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Nothing is darker than oblivion.

The war is on. A ragtag fleet of pirate ships, one lone necromancer, and a few dragonlords face the might of the Toki Empire.

The Blood Sea forces are vastly outnumbered in both ships and soldiers, beset by relentless sieges, and attacked by assassins on land and at sea. However, sly tactics, the revelations of a Truthsayer, and secret information from Hashi’s new ally, the spymaster Bea Galt, might just tip the balance.

The key is the God-Emperor of Toki, who wields not only the might of an empire, but the magic of a demigod. Not to mention that he sits upon the throne in his invulnerable citadel fortress. Assassinating such a being is folly, or so it seems, until a careful question to Preel reveals a chink in the god-emperor’s armor.

A vulnerability that only a necromancer can exploit.

But the weight of her sins is slowly dragging Hashi Severn toward an eternity of torment in the Nine Hells. Oblivion is her only escape...and perhaps the salvation of the Blood Sea.

Find more books by Chris A. Jackson at jaxbooks.com

Want to receive an email about my next book release?

Sign up here: http://eepurl.com/xnrUL
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The Spymaster
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From the journal of Hashi Severn —

Never in my life have I been in such an uncomfortable situation, except perhaps the day I was burned at the stake. That, however, was an entirely different kind of fire.




––––––––
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To say the ride home from Tori’s funeral was awkward would have been the understatement of my very long life. Just sitting in my carriage across from Bea Galt felt like the furnace chamber of the Tinworthy mines. My lips prickled with the memory of her kiss, and my mind reeled with the secret she’d whispered. A spymaster from Fornice? What the hell?

*Leave it to Tori to conscript a courtesan spymaster,* Saraknyal quipped in my head.

Indeed, that was very like Tori. After a long, uneasy silence, I cleared my throat, unsure exactly how to begin. “So...how do we...do this?”

“Well, first, I apologize for my forwardness.” Bea gave me a chagrined smile. “I’m not one to pass on an opportunity, and when you stayed after the funeral, I took it.”

“But at a funeral?” Her out-of-nowhere offer of her services—disguised as a proposition to fool a covert observer—had left me dumbfounded and weak-kneed. “That doesn’t seem...”

She chuckled with a sultry smile. “You’d be astonished how many people feel the need to engage in a life-affirming act after a funeral, Hashi. I am sorry if I embarrassed you.”

“You didn’t embarrass me, Bea. Just...caught me off guard.”

*And the quaking knees and hammering heart were from being taken off guard?* Saraknyal’s sarcasm was in rare form. He was enjoying this.

Shut up, please! “Why feign a romance? Why not just a casual friendship?” Not that I was complaining. I could still taste her lip rouge.

“A simple friendship wouldn’t work. We’ll have to speak privately and regularly. I’m known as a courtesan, and you visited a brothel recently, so a dalliance between us won’t turn too many heads. At least not the way we should be concerned about.” She flipped a hand dismissively. “People will talk, but that’s just sauce for the goose.”

“And how do we make it convincing?” Aside from my long-practiced grim necromancer persona, I wasn’t very good at deceptions. “Intimate couples act differently around each other, and I’m...not a very good actress.”

“Well, I am, and I can teach you.”

*Or you could actually indulge yourself. Then it wouldn’t be an act.*

What part of shut up didn’t you hear? But Saraknyal’s suggestion burned like a bonfire in my stomach. “Teach me...how?”

“Let’s leave that for later, shall we? First and foremost, we have to be very careful about our true relationship. If anyone finds out about my past, I’m dead.”

That took me aback. “But Tori told me outright that you gave him information.”

“Yes, pillow talk from all around Haven. That was a doubly convincing cover story, and we can play that card as well. There are other spies in Haven, Hashi. Toki spies.”

That chilled my blood. “The person watching us after the funeral?”

“Possibly, though it’s hard to tell. Some of the other council members might be watching me, too. My association with Tori wasn’t secret, but he had a reputation that helped obfuscate our true motives.”

“A reputation that I don’t have, other than a one-time fling with a prostitute.” I wasn’t about to tell her that the real reason I’d visited Lola had nothing to do with sex. Tori knew about Preel, but he’d sworn to keep that secret. I wasn’t going to betray her confidence to a self-proclaimed spy master.

“That’s why we should probably make this seem more of an honest romance instead of a...business arrangement.” That chagrined smile flicked again. “As for the rest, use what information I can provide however you wish. Just don’t tell anyone where you got it.”

“That part’s easy enough, but I’ve never been in a romantic relationship in my life. Convincing anyone that we—”

“You haven’t?” Bea’s eyes widened in honest shock. “Ever?”

I gritted my teeth. “Necromancers aren’t generally the type to—”

The carriage jerked to a stop, and Bromish called out to my gate guards. As the portcullis clattered slowly up, I realized that we’d have to put on a convincing act to fool my people. I lowered my voice. “Bea, my people know me. I don’t think they’re going to believe I’m bringing a courtesan home from Tori’s funeral.”

She nodded. “Then act upset and determined. You just said your final goodbyes to a friend and need to feel alive. Don’t explain or even introduce me. We’ll deal with that in the morning.”

“All right.” I swallowed hard, my heart in my throat as we rumbled into the courtyard. “Should I...take your hand or something?”

“Yes, just like before.” Bea ruffled her hair beneath her veiled headpiece, smeared her lip rouge, and pulled one shoulder of her gown down an inch. Lastly, she reached across and flipped open the two top buttons of my blouse with preternatural dexterity. “Window dressing,” she explained.

*She knows her craft, doesn’t she?*

I just hope Joss buys it. More than anyone else, my butler knew me well. As we jerked to a stop, I exited the carriage and held a hand up for Bea.

She took it and stepped down, wobbling a little and making a show of straightening her dress.

