
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Blood Sea Tales

Book Five

Blood Walker

[image: image]

Chris A. Jackson



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication


[image: ]




This novel is dedicated to the men and women who spend their lives on the sea. She is a harsh mistress, but she is in our blood.
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Nothing stains the soul like blood.

With the aftermath of Jhavika Keshmir’s attempted coup dealt with, Hashi Severn anticipates a resumption of her quiet, private life. Unfortunately, the arrival of the corsair Scourge brings dire tidings. Jhavika’s previously ensorcelled spy to the Toki court is now free to tell all, and the god-emperor deems the Blood Sea ripe for conquest. Potential war looms, and Hashi’s home is at the center of it.

Captain Kevril Longbright accepts the Haven Council’s commission as admiral of their privateer armada, and takes on the daunting task of recruiting pirates and warning neighboring city-states of the Toki threat. Reluctantly, he convinces Preel to remain in Haven, safe from the dangers of both pirates and the Toki navy.

Haven is far from safe, however, and Preel is beset by threats from a deranged Brilla Balshi to reveal the truthsayer’s secret. In desperation, Preel turns to the one person she believes she can trust. But a necromancer makes a dangerous ally; can Preel entrust her life to someone who deals in death?

Hashi, Preel, and Kevril must solidify the fragile Blood Sea alliance. But as the Toki navy bears down on their pitiful armada of privateers and islanders, Hashi comes to a startling realization—wading through a sea of blood to save her home may be more than even a necromancer can handle.
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A Most Unwelcome Welcome
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From the journal of Hashi Severn —

Whatever happened to being left the hell alone? In this instance, I’m the victim of my own insatiable curiosity. I have the history of two millennia at my fingertips, and not some historian’s account, but first-hand. The question is, can I tolerate Tori Blackbriar’s presence without murdering him?
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*He’s going to kill you, you know.*

I ignored Saraknyal and continued shuffling through my wardrobe.

*He’s only pretending an interest in you. Tori Blackbriar is a high elf, and high elves hate necromancers.*

Black silk, black cotton, black leather. My monochromatic attire had served me for years, feeding the rumors of my grim persona, so why did it now strike me as more monotonous than practical?

*That fancy elf blade of his can slice through my defenses like...well, like I slice through things.*

Frustrated, I pulled out an airy skirt of brushed silk, deep purple with a random pattern of black. I added a black silk shirt with a high neck and blousy sleeves, not dressy, but comfortable.

*HASHI!*

“Oh quit it!” I tossed the clothing onto my bed and whirled to glare at the obsidian dagger on the dresser. He’s not going to murder me! You’re being paranoid.

*It’s not paranoia if people are genuinely bent on your destruction, Hashi. It’s called caution.*

Granted, but Tori isn’t going to kill me.

*How do you know that?*

Because he’s got a vested interest in keeping me alive. If he killed me, the Council would—

*Are you delusional? He’s been lying about what he is to everyone for years! High elves are masters of illusion and mind-bending magic! He could have the entire Council wrapped around his finger!*

Which only proves my point. He’s in Haven for a reason, Saraknyal, and I want to know what that reason is. Why would a high elf come to Haven, the cesspool of the Blood Sea? Besides, he might be able to beguile some with magic, but not me, and certainly not Nahli Twince.

*Well, he didn’t come for the scenery, that’s certain,* he quipped.

Exactly. Now let me concentrate! I’m nervous enough!

*Good! You should be nervous! He’d deadly.*

That’s not why I’m nervous.

*Then why?*

Because I’ve never had a guest in Ash Keep before, I admitted. I have no idea what to do.

*Oh, just be your usual gregarious, social, entertaining self! I’m sure you’ll have him eating out of your hand in no time.*

“Sarcastic ass,” I growled. I was none of those things, and he knew it. Sighing, I dropped my bath robe and picked out a clean chemise and scanties. Do you understand just what talking to Tori means to me? Hundreds—no, thousands—of years of history witnessed firsthand.

*You’re obsessed with history!*

“If I weren’t, you’d still be boxed up in your sarcophagus.” That shut him up long enough for me to finish dressing. I slipped on a pair of flat sandals and, last, picked up Soul Drinker and strapped the sheath to my forearm under the blousy sleeve, the perfect accessory for the well-dressed necromancer.

I strode from my bedroom to my sitting room/office, closed the door behind me, and resisted the urge to pour myself a brandy; Tori had said he’d bring wine. With nothing else to do until he arrived, I paced, mentally cursing my impulse to invite him into my home.

I’d decided to meet with Tori in here because it was the only private room in the keep suited for casual conversation. It was also comfortable, familiar, and had one additional advantage, one I hadn’t mentioned to Saraknyal because I knew he wouldn’t like it. The only other real option was my library, and I didn’t want Tori to see my books. You can tell a lot about a person from their bookshelf, and I’d be sharing enough with him already. The thought of sharing personal details grated on my nerves.

*Stop pacing! I understand you’re nervous, Hashi—so am I—but you mustn’t show it.*

“I know, and you’re not helping.”

*You’re not going to let me talk you out of this, are you?*

“No. There’s too much to gain, and from the sound of it, he already knows everything about us that matters.” I sighed and flopped down into an overstuffed chair.

*You don’t honestly think he’ll give you any deep dark secrets about himself, do you?*

“He’s already revealed he’s a high elf. What darker secret could there be?”

*Maybe he’s a closet devil-worshiper.*

I snorted a laugh and got up to pace some more.

Finally, the hour came. 

Joss knocked at my door and peered in. “Your guest is here, mistress.” He looked to be suppressing a smile. In fact, my entire staff—at least the living ones—had been shocked and amused that I was entertaining one of the Council in my private sitting room. I gritted my teeth at the rumors that were undoubtedly spreading. Maybe I should have met with Tori in the dining room.

“I’ll come down.” I followed him down to the entry hall, and found Tori inspecting one of my Toki statues.

He had no escort and dressed casually, a loosely laced shirt of light green cotton worked with intricate patterns along the hems and cuffs. Riding pants and soft kidskin boots told me he’d not come in a coach. He carried a leather satchel over one shoulder, and, of course, wore his elf blade.

*Have him leave that blade here,* Saraknyal insisted.

Outside my door, I think.

“Lord Blackbriar, Lady Severn.” Joss bowed and stepped aside.

“Hashi!” He turned and grinned that blazing smile I’d come to expect, but I knew now it was only an affectation. In fact, everything about him was probably a disguise. He bowed and eyed me from head to foot. “You look—”

“No flattery tonight, please, Tori.” I gave him a tight smile. “Welcome to Ash Keep.”

“Very well, and thank you.” He nodded politely and hefted his satchel. “I brought wine, as promised.”

“Wonderful.” Truth be told, I longed for a drink. I don’t know why I was so nervous. This wasn’t exactly a social meeting. “I thought we’d relax in my office, if that’s all right.” I gestured to the stairs.

His smile blazed. “Perfect.”

“Anything else, mistress?” Joss asked as we started up.

“Not right now. I’ll ring if we want something.”

“Very well.”

“Your décor is intriguing.” Tori eyed another piece of statuary as we rounded the corner to the second flight, a pair of entwined merfolk. “You deal in antiquities, yes?”

“Yes. That’s from a temple ruin in Valaka. Pre-war, about tenth century. The artist’s name was LeRoch. Let me know if you see anything you like. I’ll cut you a deal.”

“I like this very much.” He gave me an amused look. “You know they’re having sex, don’t you?”

I gaped at him for a moment. “No, I didn’t.” I also didn’t like the look he was giving me. I squared my shoulders and faced him. “Let me be clear, Tori: I have no interest in a dalliance with you or anyone else. If you persist, I’ll—”

“Truce!” He raised his hands disarmingly. “Old habits. I apologize. It won’t happen again.”

“See that it doesn’t.” I whirled back and we climbed to the tower in silence.

Two shades stood at my door, armed, but not armored. I stopped there, and turned to my guest. “Tori, if you’d please leave your sword here?”

“Of course.” He unclipped the blade and leaned it against the wall. “I’d suggest you instruct your...guards not to touch it. The magic will—”

“I’m well aware of how elf blades interact with necromantic magic, Tori.” I pointed to the blade and told my guards, “No one touches that sword.”

