"Spyglass," I barked, scanning the horizon and holding out my hand. Even in the dim light, I barely needed one to assess the disposition of my armada.

My seven ships lay in an arc of sea twenty miles wide, from east-northeast to southwest, exactly where I'd deployed them. I'd had no idea where Kevril would run to, and had distributed my forces to cover the widest swath possible, two on a port tack, and the rest to starboard. Tiger Lily sailed in the center of that arc, three ships to our north, and three south.

The farthest north, the beamy junk Summer Violet, sailed under the command of my guard captain, Yorish, no sailor, but not a fool either. The farthest south, another junk, Jasmine, I'd given to my nokitu captain, Busashi. Also to the north were the galleons Hyacinth and Peony—what pernicious god possessed Fa-Chen to name all of his ships after flowers, I didn't even want to know—commanded by my slaves Brilla Balshi and Ursula Roque, the crews also largely intact and kept from mutiny by their own substantial guard contingents. Directly to my south, Bluebonnet sailed under Tambris Matesh, yet another loyal slave, unable to betray me as Kevril had.

Only Captain Tan, commanding Golden Harlot, south and well east of Bluebonnet, wasn't one of my slaves. She had ranged ahead, her ship smaller but faster than the other merchantmen. Her ship, at least, I hadn't needed to commandeer. When I'd arrived at the waterfront with three other council members, their armies, and the forces of three more houses along with my own, Tan had few options but to follow my orders. With seven houses, I controlled Haven's Council of Lords, and she answered to the Council. With the corroboration of the three other lords, she'd swallowed the tale I'd concocted, that Kevril Longbright and his crew of pirates had attacked the ball at Lord Balshi's estate, killing Teris Balshi, Fa-Chen, Getashi Temuso, Lady Hatsu, and Blinth Tinworthy. Their heirs—save for Temuso, who had none—had given me control over their forces to avenge their fallen lords. In reality, I'd had their heirs abducted by my well-placed spies and held in my keep under the sword, forcing them to sign their houses over to my control.

The other five council members were cowering in their keeps, formidable in their own rights, but impotent to impede my wrath. I'd left enough loyal slaves in my keep to defend it and hold my hostages safe. I'd deal with the others when I returned victorious. Of that victory, I was certain. With seven ships chasing him, there was nowhere Kevril could run that I wouldn't find him.

Awkwardly adjusting the spyglass one-handed, I focused on Scourge, barely hull up, flying reefed courses, topsails, and a full array of trisails, a spire of white at this angle, visible from fifteen miles. She was beating hard into the steep seas, close-hauled. Suspicion rose up like sour vomit from my gut. This wasn't her best point of sail, and she wasn't carrying all the canvas she could in these conditions. I called a chart of the Blood Sea to mind, gauging his course and possible destinations. He was headed somewhere between Black Point and Twin Capes. The former would have been on a better tack in this wind, while the latter lay too far upwind to reach without tacking. That probably meant he intended to tack, but I had no way to be sure. This could all be an elaborate ruse. Was Kevril leading me on, luring me into a trap? Had he already recruited an armada of pirates? He'd threatened as much only days ago, vowing to blockade and starve Haven into submission if I didn't allow him to see Preel. Well, I wouldn't give him the chance to summon any allies.

"Signal all ships to converge on the target, Captain. Deploy fast cutters to those out of visual signaling range. Captain Tan is to maintain visual contact with Scourge at all costs, but not to engage without support." Golden Harlot sported a crew of only fifty fighting sailors, no match for Kevril's hundred. "Bend every sail she'll bear and trim smartly. I'm to be notified immediately if Scourge changes course."

"Yes, your ladyship!" Niland saluted again.

I handed back the spyglass and started for the stairs as the young captain began barking orders. I paused to watch the sailors work, to feel the movement of the ship, gauge her performance. It had been years, but a part of me missed this delicate balance of wind and water, cordage and canvas. Tiger Lily wasn't a corsair, but she was a fine ship and sailed well. When we settled on our new course, however, I found several deficiencies.

I rounded on my young captain and pointed at him with my pike hand. "What part of 'trim smartly' didn't you understand, Captain?"

"Your ladyship?" He gaped at me, wide eyes fixed upon the deadly implement capping my right wrist. Well might he fear it; I'd ended his captain's life with it.

"Your bosun either needs a lesson or is intentionally slowing our progress! The forestaysail is luffing, topsail braces are all ahoo, and the spanker gaff is lagging to leeward. I understand you're only a merchantman, Captain, but if you don't trim your sails properly, you'll be joining your former captain at the foretop! Do you understand me?"

"Yes, your ladyship!" Niland glanced aloft and swallowed hard. Tiger Lily's former captain and two senior lieutenants swung by their necks from the foretopsail yard, grim reminders of what it meant to refuse me. "I'll see to it immediately."

"Do that, Niland, or I will command this ship myself." Whirling away, I glared up to watch the sailors work. Sails were trimmed, and the log was run again. We'd gained half a knot. Good enough.