“Welcome to Ash Keep.” I turned and all but dragged her up the steps and through the lofty doors, my long strides forcing her into a staccato jog, her heels clicking on the flagstones.

Joss stood aside open-mouthed, too stunned by his mistress ushering a woman into the keep to even ask who she might be. I strode past without glancing at him, trying for distress and determination. The former wasn’t hard; just Bea’s hand in mine made me sweat.

I slowed at the stairs when she tugged my arm, and glanced back to find her eyeing the statuary. “Something wrong?”

“No, I just... You have interesting taste.”

*Tell her she tastes interesting, loud enough for Joss to hear.*

I pulled her close. “And you taste interesting. You can admire the décor later.”

She laughed musically and followed me up the stairs.

At the door to my chambers, I ushered Bea through and addressed my two shade guards. “No one comes in until I give the okay. Understood?”

“Understood, mistress.”

The door closed, and we were alone. I released Bea’s hand, flung my jacket over a chair, and strode for the sideboard. “Drink?”

“Please.” She removed her veiled headpiece and shook out her lustrous black hair. “That quip was perfect, Hashi. I thought you said you weren’t an actress.”

“Sudden inspiration.” I poured brandy into two snifters. And thanks for that, old man.

*Glad I could help.*

“Why the interest in my décor?” I handed Bea a snifter.

She swirled the liquor under her nose. “The komei statues. They’re incredibly lifelike.”

“They’re old, salvaged from a shipwreck.” I sipped my brandy. “I restored them myself.”

“I thought they were more undead guards at first.” She sipped and looked around. “Cozy room.”

“Thanks.” I gestured to an armchair and took the other one, putting down my snifter to work on the buckles of my boots. “Make yourself at home and start filling me in on the details.”

“Details?” She kicked off her stylish heels, sat, and rubbed one silk-clad foot.

“Yes, details.” I tried to watch her eyes, not her legs. “You said you have contacts all over. I assume that means Sariff, Mati, Hyko, Tokemi, and the god-emperor’s palace. What’s happening where? What are we up against? Is Sariff really on board or just posturing to take the Blood Sea after the dust settles?”

“All right.” She sipped brandy and tucked her feet under her, like a cat curling up on a pillow. “Toki has about two hundred military ships of various types, a quarter of those supply or troop vessels. Land forces number ten divisions of eight thousand soldiers each, four of which are permanently stationed along the Chen border, and two bordering the Jungle of Nin. Another was assigned to take Hyko and scour the Blood Sea, but the god-emperor’s likely to commit more now. He could send seventy ships and twenty thousand soldiers to the war without depleting his home guard. The armada you defeated is holed up in Hyko, but Admiral Miaku has sent a message to the god-emperor. Mati has only eighteen warships, all of them assigned to harbor defense, and five thousand soldiers to defend the city. Wars are expensive, and Mati has a lot of money but not much in resources. The princes like their money in their pockets. They weren’t prepared for this conflict and haven’t yet committed to support Toki.” She swirled her brandy under her nose and sipped again. “This is good, by the way. For brandy, that is.”

“One of my few vices.” I raised my snifter to her. “And Sariff?”

“As far as I know, they’re sincere about joining the Protectorate. They have twenty warships, and will commit ten to the war. They also have an excellent shipyard, and vast resources for constructing more. In six months, they could float ten more ships. They may not be the best seamen in the Blood Sea, but they have first-rate shipwrights.”

I nodded. “What about spies?”

“Toki has them all around the Blood Sea. Many are truthseekers openly searching for magic. I’m sure you know the god-emperor is positively obsessed with anything magical, including people.”

“So I’ve heard. Do you think that was a Toki spy at the funeral, and were they watching you or me?”

“I’m not sure, but if they were Toki, probably you. You made quite an impression, and the god-emperor has means of speaking to some of his spies directly over long distances. They might also have been Malchi’s, or maybe both.”

“Both?” I furrowed my brow.

“A Toki agent infiltrating as a spy for Malchi.” She sipped again and shrugged. “They may try to assassinate council members, too, but if they do, it’ll be more than one at the same time. They won’t tip their hand with isolated attempts.”

I nodded. She made a lot of sense. “What else?”

“What do you want to know? I have details on most of the other council members.” She twisted in her chair, repositioning. “Did you know Nahli Twince is a princess?”

“No.”

“Granddaughter to the fae queen.”

“And why is she here?”

“Toki has occupied a lot of the fae homeland, Nahli’s grove included. She came here to escape capture. I don’t know how, but Tori told me she managed to bring a piece of her grove with her.”

I nodded, remembering my one visit to Nahli’s keep. “We should probably ally with the fae.”

“Yes, if at all possible. Nahli could help broker that alliance. Their war with Toki has been at a standstill for years. The fae don’t like violence, but the Jungle of Nin is their home; they’ve become quite adept at guerilla warfare.” She twisted again and unfolded her legs to stand. “Mind if I loosen my stays? This damn corset’s killing me.”

“Feel free.” I finished my brandy and strode for the sideboard to keep from staring. “What about Chen?”

“Ah, there’s a potential opportunity.” She sighed audibly, and I risked a glance. Easing the tension of her stays diminished her decolletage somewhat. “Toki and Chen have waged war off and on for centuries. If we offer something to Chen, they might rattle their swords loud enough to keep Toki nervous about their northern border.”

“We could offer free passage to merchant ships,” I suggested.

“They do a brisk trade with Mati, so that might work. They may even agree to convince Mati to remain neutral.” She sat back down and shook her head when I raised the decanter in offer. “Mind if I ask you a few personal questions? If we’re going to pull this off, I need to know as much as I can about you.”

“Ask away.” I sat back down and crossed my legs.

“How many staff do you employ here at the keep?”