“Yes, mistress,” they both growled.

I opened the door and stepped inside, gesturing Tori through. He paused and looked around as I closed the door behind us.

*I can hardly believe he trusts you so much,* Saraknyal said. *Can we kill him, now?*

No. I strode past Tori to my desk. “As a gesture of good faith, I’ll put Soul Drinker away for our chat.” I lifted the lid to the lead-lined lockbox and unsheathed the dagger from my arm.

*You’ll what? Hashi! Don’t be a fool! You need me to—”

Hush, old man. I’ll be fine. I lay him atop a book of dwarvish poetry and closed the lid, then turned back to my guest. “There. We’re alone, Lord Blackbriar. Saraknyal can’t see or hear us.”

He looked a little stunned. I took some pleasure from that.

“I...appreciate that, Hashi.”

“Please make yourself comfortable.” I gestured to the chairs and the low table between them, determined to show him that I wasn’t afraid or intimidated. I strode to the sideboard and picked two cut crystal wineglasses and a corkscrew. “I’m sorry I can’t welcome you with the same elegance that you did me, but I rarely entertain.” Never would have been more accurate.

“I didn’t come here for silver and porcelain, Hashi.” He sat and delved the satchel. “I came here to talk to you. I’d like to know you, the real you, not this...dreadful persona you’ve cultivated.”

I barked a laugh and sat down. “If my outward appearance is an affectation, what’s yours?”

“An illusion, actually.” He withdrew several bottles from the bag. “I brought a variety. Some of my favorites. Red, white, port, icewine? Whatever you prefer.”

I didn’t recognize any of the bottles. “Port, please.”

“Absolutely.” He took up the corkscrew and peeled away the wax seal. I watched his hands—strong and callused, but dexterous, sporting numerous dueling scars—wondering how much was illusion.

“Would you mind if I asked you a question?”

“Not at all, if you return the courtesy? I’m quite curious about you, Hashi.” He pulled the cork free, wiped the neck with a napkin from his satchel, and poured. The wine matched the hue of my skirt almost perfectly.

“Very well, a question for a question.” I accepted a glass from him, and touched his with mine. The crystal chimed. “Why are you in Haven, and why the disguise?”

“Ah, that’s technically two questions.” He grinned and we sipped. The port was very good.

“All right. Why Haven? What interest does a high elf of the House of Tree and Star have here, of all places?”

“Very well.” He leaned back, crossed an ankle over his knee, and sighed. “I’m here because the Blood Sea is a...nexus of interest.”

“Well, that’s as clear as mud,” I scoffed.

“Sorry. It’s rather difficult to explain to...anyone not elvish.” He sipped and pursed his lips. “Suffice to say that true elves have a better understanding of the world, of how everything interacts, than any mortal does. Magic, energy, politics, racial tensions, and the world itself, are all perceived by us on a scale you couldn’t possibly comprehend. The Blood Sea’s currently acting like a fulcrum, an area of importance. Forces are coming together here. We feel it. The Death Stone or the Serpent's Eye might be part of it. Jhavika's scourge might also be. You might be. I was sent to...investigate.”

“Sent?” My brow furrowed. “By whom?”

“Ah, one question for one question, yes?” He smiled and sipped his port.

“Fine. Ask.” I leaned back, crossed my legs, and sipped, girding my nervousness.

“How old are you?”

I nearly spat wine, but recovered and cleared my throat. “Haven’t you ever learned that asking a lady her age is impolite?”

“Oh, were we asking only polite questions, then?” He grinned devilishly.

“Fine. I’m about seventy.” I watched him for a response, but he only nodded.

“As I thought. The necromancer’s magic sustains you.”

“Yes, and it came as quite a shock to me at first. It gave me an entirely different perspective on things. Saraknyal calls it playing the long game.”

“Interesting that.” He finished his glass and poured another, offering to top mine up. I accepted. “Elves have difficulty seeing the short view of things. Years pass us like the beat of a hummingbird’s wings, the lives of mortals barely a summer’s day.” He sighed rather sadly and raised his glass to me. “Remind me to thank Saraknyal for sustaining your youth. I’m not flattering you, Hashi, but you’re a stunning woman.”

I took the complement for what it was, and smiled. “Thank you. You’re not a torture to look upon, yourself.”

He laughed and raised his glass to me, for he’d described himself with those very words. “Well played, and your turn.”

I nodded. “Who sent you to investigate Haven?”

“You’re a scholar of history, Hashi? Can you not guess?”

I found that slightly annoying, like I was a school girl being tested, but I decided on a more politic counter than telling him to bugger himself. “Oh, I can guess, but why should I? I have the very font of history sitting right here in front of me.” I sipped and smiled.

“Point taken.” He pursed his lips again and shrugged. “It’s no real secret that there’s a council of elders among the high elves. It functions not unlike Haven’s Council, and they bicker almost as much. They sent me.”

“And you’re one of the council?”

He laughed out loud. “That’s technically another question, but no, I’m not. I’m...merely one of their trusted investigators. I go where I’m needed.”

“Hmm, and you’re needed here, of all places. I’m still having difficulty believing that.”

He shrugged. “Nevertheless, it’s the truth. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask a more...difficult question.”

“Were we only asking simple questions, then?” I smiled at him and sipped my port.

“Fair touch. I’d like to ask about your soul, Hashi.”

I suppressed a shiver. Damned to hell...or not?

He sipped and I watched his throat convulse as he swallowed. “I...felt, when we first touched, that your soul’s been damaged. If you remember, you’d just finished your suicidal foray into the Tinworthy mines, so at the time I thought you might have been damaged by the Void essence. I later found out that Soul Drinker is actually a soulblade. I assumed that the soul was that of a necromancer, and that it was...consuming you, shaping you, carving you like a piece of sculpture into its liking. You told me you gave Saraknyal consent to consume a part of you for your own survival. I’d like you to tell me how that happened.”

I thought for a moment and fidgeted, uncomfortable telling anyone stories about myself. I decided to give him the bare facts. “I lived in Mati, working for a dealer of antiquities. He taught me his trade, and I acquired things from various ancient ruins for him to sell. I found Soul Drinker and discovered what it was. Gunyan, my mentor, thought we might sell it as a curiosity to one of the princes of Mati. Several are collectors of...dangerous artifacts.”

“Because owning them makes them feel powerful,” he said with no small bit of scorn.

“Yes, well, they are powerful. When I told them about the dagger, they accused me of necromancy, and had me arrested.” I drained my glass, willing my nerves to quiescence. The memory of that helplessness still plagued my nightmares. “They tied me to a pyre in the city square and lit it beneath my feet.”

“They tried to burn you alive?” His eyebrows arched. “And you allowed them to? You didn’t use the dagger?”

“I didn’t know at the time what Saraknyal was capable of. I knew he wanted me to...feed him souls. He promised me power, but I knew it was a trap. I didn’t want to...damn my soul.” I took up the bottle and filled my glass, offering it to Tori. He accepted, and I forged on. “When I was burning, my...priorities shifted. I couldn’t take the agony. I asked him to consume me completely. I begged him to. I...couldn’t die like that.”

Tori said nothing, his face set in attentive stone.

“Then Saraknyal told me he could save me if I gave him a part of my soul, a part of my choosing, something I didn’t want. I told him to take my loneliness, my need for companionship and love, and he did. He quenched the flames and helped me escape.”

I wasn’t going to tell him about Gunyan.

His face remained grave. “That's hardly consent while you're on fire!”

I shrugged. “I had a choice and I made it. End of story.”

He nodded. “Very well. Your turn.”

I thought for a moment. “Okay, why the disguise?”

“Ah, yes, well, humans find high elves uncanny.” His form shifted before me in the blink of an eye. The tall, pale, rainbow-eyed elf I’d seen before, facial features harder, elongated, edgy, his ears so long they topped the crown of his head. He still looked like Tori Blackbriar underneath, just very different. “Don’t you?”

“All right, yes. So you needed to blend in.” He seemed more alien even than Nahli Twince, and I wondered why. His hands, though longer fingered, bore the same scars I’d seen before.