With another scan of the horizon, I noted the disposition of my armada. Those within flag signal had already changed course to converge upon the fleeing Scourge, hounds on the hunt. But Kevril was a wily fox indeed, and I didn't believe for a minute that he was doing his best to evade me. Perhaps he had thought he'd be over the horizon before we even left Haven, but I couldn't shake the feeling that I was being led astray.

"Where are you going, Captain Longbright?" I muttered into the teeth of the wind. "You had to know I'd come after you. Where are you taking my scourge and my truthsayer?"

As I stalked for the great cabin, another worry niggled at my sleep-deprived mind. "Preel..." My guards shied away as I wrenched open the door. Te-shan closed it quietly behind us and took station beside the door, a silent statue.

A tray of food and a blackbrew service sat upon the leeward sideboard. The former captain's steward, an islander whose name I hadn't bothered to learn, bowed and hurried out, clearly and rightfully terrified of me. I ignored the food, but poured a cup of blackbrew, cursing the loss of my hand as I spilled it. I paced and sipped the scalding brew, willing it to clear my sleep-deprived thoughts. Twelve hours ago, I'd had Haven by the balls, wielding my scourge and truthsayer with impunity. Now, only one of the three was mine. The loss of the scourge felt like a piece of my soul had been ripped away, but the loss of my truthsayer, my friend, twisted the knife in a way I hadn't expected.

Preel... What was Kevril doing to her? What was he telling her? How would her subtle conditioning hold up under his interrogation?

Unlike most of my slaves, I'd endeavored to keep Preel ignorant of her enchantment, my manipulation of her subtle. With her truthsayer talent involuntary, the only other thing I'd needed from her was honest companionship. That I'd received, and in it I'd discovered one thing my life had been lacking: a friend. Yes, I'd commanded her to believe me, but that was only to set her mind against Kevril and accept the reality of her situation. Now, he would be telling her that everything I'd said was a lie, professing his love, promising her freedom. She would continue to believe what I'd told her—the magic of the scourge would see to that—but her memories of the months she'd spent with Kevril remained intact. That conflict—love against hate, trust against betrayal, freedom against slavery—would assault her mind. I'd seen the results of such mental conflict before in other slaves, recalled the vacant look in Brilla Balshi's face after I'd commanded her to take pleasure watching Nala and Binsh eviscerate each other. She was still obedient, still cognizant, but something in her mind had snapped. If Preel ended up like that...

Then I recalled Preel's last meeting with Kevril—the dagger he'd tossed down at her feet and wondering what it might mean—and I stopped cold, the cup of blackbrew trembling in my grasp.

Would he kill her? Would Kevril Longbright murder the dove that laid diamond eggs out of love, to keep her from becoming my slave?

No, I resolved. No, he loves her too much. I won't let that happen. I downed my blackbrew and returned to refill my cup, my vengeful thoughts congealing into fantasies of cold revenge.

"No, Kevril. Preel is mine. She loves me, and when I find you, I'm going to eviscerate you with this very same dagger." I reached down to pull the ruby-hilted blade from my boot, the same one he'd tried to murder me with, and reconsidered. "Or perhaps I'll hand it to the woman you love and command her to do it!"

Yes, I thought, admiring the blood-red gem in the pommel of the dagger. Yes, that will be a sweet revenge indeed.
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Chapter Two
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A Bird in Hand
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A caged bird may beat itself to death against the bars of its prison.

The Lessons of Quen Lau Ush


From the journal of Preel Longbright –

Does a god-cursed soul pray for deliverance from torment? Should I? Could my situation truly be worse if I incurred the wrath of some petulant deity? I think not. At this point, I expect no pity from any quarter. It is curious that I found it unbidden.




––––––––
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A knock at the cabin door woke me from a sleep of utter exhaustion. For a moment, I thought the last few weeks had been a nightmare, that I had never been stolen away by Jhavika, that I was happy, free, in love. The golden manacles on my wrists, the chain run through an eyebolt on the bulkhead, revealed the truth.

The door opened, and Miko stepped in. "Sorry to wake you, but I've got to get the carpenters to work." She didn't even look at me as she waved in four burly sailors. They carried tools and armloads of iron bars. My cage.

I sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes to better glare, but my defiance was pointless. They went to work without paying me any attention whatsoever, fitting the bars over the stern gallery windows, drilling holes into the planks and sinking three-inch screws into the hardwood. As if I might rip out a lesser barrier with my bare hands.

"Once they're done, you'll be free to walk around the cabin. The manacles stay on, but at least you'll be able to move about." Miko strode to Kevril's cabinet and started stuffing his things into a burlap sack.

"Thank you so much."

Miko ignored my sarcasm as she delved every drawer and cupboard. "The captain's assigned Hemp to care for you, but I have to warn you not to speak to him about Jhavika. She lashed him with the scourge and ordered him to spy on you and Kevril. That's how Jhavika knew we'd be at the Folly." 

I snorted in disbelief. "And Kevril didn't murder him?"