“A dozen or so. Driver, stableman, blacksmith, butler, cook, maids, and footmen. A few scullery boys and one fellow who helps with my antiquities restoration.”

“And they’re loyal?”

“Yes.” I sipped and smiled. “They know I’m not a maniac, and my reputation keeps them safe. They might gossip a bit, but they would never betray me. They know exactly how badly that works out.”

One dark eyebrow arched. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve been betrayed in the past. One former associate even tried to murder me. She’s now one of my shades.” I kept my voice even, my eyes on hers.

She nodded without a hint of fear. “Good. And they clean your rooms, your office, your bedroom?”

“Yes.”

“Ever find any evidence of spying? Misplaced items, rifled drawers, papers shuffled about?”

“No, and I have a good attention to detail.”

*You mean I do.*

I mean we do, but I’d just as soon Bea doesn’t know about you.

*If Tori didn’t tell her already.*

“And, if you don’t mind my asking, how much do you drink?”

“Probably too much.” I swirled my brandy. “But I can neutralize the effects with magic, so don’t worry about me getting falling down drunk. I drink to relax.”

“Not judging, just categorizing facts.” She smiled and sipped. “And your bedroom’s there, I assume?” She pointed to my bedroom door.”

“Yes.”

“Adjoining bath?”

“Just a basin and chamber pot. The servants bring a bath up here.”

“You eat here, too?” She nodded to the small table by the balcony.

“Yes.”

“And your bedroom has a balcony as well?”

I nodded. “Mind if I ask how much Tori told you about me?”

“Not a great deal other than you’re standoffish, scary powerful, and occasionally suicidal.”

“That last bit isn’t true. I’m just more...resilient than most people.” I unbuttoned my cuff and pulled up my blousy sleeve to show her Soul Drinker. “And did he tell you about this?”

Her eyes fixed upon the obsidian blade. “Only that it’s a fell weapon. He said it probably augments your magic somehow, but he wasn’t sure how.”

“It does, which is why it rarely leaves my person.” I unclipped the sheath and lay the blade down on the table. “Since we’re going to be touching to pull off our act, you should know that when I use magic it creates a chill. Don’t be alarmed if you feel it.”

“The legendary chill of necromantic magic.” Her eyes remained fixed upon the blade.

*You really shouldn’t leave me lying around with her here,* Saraknyal warned.

I’m making a point. Don’t worry. “The woman who tried to murder me stabbed me with that blade. It didn’t work out well for her. It can’t hurt me.”

Both eyebrows arched this time. “Really?”

“Would you like to try?”

Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t think so.” Bea downed her brandy and leaned over to place her snifter on the table. Her loosened bodice gaped alarmingly with the motion, and she caught me staring. I tore my eyes away. “Time for our first lesson in pretending we’re an intimate couple.” She stood. “Don’t be afraid of me.”

I fixed my eyes on hers. “I’m not afraid of you, Bea.”

“Then you need to learn not to act embarrassed when I catch you looking down my bodice. If you do that in public, it’ll ruin our façade.” She leaned forward again. “You have to act like you appreciate the view.”

I nodded, letting my eyes drift down, then back up. “I’m just not...used to being close to anyone.”

“What about Lola Marie Tonce?”

“That was different. I...needed to find something out about myself, and she helped me.”

“And was that something that you prefer female company?”

“No, and I don’t...exclusively. I prefer no one’s company, actually.” I quaffed my brandy and put down the glass. “And I’m not going to tell you why I sought her out. Just because we’re working together doesn’t mean I’m going to tell you all of my deep, dark secrets.”

“So...there are deep, dark secrets, then.” She smiled, but I scowled at her.

“Yes, there are. I thought you were going to teach me how to act, not tease me.”

“Sorry. I’m just trying to break the tension a little. This won’t be easy for you, and I’m trying to put you at ease. You can’t be uncomfortable around me, especially if I touch you.” She stood and stepped away from the low table, motioning me out of my chair. “Please.”

I stood.

*You should put me back on.*

Not right now.

“We’re going to have to be seen together in public.” Bea took a step closer. “I’m going to touch you. Don’t take it personally, and don’t hurt me, please. You have to get used to this.” She raised a hand.

“Okay.” I steeled myself as she caressed my cheek, then trailed her fingers down my neck. I managed not to flinch or shiver.

“You’re stiff as a statue, Hashi.” She pulled her hand away.

“I thought I wasn’t supposed to react.”

“No, you’re supposed to react, just not draw away or start. Lovers touch because it’s enjoyable. It’s thrilling. It hints at the intimacy they’ve shared. Let yourself enjoy it.” She raised her hand again. “Now relax and let yourself react naturally.”

I took a deep breath and let it out, forcibly easing my tension. “Okay.”

She touched me exactly as she had before.

I leaned into it and let the shiver race down my spine. Her fingers trailed down my neck, and then the gap in my blouse before lifting. I drew a desperate breath and blew it out.

“Still stiff, but better.” She smiled. “Now you touch me, and I’ll show you what I mean.”

“Okay.” I raised a hand as she had and cupped her cheek, then trailed my fingers down her neck. She turned her head and grasped my hand, kissing my palm, then pressing it to her chest. Her heart hammered there beneath my skin. “Feel that?”

I swallowed and pulled my hand away. “Yes.”

“So, now you know I find you attractive. I’m not trying to seduce you, Hashi, but this would be a lot easier if we were actually intimate.” She shrugged.

“I’m not ready for that,” my mouth said, even though the rest of me was not only ready, but yearning.

“Yet?” she asked with a cocked eyebrow.

“Ever, probably, but we still have to convince people that we are intimate. How do we do that when you...make me uncomfortable.”