“Correct.” In an instant he took on another form, that of the woman I’d met at his home, Bea Galt, right down to her revealing gown and distracting cleavage. “I can take on another form if you wish,” he said in her voice, smiling sweetly.

“No, thank you. It’s an illusion. How do I know you’re really an elf, not some other kind of magical creature?”

“You don’t, but I swear to you on my honor, I’m telling you the truth.” Instantly, he resumed the appearance I knew best and smiled. “I couldn’t very easily investigate anything if I drew too much attention. The persona of a suave, debonair, self-assured, handsome...um...what am I missing?”

“Egotistical,” I said flatly.

Tori smiled and nodded. “Yes, well, I'm not the only one in this room putting on an act, am I?”

“Is that your next question?”

“No.” He drained his glass and reached for the bottle. “If I may ask, where exactly did you find Soul Drinker? I don’t know the name Saraknyal, though he was obviously an accomplished necromancer.”

I chuckled and smiled at him. The wine was easing my nerves. “So, the two-thousand-year-old elf admits to not knowing everything? Hmmm.”

He smiled back and offered me the bottle, which I declined. “Well, not everything!”

I snorted a derisive laugh. “Okay, I found it in a ruin in the Roo Lands. A castle in the mountains called Twakh Keep. I didn’t know it had been the home of a necromancer until I explored it.”

His eyebrows arched. “And the roo allowed you to dig through the ruins?”

“We had an understanding. I took only things they allowed me to take and followed their rules. They’re reasonable people once you get to know them.”

“Reasonable people don’t commit genocide, Hashi.” His voice had hardened, and I wondered about his anger.

“Depends on your point of view, I suppose. The roo did what they did because they considered what the necromancer-governed empire was doing to the land an evil act.” I sipped my wine. “Tell me, high elf: would the elves not eradicate every last orc or goblin if given the chance?”

“You weren’t there, Hashi,” he said, his eyes sharp on me. “The roo didn’t just kill necromancers. They slaughtered every man, woman, and child in Tinaros.”

“I know. I’ve walked through the ruins, seen the skeletons.” I sighed and finished my wine. “I also found four disposal pits in Twakh Keep with the bones of thousands in them. I’m not saying that the acts of either side were justified or moral.”

“All right, I’ll accede that point.” He reached for a bottle and offered it. This time I accepted. “Twakh Keep. I was sent to Tinaros when the empire was at its height. The Elvin Council was interested in the only known stable society in the world that allowed necromancy.”

“You mean besides Haven, right?”

“Well, Haven’s not what they would consider a ‘stable society.’” He tilted his glass to me. “I think I remember that keep. Rather...oddly constructed, haphazard almost, isn’t it?” He swirled his port and sipped.

“Yes, and it’s one of the few structures still standing in the entire empire.” I let my glass sit on the table for now. “The roo don’t like the mountains, and Saraknyal had already put his soul into the dagger before they arrived. You’ve seen the keep?”

“Yes, a very long time ago, before the roo waged war.” He sighed and sipped his wine. “Tinaros was a very orderly nation, albeit brutal in its enforcement of laws.”

“So Saraknyal’s told me.”

“Yes, I imagine he has.” He shrugged. “I never introduced myself to the keep’s lord. I didn’t think it...prudent.”

“Wise.” I gave up and picked up my glass.

“So, if I may, why keep the dagger?” He tipped his glass toward the box on my desk. “Why spread the rumor that you’re a necromancer?”

“Rumor?” I shrugged. “Consider this: I have no magical talent, but Saraknyal does. He has no means to exert that talent except through me. Without one another, we’re both impotent, but together we actually are a necromancer.”

“Well, I suppose that’s accurate, but...” He frowned. “Why not throw it away? Surely you realized it’s evil.”

“He’s evil,” I corrected. “Saraknyal’s a person, Tori.”

“Granted. Why keep a dagger filled with a malevolent soul, Hashi?”

I smiled and nodded. I’d known this question was coming, and didn’t have a solid answer. “It’s complicated, but the easy answer is that he keeps me safe, and I don’t want Soul Drinker in anyone else’s hand. Think what someone like Jhavika Keshmir would have done with it.”

“Good point.” He tipped his glass to me again. “But why the dreadful persona?”

“That’s a harder question to answer.” I sighed and sipped more of the lovely port. “Mainly, for peace and quiet, and to keep people at a distance. I’ve...never had any luck with people. The closer they get to me, the more likely they are to die, or worse. If they fear me, they’re safer.” I wasn’t going to tell him about Miras.

“But your retainers, they know you’re not really a necromancer, don’t they?”

“No, and as I said, together, Saraknyal and I are a necromancer.”

“Then... Pardon me, but why do they stay with you? It must be hard to get good people to live alongside wraiths and shades.”

“I keep them safe, and they know I’m not a maniac. They also know what it means to betray me.” I gestured to the door. “The results of that kind of betrayal stands right outside that door.”

“A formidable deterrent,” he admitted.

“Exactly.” I considered my next question for a while, enjoying the port and the silence. Finally I asked, “Two thousand years... Were you alive when the stars fell?”

“No. I’m not that old! Not by about four thousand years.”

“The Lost Ages...”

“Yes. Humans have few records of that time, and even fewer accurate ones. I was born when the world was still recovering from the cataclysm. The Bitter Sea had accumulated in the impact crater that all but destroyed the Dwarven Kingdoms, and the Serpent’s Eye had fully formed, drawing most of the dragons from the rest of the world.” His eyes took on a far-off look. “I witnessed the elves and humans of the Northlands banish evil from their lands and build Fengotherond. I watched the crystalline dome take shape over the city, helped usher in an age of peace, art, music, and science.”

“Peace?” I knew history better than that. “How’s that going for you?”

He leveled a knowing smile at me. “Comparatively? Not as poorly as you might think.” He waved a hand at my balcony. “There’s still pain and war and evil in the world, but less now than before by far. There’s balance now. For millennia, we were on the brink of oblivion.”

I shook my head. “I can’t imagine more conflict than the last thousand years has seen.”

“You don’t want to imagine it.” He sighed and shrugged. “Demons walked the land, and dragon lords and godlings fought them. Millions perished in flames that devastated entire regions. Forests older than the oldest high elf burned, and mountains greater than any still standing crumbled. The forces unleashed...” He shivered and shook his head. “It was a near thing, Hashi.”

I swallowed and nodded. “Ignorance is bliss, I suppose.”

“Sometimes, yes, it is.” He sipped and smiled at me. “Would you mind if I asked you a personal question?”

I chuckled. “I thought you already had.”

“Well, I mean deeply personal.”

I thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Go ahead, but I may refuse to answer.”

“Your choice, of course.” Again, he pursed his lips, then asked, “Why, of all the portions of your soul, did you sacrifice your need for human companionship and love?”

I scowled and a rueful smile flicked across my lips with the memories of my childhood. I considered refusing to answer, then reconsidered. If anyone could understand loss, a two-thousand-year-old elf who had witnessed the near ending of the world probably could.

“Because I never had it and always wanted it.” I drained my glass and reached for the bottle, but it was empty.

Tori promptly reached for the bottle of red and the corkscrew. “Please. Continue.”

I shrugged. “My mother resented my very existence. My stepfather saw the face of another man in mine. I saw how other children were loved, and it tortured me. I left home before things...escalated.”

“Escalated?” His eyebrows arched.

My temper flared. “Before my stepfather decided to take me to his bed, to get back at the woman he loved for taking another man into hers.”

“Ah, I see.” The cork popped from the bottle, and he offered it.

“You don’t, but it doesn’t matter.” I allowed him to pour, then stood and strode to my balcony doors, opening them to look out at the cesspool of Haven. “I obsessed every night about having a loving family, but I never risked it because I’d watched first-hand what could happen if things went wrong. I gave that part of me to Saraknyal because it only ever caused me anguish.”

“And if you could heal that portion of your soul, would you?”

I turned to look at Tori, still seated, wineglass trembling in his hand. I wondered if the question was actually moot, or if a high elf might actually be able to heal a human soul. Then I realized the answer.