Miko looked at me then. "Of course not. It wasn't Hemp's fault. Just don't talk to him about it. Jhavika commanded him to cut his own throat if anyone pressed him for information, and, as guilty as he feels for betraying you, he might cut deeper this time."

Cut deeper... I thought as Miko finished filling her bag and left the cabin. I remembered what Bert had told me. Hemp had cut his own throat, but circumvented the intent of Jhavika's command with only a shallow slice. Hemp would never knowingly have betrayed Kevril, but he obviously had. The compulsion of the scourge could not be denied. He, like me, was Jhavika's slave.

The conflict within me rose again, memories clashing against emotions, love and hate as immiscible as oil and water. I had loved Kevril, but now hated him for manipulating me and maiming Jhavika. I had hated Jhavika, plotted carefully to manipulate her, even to murder her if I had the chance, but I now loved her as I had loved my dear sisters. I couldn't help it; the compulsion of the scourge could not be denied.

But might there be a way I could circumvent those commands as Hemp had? I tried to remember all the things Jhavika had told me to do: Believe me, don't try to hurt yourself, love me like a sister. Those three were all I could remember clearly. They had been enough. I'd hated her and then loved her, as I had loved my parents, then hated them for selling me into slavery. I'd come to grips with that duality long ago. I couldn't blame my father for what he'd done. What use does a goatherd have for a truthsayer when the money the lord paid for me allowed him to better support his family and feed his other children, his useful children. I had wondered at the time how many goats I'd been worth.

Could I justify Jhavika's actions similarly? Could I somehow deny what she'd commanded me to believe, that Kevril had never loved me, that he had manipulated me, seduced me? To attempt that, I needed to understand Jhavika's motives. Why had she enslaved me with the scourge but kept me ignorant of the fact? Why enslave me at all?

I didn't like the answers that loomed like unknown shapes from fog. Just like Kevril, Jhavika wanted me to accept my slavery, to be fooled into thinking I was happy, free, that I loved her like a sister. She needed that devotion, that companionship. I'd seen that longing in her firsthand, even used it to manipulate her, but that was before I knew the scourge had tasted my flesh. Kevril hadn't used magic, but seduction. Why he'd done so was obvious; he'd wanted a truthsayer in his bed, just like several of my previous masters had. They wanted to feel powerful by possessing something valuable and violating it at their will. Kevril had tricked me into wanting him, asking for his love, begging even. If it had been a lie, did that render my love for him false? Did magic render my love for Jhavika equally false?

The conflicts clashed within me even louder than the discordant clatter of wood and iron from the workers. I closed my eyes and pressed my palms to my ears, willing myself to feel nothing. Please, Gods of Light and Darkness, turn me to stone. Make me inert, incapable of feeling, of thought, of love and hate. I didn't expect any intervention from the deities, god-cursed as I was.

Nevertheless, it arrived.

"Good mornin', Lady Preel."

I blinked my eyes open and stared at Hemp. He stood beside the bed holding a tray laden with covered bowls, plates, pitchers, and pots, his homely face set in a pleasing smile. I hadn't heard him come in over the din of the carpenters.

"Breakfast!" He put the tray down on the foot of the bed and retrieved a folding lap desk from a cabinet. "Bert didn't know what you wanted, so she put together a bit of everything. We're ripe with stores, so there's plenty of fresh stuff. A bit of a trouncy ride today, so it's just as well you'll be eatin' in bed. Less to slide about, you know."

I found his prattling oddly comforting, but disturbing as well. He'd always been kind to me, solicitous, proud of his care of us. Us... Kevril and me. I swallowed hard, my memories a lump in my throat. "You don't have to do this, Hemp."

"Do so." He placed the desk over my lap. "Captain's orders. Besides, it gives me somethin' to do other than sit and darn socks, and this cabin's a right shambles, it is. That worthless scrub Whinn ain't got no notion of clean, and ain't never even heard the word tidy by the look of things. I'll get it all squared away as soon as these yahoos are done. I'll be sweepin' up wood shavin's for a month, I will." He piled the lap desk with plates and bowls: bacon, eggs, fresh fruit, porridge, and toast with a pot of tartberry jam. Enough for three. My stomach growled at the heavenly aromas. Hemp filled a cup with blackbrew and lightened it with fresh goat milk exactly to my preference.

So many memories of Hemp's tender loving care... Had that been a lie, too? Had Kevril ordered Hemp to be so solicitous to trick me into loving him? I looked at the food, the perfect placement of the plates, cups, and utensils, the beaming smile on Hemp's narrow face, and regretted my doubt. Then I spied the healing cut across his throat.

"I don't..." All of this was my fault; the curse of a truthsayer. The tale of the dove that laid diamond eggs held true; everyone who came into contact with me suffered. Some, like Captain Nightspinner, had earned his fate. Others—Hemp, Miko, Bert, Nala, Binsh—suffered merely through their association with me. "I don't deserve this, Hemp."

"Of course, you do!" He poured fresh orange juice into a glass, undaunted. "And from the yowlin' of that tummy of yours, you need it. Now, tuck in. If I take one bite of this back to Bert, she'll carve my arse into ham hocks."