“You get used to it. I’ve done this before with people I wasn’t close to, and even ones I didn’t like. We have to be causal about touching, kissing, holding one another.” She stepped even closer, craning her neck up at me. “Damn, you’re tall.”

“Is that a problem?”

“No. Now kiss me.”

I leaned down and did so, not chaste, but not as knee-trembling as our first.

Bea frowned. “That wouldn’t fool a priest, Hashi. Now kiss me like you mean it, or I swear I’ll rip off all my clothes and have my way with you.”

I stepped back. “You...wouldn’t!”

“Wouldn’t I?” She crossed her arms and flicked her dress off her shoulders, lowering it slowly.

*I think she would.*

“Stop that!” I snapped.

“No.”

“Stop it now!”

“Make me.” Bea grinned and the gown inched lower.

*Kiss her, you idiot!*

I clenched her hands hard to her shoulders and kissed her harder, devouring her mouth. She took everything I gave her and handed it back double. She bit my lip, and I tasted blood.

I gasped for breath, and Bea stepped back.

“Well, well!” She drew a deep breath and shrugged her dress back in place.

I glared at her, hating the carnal desire burning in my gut. “We’re not going to do that in public.”

“No, we’re not, but now once we have done that, a casual kiss won’t leave either of us gasping for breath, yes?”

*She’s right, you know. You’re making this harder than it has to be.*

“I suppose.” I clamped down on my libido, picked up my snifter, then hers, my anger dissipating. “Another?”

“Please.”

As I strode for the sideboard, Bea nudged some of the furniture around and mixed up the pillows on the divan.

“What are you doing?” I poured.

“Making it look like we tore each other’s clothes off in a fit of passion.” She ripped a piece of lace from the edge of her bodice and flung it beneath a chair. “Oh, and I hope you have something I can sleep in.”

“I do.” I strode over and handed her a snifter, desperately trying not to imagine her in a nightshift, or worse, without one.

*Too bad your chastity belt’s at the laundry.*

You’re enjoying this way too much, you know!

*Simple pleasures...*

“Thank you.” Bea accepted the snifter, then plucked a button from my blouse and dropped it with a smile. “I’m not particularly sleepy. Is there anything else you want to know about me?”

*Maybe what side of the bed she likes to sleep on?*

Hush, you. “About your former position in Fornice. How did the prince end up losing his head?”

“He planned to assassinate his father. The Fornish are very formal about advancement through assassination. If the plot is discovered before the act, preemptive decapitation is warranted. If not...” She shrugged again and ripped another bit of lace from her dress, casting it to the winds. “I always hated this dress anyway. I look dreadful in black.”

“You look stunning in black.” An image of her in one of my black shirts rose unbidden in my mind, and I gritted my teeth. I sipped, letting the liquor burn my bitten lip and wash away the taste of her from my mouth. “So, did you betray the prince to his father?”

“No, I did not. But the discovery of our plot necessitated my hasty departure.” She smiled thinly, downed her brandy, and flung the glass against the side of my desk.

I stiffened at the abuse of my crystal. “I didn’t mean to insult you, Bea. I just need to know who I’m dealing with.”

“I’m not insulted in the slightest. I’m a spy, a whore, and addicted to the thrill of dealing with dangerous, powerful people.” She grinned lasciviously. “Oh, and I snore. I hope you’re a deep sleeper.”

“I’ll take the couch.”

“No, you won’t.” She raised a hand as I opened my mouth to protest. “The bed must look slept in by both of us, and yes, a good maid will know the difference. I promise not to assault you in your sleep.”

*That doesn’t preclude her from doing so while you’re awake, you know.*

Please be quiet, I pleaded silently. I’ll need you to watch her while I sleep.

*Of course you will.*

“Fine.” I picked up Soul Drinker. “Which side do you want to sleep on?”

“Farthest from the window.”

I nodded. “Did you at least bring a toothbrush?”

“No.” She grinned. “I wasn’t expecting to spend the night in the bed of the most dreadful necromancer in Haven.”

I shot her a sour look. “I’m the only necromancer in Haven.”

“In the Blood Sea, then. Maybe the whole world.” She pulled up her skirt, unclipped a garter, slid a silk stocking down her leg, then draped it artfully over the back of the couch. “Sleepy yet?”

“Not really. I’m going to read.” I downed my brandy and carefully dropped the snifter to shatter upon the floor. “Be careful of the broken glass.” I strode through the shards, thinking, dust to dust, and leaving disintegrated glass in my footprints.
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Chapter Two
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Revelations
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From the diary of Kevril Longbright —

War... I find myself seriously considering sailing away, but I don’t know if it’s cowardice or a desire to save everything I love. Maybe it’s the same thing that drove me from home. If I stay, and more people I care about die, their blood will be on my hands.




––––––––
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“I’m worried about Hashi,” Preel said as we entered our sitting room. “For someone who was so dead set against friendship, Tori’s death has hit her hard.”

“It has.” I doffed my jacket and hung it up, loosening my neck cloth. “Maybe that’s why she’s taking it so hard. We’ve lost friends before. If she’s had none until we coaxed her into it, she’s never felt that kind of loss before.”

Preel took her headdress off and fixed me with a doubtful stare. “Or she lost someone close to her a long time ago, and that’s why she doesn’t want friends. Now she’s lost Tori. I’m worried she’ll draw away from everyone.”

“She might, but I don’t know what we can do to help her.” I went to the sideboard to pour myself a nightcap and raised the decanter to her. “Want something?”

“No thanks. We’ll be asking a question tonight, and my stomach’s a little fluttery.”

I nodded. Preel would be sleeping for eight to twelve hours, depending on how much the question taxed her. “I’m more worried about what Toki’s next move will be than Hashi’s. I think she’s stronger than she seems. She’s certainly surprised me! Agreeing to help rescue me, I mean. Where did that come from?”