“No. I’m better off without it.” I sipped my wine and a bouquet of summer flavors exploded on my palate. I let it sit on my tongue for a while, then swallowed and enjoyed the varied afterglow. “Now, it’s my turn to ask a personal question.”

“Fair enough,” he acceded.

“Why do you seduce women?”

He looked mildly surprised, then barked a laugh. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. Why the parade of broken hearts? Why the long string of lovers?”

“Well, it’s never been my intent to break anyone’s heart, but humans are inherently jealous when it comes to relationships.” He sighed and shrugged. “In answer, two reasons: First, I very much enjoy intimacy with humans, and not only women. Most elves do. We find humans...intense in that regard. Their rapture is...transcendental. Why do you think there are so many part-elves in the world?”

“All right, I suppose I can understand that.” I honestly couldn’t, having never experienced it myself, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. “The other reason?”

“Well, I must admit that here in Haven, I use my relationships to extend my network of informants.” He shrugged with a mischievous smile. “My vaunted spy network, if you will.”

“Do you enchant them?” I asked, mildly horrified by his admission.

“No, or not with anything other than my charm and dashing good looks.” He chuckled and grinned.

I snorted a derisive laugh and shook my head. “All right, I can accept that. Your turn.”

He looked at me with an expression that could have been thoughtful, or appraising, neither of which made me comfortable. “Nothing comes to mind. I think I’d much rather just chat.”

“Okay.” I turned back to the view, the night sea breeze ruffling my skirt against my legs. “What are your plans now that Haven’s reasonably stable?”

“Assuming things are stable, and someone doesn’t show up with Jhavika’s scourge and ten-thousand enchanted slaves, you mean?”

A chill raced up my spine at the thought. “Um...yes, assuming that.”

“Well...” The chair creaked and I looked back to see him approaching with the wine bottle in one hand, his glass in the other. His gait seemed unimpaired, though my head was buzzing more than a little. The port had been strong. “Survive, seduce more women, drink good wine, and continue my mission, I suppose.” He held out the bottle, and I let him top up my glass. “You?”

“I’m working on a project, but I’m still worried about Haven.” I wasn’t going to tell him about my plan to contain the Death Stone. “Like you said, the Blood Sea’s near a tipping point. I’m afraid Jhavika might have done more damage than we know. If Longbright returns with that fucking scourge in his hand, we’ve got a problem. If he doesn’t return at all, we’ll need a new admiral.”

“Captain Tan, perhaps, if she returns.”

I blinked at him. “You said she was Malchi’s tool.”

“No, I said she had a dalliance with young Maurice. It was no secret, and might have only been a harmless fling. Reginald did, however, push for her being given a ship by the Council. That might well have been her own ambition. Maurice also had an affair with Lady Roque, remember? His father wields him like a sword.”

I nodded and smiled coldly. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but I thought about taking him to bed and returning him to his father a wraith.”

His jaw dropped. “You wouldn’t.”

I laughed at the look on his face, and wondered if it was genuine. “No, I wouldn’t, but I thought about it.”

“Well, I can’t blame you for being tempted. He is attractive.” Tori topped up his glass and leaned against the door jam, looking out at Haven. “Mind if I share an...observation I’ve recently had?”

I looked him over, suspecting some subtle seduction. “No, unless it’s about me.”

“No, not about you, but about Saraknyal.”

“Saraknyal?” I glanced at the box on my desk. “What about him?”

“He’s...not what I expected at all. This afternoon, when I put a hand on your shoulder, he felt...different.”

“Different?” That caught my attention, for I’d been thinking the same thing since our descent into the Tinworthy mine. “Different than what?”

“Different than any other necromancer I’ve known. He’s...damaged somehow.”

“Damaged?” Another cold chill raced up my spine. “What do you mean?”

He turned to face me and cocked a leg to place a boot against the door jam. “Hashi, please don’t take this the wrong way, but his soul is very like yours. Something’s missing. I don’t know what it is, or rather was, but there’s a...void. A part of him has been destroyed somehow.”

Destroyed... I thought about our adventure in the Tinworthy mine, and wondered if he could have been damaged by the Void essence. Or, he could have lied about using excess energy from the potion Tori gave me to recover. Perhaps he got the energy somewhere else.

“Do you know if there’s any way a necromancer could...consume a portion of their own soul?”

“Not that I know of, Hashi—at least not a conventional necromancer—but there’s something else. He’s not as cold as I expected him to be. He cares.” Tori tilted his glass to me. “I think he cares for you.”

“Well, of course he cares for me. We’re soul bonded.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Soul bonded?”

“Yes. I’m sure you know about soulblades bonding to their masters.”

“Of course, but Soul Drinker wasn’t designed that way. It was only made to be the receptacle for Saraknyal’s soul.”

“Well, we are bonded.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because a woman tried to stab me with him once.” I drained my glass and wobbled a bit. “It didn’t work out so well for her. The blade can’t hurt me.”

Tori’s eyes widened. “Well, I’ll be damned!”

I barked a laugh and reached for the bottle. “Keep hanging around with me, Tori Blackbriar, and you just well might be!”

He laughed and helped me pour. I was a little drunk, and didn’t need more wine, but it felt good to laugh.

“I think you’re having a positive effect on Saraknyal, Hashi. If he cares for you, I mean really cares for you, there’s hope for him.”

“Hope?” I sipped my wine and scowled at him. “You mean for his soul?”

“Well, since that’s all that’s left of him, yes. I never thought anyone could redeem a necromancer, but you well might be halfway there, Hashi Severn.”

“Or halfway to Hell, you mean.” I shook my head.

“You’re not doomed, Hashi. I’ve felt your soul.”

“Felt my soul...” I eyed him narrowly. “And can all elves do that?”

“It comes with experience, and I have a lot of experience.” He pursed his lips and swirled his wine. “Whether you believe it or not, you’re a good person.”

“And you’re still an insufferable ass, Tori, but I think I might be starting to like you.”

“See? I told you. Only good people like me.” He grinned at me. “It’s part of my undeniable charm!”

I tried not to laugh, but failed.

“So, you wanted to ask me historical questions, didn’t you?”

“I do.” I sighed and indulged myself. “Gods, where to begin?”
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Chapter Two
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Home Again, Home Again

[image: image]


From the diary of Kevril Longbright —

They say home is where your heart is. If that's true, my home lies wherever Preel is. Every moment she's in danger is a knife at my throat, and piracy isn't a safe profession. I can't help thinking that we'd both have been better off if she'd stayed with Shepherd, but I don't know how I could have survived the loss.




––––––––
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Preel woke with a start, jerking upright in bed, eyes flashing wide to dart around the cabin like those of a caged animal. Of course, she had been caged for a time, and this cabin had been that cage, complete with bars and chains. Both were now gone.

“It’s all right, love. You’re safe.” I put my book down and lurched up from the navigation table. We were on a broad reach in open sea, and a high swell was putting Scourge through a torturous corkscrew motion. “Are you all right?”

“I...” She put a hand on her mouth and looked around again, thought and memories returning behind her eyes. Memories of hating me, no doubt. Memories of Jhavika, and the monster she’d become. “I need to use the head.” She struggled out our bed and made a zig-zag path to the quarter gallery.

I resisted the urge to help her. Preel was still having problems, though much of our mutual trauma had begun to heal. Even after three days together since our reunion at Valaka, she sometimes jerked away when I touched her casually. “I’ll have Hemp bring breakfast.”

“Thank you.” She smiled over her shoulder before she closed the door.

I wove my way to the cabin door and opened it. “Hemp!”

“Aye, sir!” He poked his head out of the galley, crumbs on his chin.

“Preel’s awake.”

“Breakfast in two shakes, sir!” He vanished back into the galley, and I heard Bert snapping orders.

I tidied up and lay Preel’s favorite robe on the bunk. I heard splashing, and remembered the first time I’d heard her singing to herself in the quarter gallery. That seemed a lifetime ago now, before she was free, before we fell in love, or perhaps while we were falling in love. At the time, I’d wondered how she could ever sing having gone through the torments of slavery. Now, there was no singing, and I wondered if she’d ever sing again.