It wasn't true, of course, but an on-going excuse Hemp plied to encourage Kevril to eat. Kevril... It all came back to him. Why would he order Hemp to take such good care of me? Another manipulation? I knew he didn't love me, had never loved me, had only seduced me, but after his lies and motives were laid bare, after what I'd said to him, after kicking him in the teeth rather than suffer his touch, why would he maintain the illusion?

It didn't make sense.

"Why?" I felt like crying, like screaming, throwing the tray across the cabin, but that would only serve to punish Hemp, just like I'd punished Nala and Binsh with my petulance. I waved a hand at the tray, at the whole cabin. "Why all this? Why not lock me in the brig? Why not have me flogged for striking the captain? Why would he assign you to care for me, Hemp? What's he trying to prove?"

"Prove?" He looked bewildered. "Nothin', Lady Preel. He just thought you'd like a familiar face, and that it'd give me somethin' to keep me busy. Now, you tuck in." Hemp turned away and started bustling about the cabin, muttering about mold and wood shavings, damp and lint, bloodstains and clutter.

That, too, I found both comforting and disconcerting. Truth or lies? Love or more manipulation?

My stomach growled again. Though I had no appetite, my stomach obviously did. I pushed the manacles up my wrists so they wouldn't knock any dishes off of the lap desk, and ate mechanically, but Bert's flavors were impossible to ignore. I was overfull and the plates were empty before I realized it. The carpenters finished their work and left, my cage complete.

Hemp came over, fishing the golden key to my manacles from a pocket. "Now you can wander about the cabin to your heart's content."

I held out my bound hands. "Tell the captain that these aren't really necessary. Jhavika told me not to try to hurt myself again."

"Oh?" He looked startled at my mention of Jhavika, then doubtful. "I'll tell him, then, but orders is orders until he gives me the okay." He worked the key in my right manacle, pulled the chain through the eyebolt, and reached for my wrist again.

"You don't trust me."

"I do, but it ain't my decision, Lady Preel." He clicked the manacle closed. "There you are. And don't you worry none. There's two guards at your door watch and watch. If you need somethin' and old Hemp's not about, just give 'em the word, and they'll fetch me."

"I'd like to change clothes." I raised both wrists, shook my arms so that the chain rattled.

"Oh, right you are." He quickly transferred my right manacle to my left wrist. "There you go; I guess it don't matter that they're both on one side. Yer clothes is right where you left 'em. If you need somethin' cleaned, just say."

"Thank you, Hemp."

"My pleasure, Lady Preel." He beamed and started for the door, but then stopped and looked back at me, his face pensive. "If you want to talk, or... Well, we only got one thing in common, and we best not go there."

One thing in common—we're both slaves to the scourge. "I don't need to talk about it, Hemp. We both know what it's like." There was another person aboard who knew as well, but I wasn't about to talk to Kevril.

"Aye, that we do." He nodded and left.

I got up and explored the familiar space. I found only two things changed: the newly installed bars on the windows, and Kevril's missing belongings. The cabin seemed too large, too empty, too quiet. Everything in it reminded me of him: the books, the chart table, the bed... I stared out the stern windows for a time, and glimpsed distant sails when we crested a wave. I wondered what ship it was, if Jhavika was chasing us, and what she would do if she caught Scourge. I knew the answer; her wrath would be terrible. She would slaughter everyone aboard: Boxley, Miko, Kivan, Bert, all the crew I knew. And Kevril, of course. She would make an example of Kevril. But that I would never see, for I had little doubt that Scourge's captain would put a knife in my heart before he let me be taken again.

I'd asked him to.

I'd loved him then.

I hated him now.

Memories and emotions clashed once again. This cabin, the bed, the quarter gallery, even the stern gallery windowsill, all the places Kevril and I had made love taunted me like jeering faces. All lies. All manipulation. Or the truth, and I'd been commanded by Jhavika to believe it false. I closed my eyes against my memories, but tears spilled from beneath my lids.

"Dear Gods of Light and Darkness, change me to stone. Dear Jhavika, why didn't you command me not to feel anything ever again? Kevril, why didn't you kill me as you promised?"

I whirled away from the windows and strode to the liquor cabinet. Choosing a bottle at random, I slopped a hefty portion into a snifter. The spiced rum burned my throat, but I welcomed the oblivion it promised.
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Chapter Three
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Second Guesses
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No battle plan survives first engagement with the enemy.

The Lessons of Quen Lau Ush


From the diary of Kevril Longbright –

Part of being in command is being confident in one's own judgment. Another part is utilizing the expertise of all those under your command. The third part is, when confidence fails, not showing it. Lately, I find myself adrift and reaching for any straw of hope. Whatever happened to the cocksure pirate I once was?




––––––––
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I raised my spyglass and gauged the approaching squall line. The wind kicked up ripples in advance of the driving rain, at least an additional twenty knots in the initial gust. Fighting the urge to call for shortened sail, I turned and focused on our nearest pursuer, Golden Harlot. She was hull down, but just barely. Perfect.