“I asked her, and she said she volunteered because she was the only one who could do it. She was right, too.” Preel shook her head and strolled over to the balcony doors to stare out at the night. “She’s disgusted by her own power, you know. And she still scares me a little.”

“She scares me more than a little, but I’m glad she’s on our side.”

“That’s just it. I don’t think it would take much to push her over the edge.” She strolled onto the balcony and looked out at the starlit gardens. “There aren’t many historical accounts of necromancers. Everything from Tinaros was destroyed, and there are only a few others, all of whom were bent on conquest.”

I sidled up behind her. “Of course, history only recounts the high points. Maybe only the ones who went bad made it into the history books. Like Azrael.” I sipped my rum and sighed.

“Jhavika could have been that.” Preel shivered, and I wrapped my arms around her. “What if Hashi decides this is too painful for her? What if she thinks she’s becoming a monster and decides to leave, or worse, actually become one?”

“I don’t think she’d ever follow the path of other notorious necromancers. Like you said, she’s disgusted by that. If she abandoned us, though, we’d be in a hard spot.” I pulled her close. “You’re our secret weapon and she’s our deterrent. If she leaves, the god-emperor has one more reason to continue this war.”

She craned her neck to look back at me. “That’s a cold way to look at things, Kevril.”

“Just facts.” I sipped and sighed. “In fact, I’ve even considered sailing away from this. I just don’t see how we stand a chance against the Imperial Navy.”

She shook her head. “We’re not leaving, Kevril. We’ve got too much invested in this now; too many friends have died for what we’ve gained. Haven’s our home.”

“Settling in finally?”

“Maybe, but I want to make one thing clear to you, Kevril.” Preel turned in my grasp and looked up at me. “I’m never leaving your side again. I was no safer here alone than I would have been with you aboard Scourge. Whatever happens, we stay together.”

I cringed at the thought of the battles to come. “Preel, we’re at war.”

“Yes, we are.” She tugged the hem of my shirt out from my belt and slid her hands beneath, clutching me close and pressing her cheek to my chest. “I can’t lose you, Kevril. I’d rather die at your side than go through that again.”

“Preel, I can’t—”

“You can, Admiral Longbright.” She pushed back and glared up into my eyes. “Now finish your drink and make love to your wife before you ask her a question.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I emptied my glass and set it carefully on the balustrade, smiling down into her dark eyes. “Here or...”

A slow smile spread across her sensuous lips, and she turned again in my grasp. “Help me with my stays.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I thanked my sailor’s skill with knots, and loosened the taut, black ties.

Preel sighed and squirmed out of the sleeves, revealing dusky skin washed in moonlight.
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“Funerals...” I breathed deep and traced my fingers along Preel’s stomach. Our mutual grief had leant a desperation to our lovemaking, and we were both a little spent.

“Mmm, I think I pulled a muscle in my back.” She flexed and winced, grinning languidly at me from her pillow.

“Sorry.”

“I’m not.” She sighed happily and closed her eyes. “Worth it.”

“Don’t go to sleep. We still have to ask a question.” I poked her ribs and forced myself to get out of bed. I snatched up a robe and reached for hers. “Need to use the head?”

“Yes,” she groaned, rolling up from our rumpled bed. “I’d much rather fall asleep in your arms.” She took the robe and flung it on. “Keep the bed warm for me.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I watched her go, then straightened up the sheets, fluffed the pillows, and turned down the coverlet to lay down on her side, warming the cool sheets.

Preel returned with a curious look on her face. “Kevril, I just realized that... Um...”

“That what?”

“I’m late.” She looked a little distressed.

“Late for...” Her expression and her arms clutched low over her stomach snapped together in my mind. “For... Um...”

She nodded. “Only a week, but I’m never late.”

I lurched out of bed, my heart pounding in my head. “Preel! This...” I looked her up and down, my mind reeling. “This...”

Her features stiffened. “If you say ‘This changes everything,’ I’m going to kick you in the testicles, Kevril!”

“Well...it does change everything, but that’s not what I was going to say.” I held up my hands, watching her for any hint that she’d make good on her threat. “This is...scary, but thrilling, and I don’t know what to say, other than I love you and that having a child with you is a dream come true, though fatherhood kind of terrifies me.” I cleared my throat. “Okay?”

Her face broke into a helpless smile. “A babbling save, but a save.”

I took her in my arms and squeezed her tight, then realized that there was one thing a pregnancy might very well change. “Do you think we should...be more careful?”

“A little late for that, isn’t it?” She barked a laugh.

“No, love, I mean about invoking your talent.” I eased my embrace and looked seriously into those limitless dark eyes. “It stresses you, and...”

“No.” She shook her head emphatically. “We have an important question, and we’ve already asked several without any harm, at least that I know of. Later, it might be worth asking if invoking my talent will endanger the pregnancy, but right now knowing the god-emperor’s intentions is more important.”

“Not more important, but maybe more urgent.” I grinned down at her. “Promise me you won’t let me turn into my father.”

“I won’t.”

“Thank you.”

She tapped me hard on the chest with a stiff finger. “And you promise you won’t send them to sea when they’re still children in some misguided attempt to make them naval officers.”

“I...won’t send them, but if they choose to...”

“Fair enough.” She took a deep, trembling breath and tears pooled in her eyes. “I’m scared, Kevril.”

“Me, too.” I kissed her. “Shitty timing.”

“Not my fault.”

“Not mine, either. I was seduced by a beautiful slave girl and unable to resist.”

“And I fell in love with a well-mannered pirate.”

“Well-mannered?” I raised my eyebrows at her.

“Well, at least not a rapacious scoundrel.” The tension broken, we both laughed and held each other tight, then she pushed me away. “Now grab me a nightshift and ask our question, you pirate!”