I sat and picked up my book, quashing again the urge to ask if she was okay. The first couple of days out of Valaka had been difficult for both of us. I was too solicitous, and she was torn between clinging to me like a barnacle, and flinching away. Our lovemaking had been awkward at first, but intense in a way neither of us expected. I’d barely left the cabin for watches, and Preel hadn’t at all. After many long hours of quiet conversation, pouring our souls out to one another, we finally reached an equilibrium. She loved me and knew that I loved her. That was enough.

We’d also discussed what might be happening in Haven, and the obvious question arose: Who knew of Preel’s truthsayer talent? If Jhavika’s people, released from their enchantment-enforced silence, had spread word far and wide that Captain Longbright’s wife was a truthsayer, we might be better off sailing away than returning to Haven. The night before, four days since her last question, when she said it was safe to invoke her talent, we’d asked how many in Haven knew.

The answer was eight, startlingly few, which gave me hope. As we always had in the past, we’d discussed how her answer would affect our plans, and the surprisingly small number confirmed our course back to Haven.

The quarter gallery door opened, and Preel ventured out, clutching the door jam. She looked adorable in her sleeping shift, her short hair sticking up at all angles. The new look made her seem younger, her face rounder despite the weight she’d lost during her ordeal.

I smiled at her. “Breakfast in two shakes.”

“Thanks.” She made her way to the bunk and struggled into her robe, the morning light from the stern-gallery windows catching her just so. She noticed me staring and blushed. “Sorry I look like a dandelion. This stupid hair...” She tried to pat it down and it sprang back up.

“I think it’s adorable.” I moved from the navigation table to the dinner table. “Come take a seat before this damned roll has its way with you.”

“Sure.” She looked out the stern windows and blanched at the swells looming above the horizon. “I hate a following sea.”

Hate... The word grated on my nerves. I wondered if we’d ever be as we once were.

“Probably a hurricane beyond the islands. It’d be worse if we were beating against it.” I peered out the windows at a high white-capped swell and cringed. “Hold fast!” I braced my legs and held out a hand to her. She grasped it as the swell slammed into the starboard quarter.

Curses rang out from the corridor, then a knock on our door.

“Come!” I grinned at Preel, who looked a little pale but smiled back, and released her hand.

The door opened, admitting a scullery lad cradling an armful of fiddles to keep our breakfast on the table. Hemp followed, balancing a platter laden with covered dishes, pots, cups, and silver, all now in disarray from the lurch. That he hadn’t dumped the whole thing attested to his seaworthiness. “Right bitch of a sea, sir. Sorry about the mess.”

“Can’t blame you for the weather, Hemp.” I helped the lad fix the clamps on the fiddles until a lattice of fitted teak rails crisscrossed the table. “There! All secure!”

“Thank you, sir.” Hemp placed the covered dishes and a wide-bottomed pot of blackbrew on the table. Two cups, a pot of preserves, and silverware were placed with military precision, though another roll threatened to send the eating utensils skidding.

“All secure on deck, Hemp?”

“Far as I know, sir. Kivan and Rauley are havin’ a grand ol’ time.”

I’d rated Kivan fit for duty, but worried for her. She still had about two hundred stitches in her back where Jhavika had peeled the skin away. “Send a pot of blackbrew up for them, Hemp. Lifelines for the waisters, if they’re not already rigged.”

“Aye, sir!” He pressed a knuckle to his forehead and grinned. “Good to see you up and about, Lady Preel.”

“If this keeps up, I may go back to bed!” She looked at the covered dishes dubiously.

“Just give a call if you need anything!” Hemp grinned and ducked out.

“He’s full of himself this morning.” I uncovered the dishes; plump omelets, oat cakes, sausage, and another of toasted soft tack. “And Bert’s obviously trying to fatten us up.”

“They’re both worth their weight in gold.” Preel cut a corner from her omelet as I poured her half a cup of blackbrew and added a touch of goat’s milk. Her eyes rolled as she chewed. “Make that worth their weight in diamonds.”

I chuckled, imagining a pile of diamonds the weight of my rotund cook. “That’s a lot of diamonds.”

“Mmmm.” She chased another bite with a sip of blackbrew.

We ate in silence for a while, simply enjoying the food and each other’s company. Our feet found each other’s under the table and she ran a toe across the top of my foot. Every time I looked at her, I had difficulty believing that this was real, that we’d won free of Jhavika’s enchantment.

“So,” Preel said finally, pouring more blackbrew for us both, “eight.”

“Yes, eight,” I agreed.

“That’s not many.” She added milk and sipped her cup, eying me. “I wonder why so few.”

“No way to know, but I think it’s safe to assume they’re Jhavika’s people.”

Her brow furrowed and she assumed a far-off look. “I can think of a dozen, at least, who must have known what I am. Guards, mostly. At least six were there when Jhavika spoke to me about my talent. Nala and Binch, of course. Jhavika’s sage, probably. Ty-lee, certainly, but he’s dead. A few servants.”

“Then something must have happened.” I didn’t venture a guess. “Maybe the guards were aboard Crimson Hawk. Who knows what happened after we got out?”

“What’s done is done, love.” Preel gripped my arm. “The past is past. Let’s look at the future, shall we?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I grinned and put my hand on hers. “So, if only eight people in Haven know you’re a truthsayer, they aren’t spreading the news far and wide.”

“True. I wonder why not.”

“Well, there’s no enchantment holding them back anymore.” I shrugged. “Loyalty, or fear?”

“Do you think it’s safe to go back?”

“Well, as safe as Haven ever was, but I think it would be a good question to find out who these people are.”

“We’ll be there before we use my talent again, won’t we?”

“With this blow, yes. Probably two more days.”

“Two days...” Preel stared into her cup as if looking to the future.

“Cheer up, love. We’ve got a tight ship, a loyal crew, and each other.” I grinned and snagged a piece of toast that wanted to escape the plate with another roll.

“How are the crew doing, by the way?” she asked. “I’ve been...well...a little self-absorbed, I guess.”

“They’re hurting, but healing, just like you are. I appointed Doria as purser, against her protests. Rauley’s settling down, and Boxley’s positively ebullient. The whole crew’s treating her like she’s first officer.” Boxley had earned the crew’s adoration by killing Jhavika Keshmir, thus saving everyone’s lives, including mine.

“Good. She deserves it.” She pursed her lips. “And Wix?”

“Wix is tough as old shoe leather. Bert stitched him up, and he’s walking fine, but he’s not climbing the rigging yet.” I’d slashed his legs deeply after Jhavika lashed him with the scourge and ordered him to murder me. “And before you ask, Kivan’s doing well. She’s...dealing with it.”

“I can’t imagine...”

“She’s obviously a lot tougher than she looks.” Kivan had refused to tell Jhavika where we’d gone despite the torture.

She fixed me with a solid stare. “She idolizes you, Kevril.”

“Idolizes?” I snorted a laugh. “I don’t know about that, but she’s certainly shown an unwavering loyalty, even if it nearly got her killed. Spike saved her life with his ploy. He’s a wily one.”

“We’re so lucky, Kevril.” Preel gripped my arm hard. “Sometimes I feel like I don’t deserve it.”

“You deserve it, love.” I squeezed her hand. “We’ve all been through hell. We deserve everything we have. We fought for it every inch of the way.”

“Yes, we did.” She sighed and smiled, but it was strained.

“Now, about this plan of yours...” I said.

“Plan?” She looked puzzled.

“Yes, going back to bed for the rest of the day.” I gestured out the stern gallery windows. “It’s certainly too rough for you to do your exercises, and a turn on deck’s out of the question.”

“I’m stiff from bed already.” She twisted her back and rolled her shoulders.

“I’m sure we can think of something to give you some exercise.” I grinned at her and raised an eyebrow.

Preel looked me square in the eye, licked her lips, and shouted, “Hemp!”

He was through the door in a heartbeat. “Yes, lady?”

“Clear the dishes, please.” Her eyes never left mine, two dark pools that I longed to drown in.

“Straightaway!” Hemp moved with a will, stacking everything on the tray, expertly balancing it in one hand, and headed for the door.

“And Hemp,” Preel said, still staring at me, “lock the door on your way out.”

“Aye, lady!” Hemp grinned and worked the latch with one hand, happy as a lark.