Captain Tan was smart enough to know she was no match for us, and was keeping her distance. A wise woman. The next nearest ships, two galleons I couldn't name, were nothing but intermittent flecks of white. We'd lengthened our lead over the last two days. In fact, we'd lengthened it too much.

It was time for something to go wrong for us.

"Are you ready, Mister Rauley?"

"Aye, sir. Ready." He didn't sound happy.

"Cheer up! It's not every day I give you permission to break something!" I'd banished all of my other officers below decks. If this stunt killed someone, it would ride on my shoulders alone.

"Aye, sir, but it's also me who gets to fix it, so..." He squinted at the coming squall and cringed.

"Think of it as job security." I glanced aloft. "Just tell me it's not going to be worse than we planned."

"No guarantees, sir." My sailing master looked aloft and wrinkled his nose. "Don't know why we can't just let her luff up or spill some wind to slow down."

"Because Captain Tan is no fool, and she knows we're not either. We've got to string them along and wait until we have a real destination before we lose them." In fact, we could have evaded Tan two days ago, but if we had, Jhavika would have sent her armada far and wide. Asking Preel where we needed to go to destroy the scourge could take us anywhere, and keeping Jhavika's ships all in one strung-out line gave us an advantage. If they were dispersed, we might blunder into one or two of them when we finally set course for our destination. Hopefully, we'd get that destination this evening and lose Jhavika's fleet in the dark.

With my luck, it'll be Haven.

"Here it comes!" Wix bellowed from forward, glaring so hard into the coming squall that I wondered if he might be trying to scare it away.

"All hands, hold fast!" We were already battened down, so I took my own advice, grasping the windward mizzen shrouds from a safe vantage. All hell was about to break loose.

The leading gust hit us like a charging bull, the wind shifting thirty degrees onto our beam. Scourge staggered like a drunk, heeling so hard her leeward rail plunged beneath the sea. A line parted forward—not part of my planned mayhem—and a jib tore itself to pieces. Sauce for the goose, I thought.

"She's rounding up!" the helmsman bellowed.

"Slack sheets on the courses!" My sore feet slid on the canted deck, but my grip held. We had a hundred yards before the rain hid us from Golden Harlot, and our ruse wasn't finished. "Rauley! Now!"

"Aye, sir!" He pulled on a line that ran up the mizzen mast. It led to a pelican hook he'd installed on the topmast quadratic stay. The hook popped open, simulating a parted stay for our audience. The rest was physics.

The mizzen topmast trestletrees disintegrated, sending twenty feet of spar, yards of canvas, and a quarter mile of cordage flying off to windward. More lines parted. A heavy block plummeted to the quarterdeck, felling one of the helmsmen, but Rauley was there to take his place. The spanker boom sagged, the sail ripping from luff to leech.

Scourge rounded up into the wind, her sails flagging, her deck leveling. I trusted Rauley not to allow us to cross through the eye of the wind, and hurried to the fallen sailor. A topsail tore apart a few seconds before the downpour enveloped us.

"Sheet in headsails!" Rauley bellowed, and Wix echoed the command. "Reef courses and topsails! Cut away that wreckage!"

Boarding axes thumped, severing the lines that trailed to our lost topmast. I knelt beside the fallen man and didn't recognize his face at first, thin and pox-scarred. Then I recalled—one of the newcomers. I struggled to place a name to the blood-streaked features. Wayne or Wyann? The falling block had been a glancing blow, but had cut his scalp to the bone. Though his chest rose and fell, he remained senseless. His blood flowed freely out the scuppers in the deluge.

Scourge heeled back to starboard, and Rauley continued to bellow orders to cut down the shredded canvas and trim sails. We had plenty of spare canvas, cordage, and spars; it was the toll in blood that we couldn't replace.

"WIX!" I bellowed over the din. I held the man's head in my hands to keep it from lolling with the pitch and roll of the ship. If his neck was injured, one unwarranted twist could kill him.

"Here, sir!" Wix thumped up behind me. "What the hell happed to Wybly?"

Wybly, I thought. I wouldn't forget again. "Fallen block. Help me get him below. I'll hold his head."

"Aye, sir." Wix lifted the scrawny man with little effort, and I gently cradled his head. "Bloody lubbers don't have the sense to duck!"

I didn't comment. The eleven newcomers, my erstwhile escort through the streets of Haven, were not sailors in any respect. They'd only been aboard a few days, but good food, clean clothes, and dry hammocks had convinced them I meant to keep my word to them. They'd saved my life getting me through Haven, after all.

White bone showed through Wybly's streaming head wound, but no gray matter, which was good. We descended the steps crabwise to the middeck, and a sailor opened the sterncastle door for us. I recognized Spike, the former leader of my band of vagabonds.

"He gonna live, sir?"

"I don't know. We'll do all we can for him." We edged through the door, and Spike closed it to the deluge. The quiet inside seemed surreal. "Bert!"