“Yes, ma’am.” I released her and pulled a shift from the clothes press.

Preel traded her robe for it and lay down in bed, pulling the sheet up and folding her hands over her stomach. “Ask.”

I retrieved the sheet of paper on which we’d drafted our careful question, then leaned down to kiss my wife. “For luck.”

She nodded.

I cleared my throat. “What actions has the God-Emperor of Toki put into motion in immediate response to his armada being defeated by the Blood Sea fleet?”

Her eyes rolled up and her back arched, her whole body stiffening. “Execute Admiral Miaku for cowardice, assassinate Hashi Severn and Kevril Longbright, send an overwhelming fleet to blockade Haven, burn the shipyards of Sariff, and scour the Blood Sea one island at a time.”

She collapsed, breathing hard, a light sweat springing up on her forehead. The answer had cost her.

I knelt beside her and watched her breathing settle down, then checked her eyes and tied the enchanted silk binding over her mouth as a precaution. Gently, I placed a hand on my wife’s stomach. A child... Our child... The notion terrified me, but with the most powerful man in the hemisphere out to murder me, I thought it wise to concentrate on not making my child an orphan.

I sat at the desk and wrote down Preel’s answer as best as I could remember—it rattled me, but wasn’t really surprising—then drafted a note to Hashi Severn, laying out what we’d learned, leaving out any mention of Preel, just in case the note went awry in transit. Sealing it in an envelope, I wrote the necromancer’s name and “Ash Keep” on the face. I’d have a squad of pirates deliver it in the morning.

Exhausted, but deeply troubled by the full broadside of revelations, I poured myself another drink and stood on our bedroom balcony, staring out at the night.

Looming fatherhood and war vied in my mind for supremacy, and I couldn’t decide which terrified me more.
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Chapter Three
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The Morning After
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From the journal of Hashi Severn —

I don’t know if this is a good idea. Bea makes me not trust myself. One would think that after fifty years of resisting the lure of necromancy, I could keep my own libido under control. Would that I’d thought to have Saraknyal devour that part of my soul as well.




––––––––

[image: ]


Waking with someone else in my bed—besides Saraknyal—startled me. That I’d slept at all came as a shock, but not as much as Bea’s slender hand resting on my midriff. I opened my eyes to full morning daylight glaring through my balcony door.

*Good morning. Don’t freak out; that’s Bea’s hand on your stomach. She’s asleep.*

I didn’t think it was anyone else’s. I turned my head slowly; a tousled mop of black hair draped in tendrils over her face, her eyes moving under her lids. She lied about snoring.

*She snored a little until she rolled over. Not very loudly.*

I moved slightly, and her fingers twitched on my stomach. I froze. How do I get out of bed without waking her up?

*You’re asking me?*

You mean you’ve never...

*Awoken with a beautiful spy’s hand resting on my stomach before? No. That’s one experience I’ve not had in all my centuries.*

That wasn’t exactly what I’d meant, but I let it slide. Even after so many years, I’d never asked Saraknyal if he’d ever had a relationship with anyone. I wasn’t about to now.

Well, I can’t just lay here in terror all day. I shifted slowly, trying to slide out from under her hand and the sheet.

Bea stirred and stretched like a cat, her brow scrunching. I froze again, and her eyes fluttered open. “Oh. Hi.” She pulled her hand back and smiled. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s all right,” I lied, slipping out of bed and reaching for my robe, even though my most voluminous nightshift covered me well enough. “Requests for breakfast?”

“A pot of blackbrew before I can even think about food, or anything else for that matter.” She stretched again under the sheets, shooting me a saucy glare. “If you loved me, you’d serve me breakfast in bed.”

My glare wasn’t saucy at all. “What in the Nine Hells makes you think I love you?”

“No sense of humor.” Bea flung the sheet off and lurched out of bed. She’d turned her nose up at all of my sleeping shifts and picked out the green silk shirt I’d worn to visit Tori. It covered her adequately, at least. “I need to use the chamber pot, if you don’t mind giving me a moment.”

“Of course. I’ll have breakfast sent up.” I opened my clothes press and reached for a clean shirt and trousers.

“Good. Don’t get dressed.”

I froze. “Why not?”

“Because it’s a well-established custom of new lovers to eat breakfast together in their bedclothes, casting each other sultry glances and playing footsie beneath the table.” She made shooing motions.

*Taking me with you?* Saraknyal asked.

No. Keep an eye on her. I strode for the door.

*No eyes, remember?*

You know what I mean. I closed the bedroom door and strode around the wreckage of my office. Rather than ring the bell, I opened my outer door and ordered one of my shade guards to tell the kitchen to deliver breakfast for two with tea and blackbrew. I walked around the broken glass and opened the balcony doors. The morning sun drove spikes into my brain, but the clear sea breeze thinned the stench of Haven enough to make the day feel fresh. I positioned the breakfast table and chairs on the balcony.

“All yours,” Bea said from my bedroom door. She’d donned one of my robes over the shirt, but tied it loosely, and finger combed her hair. “You wouldn’t have a hairbrush, would you?”

I ran a hand over my short hair. “Sorry. I could have the staff bring one up.”

“That’d be lovely.”

We passed each other, and I closed the bedroom door behind me. Well, did our spy do any spying?

*Not as such, though she did rifle your drawers, probably looking for a brush. She also looked at me rather closely, but didn’t touch.*

I attended to morning necessities, then belted Soul Drinker to my leg under my robe and nightshift. I couldn’t draw it quickly, but the obsidian pressing against my skin would enable Saraknyal’s magic. Not that I thought it would be necessary for breakfast, but one never knew.

I emerged from the bedroom to find Bea seated at the breakfast table, her face turned to the sun.