“Why, Lady Longbright, why ever would you want to lock the door?” I tried for a bewildered look but couldn’t help smiling.

Preel glanced down, then back up at my eyes. “You’ve got egg on your shirt. You should probably take that off before the stain sets.”

“Oh?” I looked down at my shirt, but it was spotless. “I don’t—”

“Take it off, Captain Longbright. Right...now.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I stood and pulled my shirt over my head. Before I could finish, Preel’s hands were on my belt, working the buckle frantically. She wrenched it through the loops and flung it aside. I dropped my shirt, but she gripped my codpiece and jerked hard enough to send buttons flying. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes looked fevered. “Preel! What’s gotten into you!”

“Nothing yet!” She pulled my pants down over my hips. “But I’m sure I can find something.”

That, of course, was the perfect moment for a violent lee lurch. With my pants around my knees, I couldn’t catch myself. I hit the floor hard, but laughing, and Preel was on top of me in a flash.

“So much for the bed,” I said.

“This is better!” She flung her robe aside and wrenched her nightshirt up over her head. “We can’t fall off the deck!”

“The bed would be more comfortable.” I ran my hands up her dusky torso.

“Later!” She leaned down and kissed me hard, urgently, her dark eyes wide, delving my soul. We broke, gasping for breath. “I love you, Kevril Longbright!”

“That’s all I want to hear for the rest of my life!”

Tears pooled in her eyes. “Then show me!”

And I did.
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We sailed into Snomish Bay in the predawn hours, the tips of the mountains painted pink by the sun. I’d taken the morning watch, but virtually everyone aboard was on deck. As Haven harbor opened up beyond the headland I called aloft.

“Lookout! How many ships in port?”

“Ten, sir! Two junks, four galleons, and four smaller brigs. One under sail headin’ in.”

“Heading in?” I raised my own glass, but couldn’t see anything from deck. “What ship under sail?”

“One of them brigs sir! Flyin’ every stitch!”

“That’s interesting,” Miko said beside me. “We didn’t spot them at sea. A sentry?”

“Maybe just coincidence, but they certainly would have spotted us before we saw them.” I closed my spyglass and looked over my shoulder at the eastern horizon. “My complements, Lieutenant Kivan. Your timing’s perfect.” I’d instructed her to plan our arrival for sunrise and adjust our speed accordingly.

“Thank you, Captain.”

“At least the seas have settled down,” Miko said.

“Aye to that.” I scanned the shore as the bay opened up further. “And the city’s not on fire, anyway.”

My comment drew a chuckle, and Boxley reached up to scratch a stay for luck. We watched in silence.

“Lady on deck!” Wix bellowed, and we all turned to the stairs leading to the main deck.

Hemp ushered Preel up the steps. She was garbed in a Marathian cloak and veil, her eyes lined with kohl and her tattoo covered with makeup. I caught her gaze, and the corners of her eyes crinkled with a hidden smile. I stepped aside and motioned for her to take a spot near the mizzen.

“Spyglass, love?” I held it out for her but she shook her head. She’d asked if she could come up to watch as we sailed into port, and I’d relented. Half of Haven had already seen her with me on numerous occasions. Of course, only eight people in Haven knew she was a truthsayer.

“Galleon making sail, Captain!” the lookout called, then added. “That brig sailed right up to her before she set sails!”

“Well, that’s not coincidence.” I raised my glass and caught a flicker of white amongst the shoreside clutter. The ship was still hull down from our lower vantage.

“Coming out to meet us?” Miko surmised.

“Or sink us,” Boxley muttered.

“Well, I did attack a council member in the middle of a formal ball.” We’d worried long how the Council of Lords might respond to that, but the fact that she controlled people had also come to light at the party, so I’d imagined I wasn’t top of their lists of enemies.

“Battle stations, Captain?” Miko asked.

“Better safe than sorry. Pass out weapons, but let’s not look like we’re spoiling for a fight. No archers aloft.”

“Aye, sir!” She relayed the orders to Wix.

“Kivan, take the foredeck and direct archers from there if things go awry.” I mentally damned Jhavika for taking our ballistae. They would have come in handy if we faced a hostile reception.

“Aye, sir!” She hurried forward, still moving stiffly.

A hand settled on my arm, and I turned to find Preel with a note. “Do you think they’ll attack us?”

“They might not be happy to see us, but they’ll also want to know what happened.” I didn’t add that they could as well ask questions after I’d been clapped in irons as not. “So do I, for that matter, and I’d rather find out at sea than on shore. I think they’re being careful, but there’s no sense in not being ready.”

She nodded.

We watched the galleon make more sail and begin beating out of the harbor toward us.

“Intercept course, sir,” Miko said.

“Maybe.” I looked aloft. We were flying our own pennant. “We’ll see, I guess. Steady on course, helmsman.”

Bosun’s mates began handing out cutlasses and boarding axes, and Kivan arranged her foredeck crew armed with crossbows. All in all, I gauged them unready for a serious fight. Many were still recovering from injuries, but we had no choice.

Hemp returned to the quarterdeck with my best cutlass, a dress jacket, and a brace of daggers. I clipped the cutlass to my belt and took one of the daggers. The other, he handed hilt first to Preel. She took it and tucked it away. I thought about sending her below, then reconsidered. I needed her by my side.

Rauley came up from below, having been asleep. “Reporting for duty, sir. Bert asked if you wanted a nibble.”

“No thanks, and if you’re game, why don’t you take the helm, Rauley.” He had an uncanny hand when it came to conning my ship.

“Happy to, sir!” He shouted for word to be sent below to Bert, then took the wheel.

We waited.

I watched the galleon come hull up, and thought she looked familiar. A moment later, the foretop lookout confirmed my suspicion.

“She’s Tiger Lily, sir!”

“Fa-Chen’s, isn’t she?” Miko said.

“Yes, and Tan told me Jhavika commandeered her.” I gritted my teeth.

“Well, she’s not exactly cracking on, but she looks well handled.”

“She’s flying Fa-Chen’s colors!” the lookout called down.

I grunted, “Better than Keshmir’s.”

Another tug at my sleeve, and Preel presented a note. “Didn’t you burn one of his ships last year?”

“Yes, but that was on Jhavika’s orders.” I watched the approaching ship. Her braces were drawn tight, trisails flat as boards. Someone knew how to trim sails—though we could still outmaneuver any galleon on the sea. But something wasn’t right. “They don’t sail like a merchant, do they, Miko?”

“No, sir.”

“White flag on the mizzen!” The lookout bellowed. “Parlay!”

I shifted my view aft, and spotted the white square below Fa-Chen’s house crest. Curiously, another flag flew higher, one I’d never seen before, a silver crescent and crossed swords on a red field. Something new was afoot.

“Who the hell’s commanding her?” I wondered aloud.

“Should we heave to and fly a parlay flag, sir?” Miko asked.

“Fly the flag, but hold course. They can come about and sail in company.”

“Aye, sir!” Miko relayed the order, and Boxley opened the deck locker for the proper flag. 

It rose on the mizzen halyard a minute later, and almost instantly, the foretop lookout shouted down.

“They’re coming about!”

“Now we’ll see what’s what?” I raised my glass and watched as they came around and shifted from close hauled to downwind sail configuration.

Again, it was done smartly. I could barely make out the quarter deck and a big man in a blue jacket looking back at us with a spyglass. He had a dark beard and skin. I wracked my brain to think who it could be. The sails were luffed just enough to slow them so we could catch up easily.

“Deck’s crowded, sir,” Boxley said. “And they’re armed.”

I scanned the rigging, but spied no archers aloft. “Just the deck crew. I don’t think they’re intent on mayhem.”

“Sir!” Kivan shouted from forward. “That’s Captain Patak from Crimson Hawk!”

“Well, I’ll be a...” I centered my spyglass on the quarterdeck and recognized him. “I thought he was dead! How the hell did he get to Haven?”

“Maybe Jhavika took him prisoner and sent him back with the Lily?” Miko surmised.

“Like she did to us?” Rauley added.

Preel tapped my shoulder and held out a note. “Jhavika wouldn’t waste a potential ally. She’d hold him until she could lash him with the scourge.”