"Aye?" Her florid face emerged from the galley door, and her eyes widened at the sight of us. "In the wardroom! I'll be there in two shakes. Any others?"

"I don't think so, not this bad, but probably a few bumps and bruises." We crabbed down the passage to the wardroom door. Inside, Boxley and Quiff were already clearing the table of plates and cups, long accustomed to our use of their space for surgery. "Where's Kivan?"

"Sleepin' sir. She had the last watch." Quiff squinted at the bloody sailor. "One of the lubbers?"

"Yes. Wybly. He was at the helm and caught a fallen block." We lay him on the table, but I kept a good grip on his head.

"I'm needed on deck, sir," Wix said with a knuckle to his forehead, ignoring the blood on his hands. "Whole fookin' mess of shite to clean up."

"Go. Boxley and Quiff can help Bert."

"I'll see if she needs a hand, sir." Boxley saluted and ducked out.

Quiff muttered an oath about lubbers as he recovered a towel from a cabinet to staunch the flow of blood. Bert came in with her satchel, and Boxley followed with a pot of evil-smelling stuff in hand.

"Just the head wound?" my cook asked, plucking a razor from her bag.

"I don't know about his neck," I said. "Looks like a glancing blow, but..."

Bert muttered and examined the wound, shaving off the surrounding hair with deft efficiency and probing the bloody gash with her fingers. She then felt the back of his neck and muttered some more.

"Don't feel anything broke, but only time'll tell. His skull ain't split open, so we'll sew him up and hope for the best." She nodded to Quiff and Boxley. "Hold him down. Captain, you just keep a good grip on his head. If he wakes up and jerks, it'd be bad."

We did as we were ordered. In these matters, I had no problems deferring to Bert's expertise. She'd saved many lives aboard Scourge, mine included.

Thankfully, Wybly didn't stir while she stitched up the deep wound. When we were done, she instructed Quiff to get some crew to help sew him securely into his hammock with his head braced and a mate to watch over him. I followed her to the galley and washed the blood from my hands. If Wybly survived, I'd call our ruse well purchased. If he didn't, morale among the newcomers would suffer. They were a ragged lot, but close knit.

Back on deck, we'd broken through the squall into clear air and one of the freakish calms that often follow such torrential downpours. The sails flapped lazily, and we were barely making headway. I found Miko on the quarterdeck overseeing the repairs, and espied Rauley and Wix aloft. Topmen were knotting and splicing in the calm, shaking out reefs and setting all aright. Behind us, the squall loomed dark, blocking our pursuers' view.

On the quarterdeck, Miko greeted me with a salute. "I thought you said a little mayhem, sir?"

"Miko! I thought I told you to stay below."

"For the blow, yes, but that's past, sir." She made a face. "I heard we had an injury."

"Wybly took a block to the head. He's alive, but still unconscious. We'll see." I looked aloft at the carefully orchestrated chaos. "Rauley knows I don't want to get all of this squared away too quickly. We have to wait until Tan sees the mess."

"Aye, sir. In this calm, she'll catch up quickly. We should have the new topmast being hauled aloft and the new spanker bent by then."

"Good." I borrowed the spyglass from her and scanned the horizon, finding no sails to windward. The squall line blocked everything to leeward. "Very good. We'll have a destination this evening, and lose them in the dark, but I want them well in view at sunset."

"About that, sir, are you sure asking where we can go to destroy the scourge is the best question?" Miko looked dubious. "What about how, or who could best help us destroy it? Maybe we could learn who made the thing. Might save time in the long run."

"I'm not sure of anything, Miko, but pointing us in the right direction seems the best first step to me." I considered, then shrugged, beset by new doubts on my course of action. "We should probably ask Preel. She's better at such things than either of us."

"Aye, sir, she is, but she's also not in her right mind."

"She agreed to help us destroy the scourge, Miko. She's not insane."

She looked at me sidelong. "How's your jaw?"

I fingered my bruised face. "Tender, but that doesn't mean she's crazy. We don't know what Jhavika commanded her to believe, but hating my guts is certainly on the list."

"Well, I could ask her if she's willing to discuss potential questions, if you like. She might not kick me upside the head, at least."

Preel would certainly be more receptive to an overture from Miko than me. I nodded. "Please."

"Aye, sir." She saluted and hurried off.

I watched the crew at work and scanned the thick squall behind us. The wind began to fill in, and we started making some speed. Just as the new mizzen topmast began to rise from the hold, our lookout called out.

"Sail astern. She's Golden Harlot! Hull up!"

I looked over my shoulder and raised my spyglass. Golden Harlot charged from the depths of the squall under reefed sails, her rig intact, and barely three miles distant.

I suppressed a grin. "Just in time for the show, Captain Tan."

Rauley called down from the mizzen, "Haul aloft! Smartly now!" The new topmast trestletrees were ready.

"Trim smartly forward, there!" I ordered. "Helmsman, bear off a point."