She turned as I approached and smiled. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yes, surprisingly.” I sat in the sunshine across from her, relishing the warmth on my skin. “You didn’t snore at all.”

“Well, I’ve had complaints before.” Her bare feet found mine under the table. “Now, for morning after lessons. A little unease is okay, but casual touching and adoring looks are essential.” She caressed the top of my foot with her toes. “Okay?”

“Fine.” I forced myself not to flinch, and ran my foot up her calf. “Like that?”

“Perfect.” She turned her face back to the sun and closed her eyes. “Will you be meeting with the Council this morning?”

“Afternoon. As you can imagine, there’s quite a disparity of opinion on how to proceed.”

“I don’t have to imagine. Malchi wants to fight defensively, protecting Haven and Sariff, with Tinworthy and Brickhammer leaning that way; Roque and Matesh are more aggressive, with Que Chen surprisingly on board; and Nahli Twince and Mah Hatsu are on the fence.”

“I should have known you’d have them all pegged.”

She shrugged. “I don’t have to tell you to watch out for Malchi. He’s a power grabber of the first degree.”

I snorted a rueful laugh. “He’s also a complete ass.”

“He’s scared of you, you know.”

“Isn’t everyone?” I grinned dangerously.

“No. In fact, Mah Hatsu and Vinchi Tinworthy rather like you, and Que Chen at least respects you. Giving his grandfather’s sword back was brilliant.”

I blinked at her knowledge of everyone’s opinion of me. “Thank you.” I smiled and thought to Saraknyal, See, I told you it was brilliant.

*Until he stabs you with the thing,* he grumbled.

A knock at the door announced breakfast. I didn’t get up, but said, “Come,” loud enough for the footman to hear. When he came in, I warned him to avoid the broken glass. “I’m afraid we...made a mess last night. Be careful of the glass.”

“I’ll inform the maids, mistress.” He blushed as he placed a huge platter on a folding stand and began arranging covered plates, pots of blackbrew and tea, a rack of toast, and butter and orange marmalade. He had difficulty keeping his eyes off Bea, though she ignored him, gazing longingly at me instead.

“Anything else, mistress?” He removed the covers to reveal omelets, potatoes, and fresh mango.

“A bath after the maids sweep up, I think.” I smiled at Bea. “And have one of the maids bring up a hairbrush.”

“That would be lovely.” She beamed at me. “And a carriage home, perhaps? Unless, of course, you intend to keep me captive for the entire day, which I’m fully supporting.” She reached out for my hand.

“Alas, I have the Council this afternoon, but...” I took her hand and rubbed my thumb over her knuckles. “Maybe arrange the carriage for midday.”

“I’ll inform Bromish, mistress.” The footman bowed slightly, blushing furiously and fighting to hide a smile as he turned and fled the room.

“How’d I do?” I released her hand to fill my tea cup and add milk.

“Pretty well, all things considered. Nobody expects anyone to be at their best first thing in the morning.” She poured blackbrew and lifted the cup. “Here’s to our convincing performance.”

I touched my cup to hers and sipped. “I can have the carriage take you home earlier if you like.” I sampled the omelet and cut my mango into bite-sized pieces. “The bath’s all yours.”

“I don’t mind if you want to go first.” She speared a slice of mango and bit off one end. “I’d like to get your take on the Council meeting later, too.”

“Sure. How do you want to arrange that?”

“Maybe dinner out, just to set the precedent that we’re a couple. I know a good rooftop café. Vella’s?”

“I know it, but haven’t been there.” There were few places in Haven I didn’t know of after so many years, though I hadn’t visited most. “Meet there, or pick you up?”

“Pick me up.” She’d already told me where she lived, a nice corner apartment in a secure block on the outskirts of downtown.

Another knock, and the maids entered with brooms, dustpans, and a bin for the wreckage. One placed a hairbrush on the edge of the breakfast table with a curtsey, and Bea thanked her. The same footman who’d served us also arrived with a letter on a silver salver.

“A note from the admiral, mistress.”

“Thank you.” I took it and started to break the seal.

“Now, Hashi, you promised no business before breakfast.” Bea ran her foot up my leg.

“Sorry. Habit.” I put the letter aside and smiled at her, ignoring the maids and footman. “I’m all yours, I promise.”

“You’re a sweetheart.” She beamed and continued to caress my leg with her foot as she sipped blackbrew.

One of the maids tittered a near-silent giggle. I glanced to see them both blushing and trading knowing smiles.

“When you’re finished, please inform Joss that my guest, Miss Galt, will be visiting occasionally. She’s to be admitted without question and shown every courtesy. If I’m not here, I’m to be informed.”

“Of course, mistress.” They finished up quickly, curtsied, and left.

“They’ll gossip nicely,” Bea whispered, pouring more blackbrew. “All of Haven will know we’re a couple by highsun.”

“Probably.” I picked up the letter, broke the seal, and read the note. The news, undoubtedly derived from Preel’s talent, hit me hard. “Longbright’s got news. The god-emperor’s going to have Admiral Miaku executed.”

“Really?” Bea’s eyebrows shot up. “How did he find that out so quickly?”

“I have no idea, but he knows pirates all over the Blood Sea. Maybe one of them learned it from a captive. It could be supposition, but I doubt it.” I realized that I had to be more careful about sharing with Bea if I was going to keep Preel’s gift a secret. “He’s a sharp fellow, our admiral.”

“I know. He’s also utterly smitten with that slave girl of his.” Bea shook her head. “Jhavika bit off more than she could chew kidnapping that woman.”

“And paid for it.” I slid the letter back into the envelope. “He also suggests precautions against assassinations. Both he and I are now well known to the god-emperor. We’re primary targets.”

“Well, if they try for you, they’ll be biting off more than they can chew, no?”