I’d read it aloud and Miko nodded. It made sense. “That may just be, love. But why is he commanding one of Fa-Chen’s galleons?”

Preel shrugged, then scribbled a note. “Ask him!”

I grinned. “Good suggestion.” I opened the deck locker and pulled out a hailing trumpet. I strode to the port side and hopped up to the rail, gripping the ratlines in one hand and waving the trumpet with the other as they came closer. I raised it to my mouth and bellowed. “Bikka Patak, you hoary old bastard! Good to see you alive!”

“Kevril Longbright! You’re a sight for sore eyes, you old sea-fox!” He grinned and barked orders to his crew. They altered sail and closed to fifty yards off our beam, matching our sedate pace easily. “Welcome back to Haven!”

That was a good sign. “Thanks! What the hells are you doing here?”

“That festering bilge cunt, Keshmir, clapped me and my crew in irons!” I could hear the venom in his tone. “The Council said they needed captains, so I signed up. Harbor duty, but it’s a ship!”

“The Council survived?” I asked.

“Oh, aye, and they’re chompin’ at the bit to talk to you!”

Also good news. I glanced to Preel and she nodded. I raised the trumpet and bellowed, “I’ll talk to them, but I’ve got bad news, Bikka. Crimson Hawk was lost!”

His grin fell, but he nodded and raised his trumpet. “Just tell me that motherless bitch Keshmir’s dead, Kevril!”

“She’s dead!”

An undeniably genuine cheer went up from the deck of Tiger Lily, and Patak shot me a smart salute, which I returned. When the roar died down, he raised his trumpet again.

“And that scourge of hers?”

That took me aback. If Patak knew about Jhavika’s scourge, then Council certainly did, and likely all of Haven. I bellowed back, “Destroyed!”

“Bloody fine! I’ll send word to the Council! They’ll want to see you this afternoon, I’m sure.”

“Very well!” I glanced back at Preel, and she nodded again. We’d spoken about this and formulated a plan that would best ensure our safety. “Tell them Fancy’s Folly at four bells, and I’ll be bringing an escort!”

“I’ll tell them! You won’t have any trouble, Kevril. They want to hear the tale!”

“And I want to tell it!” I had one more question before we parted company. “But what of the Council? Who survived?”

His face went grim. “Balshi, Fa-Chen, Hatsu, and Tinworthy were murdered at the party you escaped! Temuso had his bodyguard kill him before Jhavika could take over his house. Roque, Matesh, and Brilla Balshi have come back, as well as some of Jhavika’s people that were under her spell. Fa-Chen’s, Hatsu’s, and Tinworthy’s heirs were rescued. Jhavika had them captive.”

I swallowed hard at the mention of Temuso, but nodded. Tan had told me he’d died, but that was second hand from Jhavika. Regardless, the news scored a line of pain through me; he’d saved my life. “And what of Jhavika’s people?”

Patak grinned. “Seems the Council assaulted her keep! Some necromancer witch all but waded through her people like a scythe through grass!”

“A necromancer?” Miko said.

I remembered the woman in the bone dress at the party with her pale companion on a leash and nodded. “Lady Severn. She’s...a scary one.” I waved to the other ship. “I’ll talk to you later, Patak! Buy you a rum!”

“Aye, but the rum’s on me, Kevril!” He waved, and another roar went up from their deck. He shouted orders, and Tiger Lily bore off slightly to give us sailing room.

“Well, that was interesting!” Miko stuck her thumbs in her belt and laughed. “A gods-damned necromancer! Jhavika bit off more than she could chew on that one!”

“Yes, she did. I’d heard Severn was a necromancer, but always doubted it.” I looked to Preel. “And it explains what happened to Jhavika’s people.”

Preel nodded and handed me another note. “You don’t think the Council meeting’s a trap, do you?”

“I don’t think so, but there’s no point in being careless.” I brushed her cheek above the veil and grinned. “You’re starting to think like a pirate, love.”

She poked me hard in the stomach, her eyes smiling.

“Orders sir?” Miko asked.

“Straight on for the harbor, and don’t spare the canvas!” I squinted at Tiger Lily and chuckled. “There are two ships on the sea, Miko! You know what they say!”

“Aye, sir! Two ships means a race!” She strode for the forward rail and bellowed. “Stand down battle stations and make all sail she’ll bear! Let’s show this slug of a galleon what Scourge can do!”

My crew roared and Wix bellowed orders.

I took Preel’s hand in mine and we strode to the leeward quarter of the quarterdeck, out of the way. She squeezed my hand hard and drew my eye. The worry in her gaze told me all I needed to know.

Haven...and eight people in this city knew of Preel’s gift.
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Chapter Three
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The Pirate's Return
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From the journal of Hashi Severn —

Just when I thought everything would settle down to the new normal, that gods-damned pirate throws a wrench into the machinery again. At least this time he didn't cut off anyone's hand. What people do in the name of love baffles me. I'm grateful that I'm immune to that particular form of mental illness.




––––––––
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*I don’t see why we have to be here,* Saraknyal whined. *It’s a waste of time!*

It’s not a waste. I want to know what happened to the scourge.

I strode up to the gaudy awning of Fancy’s Folly in a mood. I was sick to death of inscribing runes. When I got word of Longbright’s arrival and the pending interview by the Council, I jumped at the chance for a break, but the gods-damned necromancer in my head wouldn’t shut up.

*Nahli already confirmed it’s not on Longbright’s ship. Who cares what happened to it?*

I do! Now live with it and shut up!

“Lady Severn, I presume.” The massive woman at the door to the club looked me over like I might taste good. Two blunt tusks jutted from her lower jaw, indicating her part-ogre heritage, and two huge men wearing scimitars flanked the portal, their bare chests sheened with oil in the Fornician custom.

*A Fornician motif? Really?* Saraknyal grumbled.

“I am,” I admitted. Her eyes flicked over my escort of four well-dressed but grim shades. I’d brought Jhavika’s former sage, Lewin, with me, too, at his request. Since he knew more about Jhavika and Longbright’s relationship than any other living person, I’d agreed. “Is there a problem?”

“None whatsoever. I’m always willing to accommodate the needs of council members. I’m Gurt; welcome to my club.” She stepped aside and gestured us through.

*Her club? I thought you said this club belonged to Roque.* Saraknyal said.

Roque owns it. This small mountain must run it for her. I nodded politely to the mountain as I passed through the door. “Has Captain Longbright arrived yet?”

“Not yet.”

I paused inside to take the place in as I handed my hooded weather cloak to an attendant. The Folly had a cavernous interior arranged in concentric circular terraces that descended to a star-shaped stage in the center. I wondered why Longbright had chosen this particular club for this meeting. It seemed too large a venue. The dining floor had been cleared, and a large banquet table arranged with chairs and plenty of space around. Staff in Fornician attire hovered, and most of the council members were already there. Malchi sat at the head of the table, of course.

*He’s certainly positioning himself as our fearless leader, isn’t he?* Saraknyal seethed.

Whatever polishes his fragile ego, I thought.

I surveyed the rest of the table as I approached, nodding to the other members. I was surprised to find Brilla Balshi seated there. She hadn’t seemed capable of attending a meeting when I’d seen her three days ago. She still looked half dead, but then, so did Ursula Roque and Tambris Matesh. Tori stood as I approached, his ever-present grin in place.

“Hashi. Good to see you. That’s a new look for you!” His eyes crinkled in amusement. “It suits you.”

“Thank you.” I wore a snug brocade waistcoat of crimson and black with a high frilled neck, a blousy black silk shirt beneath, snug black trousers, and my calf-high boots. I fingered the waistcoat. “A gift from Mah Hatsu for the rescue.”

“Well, she’s got exquisite taste, then.”

I never would have bought the garment myself, but I’d taken a lesson from Jhavika Keshmir and had my armorer, Hipshill, fashion stays of spring steel sewn into the lining. It wasn’t as restrictive as a corset, and the steel might stop an enchanted blade. Saraknyal had suggested it, and in this I couldn’t naysay his caution. There were three blades in this room that would cut through my necromantic defenses like a sheet of paper. Besides, I looked damned good in it.