The show of trimming and altering course would add as much to the ruse as a hasty replacement of our lost topmast. I looked back with my spyglass again and spotted a reflection of the sun on something shiny. Likely, Tan was watching us with her own spyglass, gauging our condition. I just hoped she believed this had all been an accident. I watched her crew shake out the reefs in their sails as we started to pull away.

Miko returned, looking grim. "She'll talk to us, but only about which question to ask."

"Well, that's good." Her mien didn't match the news, however. "Something wrong?"

"She's been drinking, sir. I don't know how much, but enough to slur her words."

"Damn." That wasn't like Preel. She didn't much care for drinking, uneasy with the loss of control. Then I thought about what she was going through, and couldn't really blame her.

"Do you want me to have Hemp take all the alcohol out of the cabin?"

"No. As long as she's not endangering her health, I see no real problem with letting her kill the pain." In truth, I thought it might keep her sane. "We'll talk to her this evening, and she can sleep through the night."

"Aye, sir." Miko looked aft at Golden Harlot, shading her eyes against the glare of the afternoon sun. "Can we lose them?"

"I think so, but it depends a great deal on luck. So far, ours has been holding."

"Aye, sir."

Aloft, hammers pounded in the fittings that secured the new topmast, and the stays were tuned. Finally, Rauley called down that all was ready, and we unfurled our new mizzen topsail. Behind us, Golden Harlot tried to keep pace.

"So, pray for luck, Miko."

"And the right answer from Preel."

"Yes, that, too." I'd been praying for Preel constantly for weeks, but now I added a new prayer to the list. Just hold it together, love. Just remember us, and hold fast.
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Chapter Four
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Dire Answers
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Be careful what you ask for. You may get it.

The Lessons of Quen Lau Ush


From the diary of Kevril Longbright –

Why do we hurt the ones we love? Philosophers have been asking this question for eons and no one has yet levied a meaningful answer. I knew Preel didn't want to see me, didn't want me in the same room. I knew it would cause her anguish. And yet, I longed to inhale her fragrance, to hear her voice, to watch the pulse at her throat. Gods help me, but for once, my need superseded hers.




––––––––
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Miko and I entered the great cabin together. Hemp had done his job; the place was spit and polish, though the bars on the windows didn't do much for the decor. In the inky darkness beyond those windows, I caught a glimpse of Golden Harlot's lights some miles behind. Night had fallen; it was time to make our move.

Preel sat on the bunk in a robe over nightclothes, her back propped against the headboard. A glass of wine sat in the bedside cubby, well within reach. She didn't look at me, her eyes fixed on the foot of the bed.

"Thank you for agreeing to talk this over, Preel. I know this wasn't part of our bargain."

She didn't answer, but reached for her glass, quaffing a third of its volume. Her trembling hand rippled the wine as she put the glass back in the cubby. Her dark eyes shone glassy in the lamplight. So many nights I'd stared into those dark pools, reveling in their reflected passion, longing, and love. Now they only radiated cold hatred.

An old Toki curse came to my mind. May all the Gods of Light and Darkness damn you to the hell of your choosing, Jhavika.

"So, we want your opinion about what question to ask." I took a seat at the chart table, Miko sitting opposite. Hemp brought us drinks, but I waved mine away; I wasn't in the mood. "It was my thinking to ask for the nearest destination we could sail to destroy the scourge. This gives us a direction to sail, at least. We can narrow down the details later."

"What makes you think the destruction of the scourge is dependent on a place?" Preel asked, still not looking at us. I could hear the alcohol in her words, but she didn't seem overly inebriated.

"Nothing really. I'm willing to listen to any suggestions you may have."

"I can't suggest anything without information." She took up her wine again and drank down half before putting the glass back. Still, her eyes remained fixed on her feet. "Have you already tried to destroy it?"

"Yes, but hacking at it with a boarding axe and throwing it into a coal fire accomplished nothing. It's not even scratched." I touched the coil of dragonhide at my hip. I hated the thing, but wasn't about to let it out of my sight. "Alternatively, we could ask who knows how to destroy it, or by what means it can be destroyed."

She shook her head, her unbound hair rippling over her shoulders. "The latter probably won't work at all, which you well know." She glanced at me then, a flicker of accusation in her eyes. "As to the former, a name won't gain you a destination. You'd be sailing aimlessly for four more days before you could get one, and I imagine those sails I've seen following us aren't friendly."

"No, they're not friendly. Seven ships are chasing us, but we can lose them if we have a destination. Sailing aimlessly, we're likely to blunder right into them."

She looked away, and I could see the turmoil in her. Jhavika... She's thinking of Jhavika. I wondered if Preel would betray our location to our pursuers if given the chance.

"You could ask where to find someone who knows how to destroy the scourge, but there's no guarantee that such a person exists. The thing could be ancient, its secrets forgotten."

"You don't think its creator might still be alive? Wizards live a long time."

"The creator is dead."

"How can you be sure?"

Preel took her wine and emptied the glass. "Because Jhavika's its master. Only the death of the previous master can give the scourge a new one." Hemp offered to refill her glass, but she shook her head. "The tale of the dove that laid diamond eggs holds true."

"Of course." I shared a glance with Miko. I seemed to be doing all the talking, and it wasn't getting us anywhere.

"I think where to go is still the best question," Miko said. "That way, if it's a person, a thing, or some magical widget we have to use, we're at least headed in the right direction."

"Preel? Your thoughts?"

She shrugged. "The answer may be not what you want to hear, like someplace halfway around the world. Also, if there's only one place, and it's not someplace you can sail to, you probably won't get an answer. If you omit that requirement, I can think of nothing better."

"If it requires overland travel, we'll just have to deal with it. I'd like to ask your permission to employ your truthsayer talent." I'd promised her never to use her talent without her permission, and I meant to hold to that promise.

Muscles bunched at Preel's jaw, and I knew she was clenching her teeth. "I'll consent, if Miko asks it."

"I..." The spurn seemed childish, petulant, but still it hurt. "If you wish."

"Fine, then. I have to use the head first." Preel got up, and Hemp was there to offer an arm. Her gait was far from steady, and I realized that she was indeed drunk.

When the quarter gallery door closed, Hemp cast me one of his looks. He was worried for Preel. Well, he had company.

I looked to Miko. "You've got the wording down?"

"I think so. Just the nearest place that will best allow us to destroy the scourge."

"Maybe not 'best'. It's ambiguous. Maybe easily, instead."

"I don't think anything about this is going to be easy, sir."

"Well, relatively speaking. Most easily, then. I'm just thinking that if we go to this place, but we need a wizard along to cast some spell or something, we're fucked."

"Wouldn't that be considered part of 'we', sir? I mean, we don't have a wizard, so if destroying the scourge needed one, we'd already be fucked."

"Or we'd need to find a wizard."

"Which would ruin our question for a destination."

"Bugger!" I ground my teeth and shook my head. "No. We're overthinking this. Destination first, then we'll work out the details."

"Aye, sir."

The quarter gallery door opened, and Preel stumbled out. I started to get up out of reflex, but stifled the impulse to help her. Hemp was there. Preel looked a little ill, and I wondered if she'd been sick. I refused to ask; my concern wouldn't be welcome.

Hemp took her robe and helped her into bed.

Preel breathed deeply and nodded. "Ask."

Miko cleared her throat. "Where is the nearest destination we can go where we can most easily destroy the magical scourge currently in this cabin?"

Preel stiffened and arched, her eyes wide and rolling up until only the whites showed. Her voice, as always when her talent was invoked, sounded nothing like her.

"The center of the Serpent's Eye." She collapsed, breathing hard; the answer had cost her.

It cost me, too. The Serpent's Eye... "Check her, Hemp. Make sure she's okay."

"Aye, sir." Hemp hurried to the bedside, but I could see from here her ashen pallor and labored breathing both already subsiding.

"Bloody hells and demons, sir! The Serpent's Eye!" Miko sounded near panic. "How in all the Nine Hells—"

"No questions!" I snapped, rising from my seat. "We'll talk on deck. Hemp, see to Preel. Lights out. We're going to be evading our pursuers soon. If you need anything, just send word."

"Aye, sir."

Miko followed me on deck. I was already trying to think of our options when she asked, "How in hell are we going to sail into the Serpent's Eye without being deformed by the magic, sir? And there are bloody dragons in there! It's impossible!"

"It can't be, Miko." I mounted the steps to the quarterdeck and nodded to Kivan. "Change the sails out to black. We're altering course soon, and we need a dark ship. Smartly now. The moon'll be up in three hours, and I want to be over the horizon by then."

"Aye sir! Rauley, black sails aloft!"

"Aye, sir!" My sailors hopped to, scrambling aloft to replace white canvas with dark.

"So, why can't it be impossible, sir?" Miko was not one to be put off, and it was a valid question.

"Because Preel gave an answer. You asked for a place we could go; if we couldn't go there, she wouldn't have told you."

"Good point, but that doesn't mean we'll be human when we get there."

"True, which has got to be our next question."

"What's that?"

"How do we safely sail into the Serpent's Eye?"

Kivan caught her breath, and murmurs broke out from the sailors within hearing. I cursed under my breath; morale had just taken one on the chin.

"And how do you know it can be done safely, sir?"

"I don't, but we have a gods-damned truthsayer, don't we?"

"True enough." Miko didn't sound convinced. "So, where are we going?"

"The one place in the Blood Sea where we're most likely to find someone to help us delve the Serpent's Eye. If there's anyone who knows how to safely do that, it's got to be one of the dragonlords. They're obsessed with dragon magic, and there are more dragons in the Serpent's Eye than anywhere."

"Valaka?" Again, she looked dubious. "What about Brekka?"

"Well, I hadn't planned on sailing right into the harbor." I pulled a chart from the deck locker and pinned it to the lid to keep it from blowing away. I tapped the long craggy shore of Valaka Isle. "We can anchor to the southwest out of sight. We'll be able to ask Preel another question when we get there."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg
T
e 5 g4 ~OBSIDIAY <~
. Iswes =





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