On impulse, I nodded to Tori and said, “You’re as dapper as ever.”

“Why, thank you!” He blinked at my compliment, clearly taken aback.

“Have you seen our pirate yet?”

“Only from afar. He seems in good health, though his ship looks to have suffered slightly.”

“And how did Nahli search it?” The fate of Jhavika’s enchanted scourge concerned me as much as Jhavika’s.

He nodded to the door. “Why don’t you ask her.”

Nahli arrived, accompanied by her usual escort, and I gave her a nod. As she took her seat, I opened my mouth to ask, but Mah Hatsu entered in the company of a komei in full armor. That surprised me, for I hadn’t known any had survived. I eyed the warrior warily—yet another blade Saraknyal couldn’t foil—as I smiled and nodded to Mah, fingering the lapel of my waistcoat. She beamed to see me wearing her gift.

“Nahli,” I said as I took a seat beside Tori. “How did you search Scourge?”

“Quite simply. Ships all have cats to reduce the rodent population.”

I remembered the form I’d taken under her magic and nodded. “And you found no scourge.”

“No. Which begs the question of what happened to it, yes?”

“Yes, it does.” I exchanged a glance with Tori, but he just shrugged.

The Tinworthy entourage arrived, and Vinchi gave me a nod and a smile as he took his seat. All the council members were present.

“So, everyone’s here but our esteemed captain.” Malchi pulled a pocket watch from his waistcoat pocket and looked at it. “Apparently, he—”

Movement and voices from the entrance to the club drew everyone’s attention.

In strode Captain Longbright and a contingent of six grim-faced pirates, all armed. They were well dressed, at least, though the massive half-ogre hovering at his shoulder bore more scars than a pit fighter. Longbright wore a blue brocade dress jacket and an elaborate cutlass with a guard fashioned into the likeness of a dragon. A dark-skinned woman with a shaved pate also wearing an officer’s jacket separated from the group as they descended to the table. An elvish woman I hadn’t noticed before met her with a warm embrace and a kiss.

*What’s that about, I wonder?* Saraknyal said.

My eyes were elsewhere, for Ursula Roque rose from the table and met Captain Longbright. They clasped hands, then embraced.

Well, that explains why he wanted to meet here. He knows Roque, and she owns the Folly.

*Longbright’s no fool, that’s certain.*

“Welcome, Captain Longbright.” Malchi gestured to the table. “Good of you to come.”

Roque glared at him. “Allow us one moment, Lord Malchi! I will thank Captain Longbright properly for saving my life!”

“Of course. I—”

But Roque ignored him and turned back to Longbright, still clasping his hands in white knuckled ferocity. “Anything you need, Kevril. Anything at all. I’d...like to speak to you about Temuso. He...”

“I know, Ursula.” A sad smile flicked across his face. “We can talk later.”

“Yes, I... I’d like that.” Roque released his hands and took her seat.

Longbright nodded to his escort, and they took up positions at the edge of the open space while he claimed the only remaining chair at the opposite end of the table from Malchi.

*Look at Brilla,* Saraknyal said, and I did.

Lady Balshi glared at Longbright, tight lipped, the muscles of her jaw clenched. She hates him.

*She was in love with Jhavika, even though it was probably an enchantment.*

I thanked the gods once again that I didn’t suffer from that curse. I wonder if she still thinks she is.

*I imagine she hates you, too. You did turn her father into a shade, remember.*

I glanced back at my escort to find the former Lord Balshi standing among them. Shit! I shouldn’t have brought that one.

*Oh, I disagree. It sends just the right message.*

If she even notices. Brilla’s attention remained fixed upon Longbright.

“Captain Longbright,” Malchi began, “I want to make it perfectly clear that this is not an indictment of your actions, but simply an inquiry. We’re all indebted to you for—”

“Indebted?” Brilla screeched, her face blanching bone white. “He tried to murder a guest in my home!”

Everyone stared at her outburst.

Then Tori Blackbriar burst out laughing. “Are you completely delusional, Brilla?”

Brilla stood, fists pressed to the table. “You will address me as Lady Balshi, Lord Blackbriar, or I will reduce your house to ashes!”

“You’re only head of your house because you murdered your brother in cold blood, Lady Balshi.” Tori gave her a cool smile. “Congratulations on your ascension.”

I gaped at Tori in surprise. He usually mediated disputes between other council members, rather than instigating them himself.

“I’ll not stand here and be insulted! I can’t be held responsible for my brother’s death!” Her voice wavered near hysteria.

*Tell her to sit the hell down, Hashi.*

I opened my mouth, but Malchi beat me to it.

“Lady Balshi, please!” Malchi stood. “We’re not holding you responsible for anything. You can’t seriously blame Captain Longbright for trying to kill Jhavika! She tried to murder the entire Council and held his wife hostage! You were ensorcelled by her yourself!”

“I didn’t... I was only...” Brilla stammered.

“Jhavika nearly destroyed Haven,” Malchi reiterated. “Now, please sit down. We want to know what happened.” He turned to Kevril. “You told Captain Patak that Jhavika’s dead.”

“Yes, she is,” Longbright said flatly.

“And that her enchanted scourge was destroyed.” Nahli added, her pupiless eyes impassive.

“Yes. We intended only that. Jhavika’s death was...incidental.”

“And how, exactly, did you manage to destroy such a weapon, Captain?” I gestured to Lewin, whose eyes were now fixed on Longbright. “I have it on good authority from Jhavika’s former sage that the scourge was all but impervious to harm.”

“That’s a long story.” Longbright waved a waiter over. “Whiskey, please.”

“A story that we will hear, Captain Longbright,” Malchi insisted.

The captain sipped and cleared his throat. “I’ll tell you right now that there are details I won’t share because doing so would violate the trust of people who aided me in this endeavor. I will tell you, however, that I learned that the scourge would be destroyed if it was cast into the center of the Serpent’s Eye. With the aid of a dragonlord from the Isle of Valaka, we did that very thing.”

Everyone at the table stared in slack-jawed silence.

“That’s preposterous!” Brilla snapped.

“How did you sail into the Eye without the magic effecting you, Captain?” Tori asked.

“Again, all I can tell you is that I had the aid of a Dragonlord.” Longbright took another sip of whisky, and shook his head as if trying to banish a memory. “Their magic offered us protection from the effects of the Eye. Jhavika had no such protection, but sailed in after us regardless. By the time we reached the center of the Eye, her entire ship and crew were...transformed.”

“Transformed?” Malchi looked skeptical. “Into what?”

“Into a single monstrous creature, Lord Malchi. Jhavika tore herself free from it when I threw the scourge into the Eye, and dove in after it.” He frowned. “When she emerged, she wasn’t even vaguely human. She tried to take our ship, and was killed.”

“If I may ask, Captain, where did you learn that casting the scourge into the maelstrom would destroy it?” Tori asked.

“And again, all I can say is that I had the aid of a Dragonlord. I won’t tell you who or where they are. They value their privacy, and I won’t betray their trust in me.”

*He’s being evasive as hell,* Saraknyal said.

“I don’t believe the details are pertinent.” Malchi waved a dismissive hand. “I’m satisfied that both Jhavika and the scourge are gone. Captain Longbright did assault a member of the Council, and had her home invaded, but only to rescue his wife. In my opinion, we can’t thank him enough for revealing Jhavika’s machinations. I hereby move that we absolve him of all responsibility for his actions in doing so.”

“Seconded!” half a dozen council members said in unison.

“I object to this!” Brilla seethed. “He tried to murder a guest in my home! Regardless of his intentions or the outcome, that violated the sanctity of Balshi Keep!”

“A motion has been put forth!” Malchi said. “All in favor of absolving Kevril Longbright of all responsibility and reinstating him as our privateer and naval consultant, raise your hands.”

Everyone but Brilla did so.

“I’d move that we officially advance Captain Longbright to Admiral of our privateer forces, and task him with recruiting additional captains!” Roque added. “Jhavika may have been a maniac, but the idea of a naval force is still a good one, and Kevril knows what needs to be done.”

“Seconded,” Ingrid Brickhammer said.

“All in favor?” Malchi raised his hand, and we all, save Brilla, followed suit.
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