*He’ll send nokitu, Hashi. You should start sleeping with me on your arm.*

Not a bad precaution, but inconvenient if Bea’s here.

*Being murdered in your sleep’s also inconvenient.*

True. “Probably, but nokitu are...a special challenge. They’re consummate assassins.”

“I thought you were all but invulnerable.”

“Not completely invulnerable. I’ll take some extra precautions.” I finished my tea and poured more. “Being near me could be dangerous.”

“Life is dangerous.” She smiled and speared another slice of mango. Her omelet remained untouched.

I pointed my fork at her plate. “Not hungry?”

“Watching my figure.” She sighed. “If I don’t, no one else will, you know.”

“About that.” A question that had been forming in my mind all night finally surfaced. “How many people do you...have as clients?”

“Eighteen regulars and a few more occasionals,” she said without a hint of reticence. “Do you want their names?”

“No, just curious.” I refilled my tea. “I suppose your time is precious.”

She shrugged. “It’s pretty much a front for keeping abreast of the local gossip. No council members on the list, but I have entertained Malchi’s eldest. He dislikes his father.”

“So does his youngest.”

“Oh? The one he sent to seduce Ursula Roque?”

“Maurice. I met him at a dinner at Malchi’s estate. His father sent him to seduce me.” I grinned. “I considered returning him to his father a wraith.”

“Would have served him right, but the poor boy doesn’t deserve it.” She sipped and nibbled a slice of toast. “He is gorgeous, however.”

“He is, and he told me flat out how he felt about his father wielding him like a weapon. But I think Jhavika sent Ursula after him. She probably wanted to enslave him and go after Reginald.”

“A safe bet.” She shook her head. “I’m lucky she didn’t find out about me. I probably would have been high on her list.”

“Undoubtedly.” I pointed to the letter from Longbright to change the subject. “The admiral also surmised that the god-emperor will send another fleet. He thinks they’ll try to take the outer islands and blockade Haven. Sariff’s shipyards are a high priority target, too. If you have someone there, you might let them know.”

She nodded. “I will. And if at today’s meeting you could suggest an alliance with the fae, as well as sending word to Chen...”

“Of course.” I finished my omelet and poured one more cup of tea.

Another knock heralded more maids and a troop of shades carrying buckets of steaming water. They placed a huge copper tub in the middle of my floor and began filling it, the maids moved a table beside it and laid out brushes, soaps, and a towel rack. They cast a few smiles at us, but Bea ignored them, gazing at me doe-eyed and massaging the top of my foot with her toes. I tried not to feel uncomfortable under their scrutiny.

“Anything else, mistress?” The head maid curtsied as the last of the shades departed.

“No, thank you.” I pushed my plate away. “You can clear this, but we may want more blackbrew and tea after we bathe.”

“Of course, mistress.” She curtsied again and left.

Bea rose and took up a hairbrush from the table. “I’ll give you some privacy. Take your time.” She headed for the bedroom.

“Thanks.” I watched the door close. Can you tell me if she spies through the keyhole?

*Yes.*

Good. Keep watch then, please. I rose and placed Soul Drinker on the little table beside the bath, then stripped and slipped into the scalding water.

*No spying.*

Good. I washed quickly, unsure how I felt about Bea sharing my bathwater. I supposed a courtesan was used to such things and put it out of my mind. I had bigger worries, like nokitu assassins, a fleet of Toki warships, and a Council meeting in a few hours. Presenting all the bits of information that had recently come my way without letting anyone know the source would be like juggling knives.
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With war imminent, the meeting of the Haven Council also included the ambassador from Sariff, emissaries from Twin Capes, Ton Chi, and Black Point, and the dragonlord Volcuut. Malchi offered his estate as the venue, but the others had overridden him, selecting neutral ground. That ground, unfortunately, was the former Blackbriar Estate.

I stepped down from my carriage, and the view of the trees, gardens, and the path I’d strolled with Tori smote my heart. Somehow, the foliage seemed less vibrant than I remembered, perhaps due to Tori’s absence. Then again, I felt less vibrant without his relentless good nature. I swallowed the vision of flames consuming the mortal flesh of my friend and strode for the entrance.

“Lady Severn, nice to see you again.” The butler bowed and ushered me through the ornate doors. She didn’t smile. “The Council is meeting in the grand dining room.”

“Thank you.” Tori had evidently provided his staff with enough compensation to stay as long as they wished at the estate, or at least until someone purchased it.

I’d left my escort with the carriage, but some of the others had brought bodyguards. Mah’s two komei stood at her shoulders. Vashi was accompanied by Master Geoil, his senior advisor, and four soldiers. The islander emissaries sat together, resplendent in their jewelry and tattoos, and without any escort. Malchi, of course, had brought a full squad of soldiers. Kevril attended with Busashi, his senior nokitu, and rose to greet me.

“How are you, Hashi?” His hand felt like warm iron in mine.

“Good. I...had an interesting evening after the funeral.” I grinned like a schoolgirl with a new secret. Bea had instructed me to spread the news among friends. Kevril was the only one here I counted as a true friend, but I spoke loudly enough to be overheard. “I don’t know how it happened, really, but...a friend of Tori’s... We hit it off, and... She came home with me.”

His eyebrows rose. “Anyone I know?”

“I don’t think so. Her name’s Bea Galt. She and Tori were very close, and...” I shrugged and stifled a little laugh. “She’s something that I’ve been missing, I think.” I wondered if that was the truth, but since our relationship was a scam, I was still missing it.

He grinned wide. “I’m happy for you, then.” Gesturing to an empty chair beside his, he leaned closer to whisper. “You got my note?”

“Yes, and I learned some things, too.” I took a seat and asked a hovering footman for iced tea. “How’s Preel?” I knew they’d employed her talent last night, and that it taxed her.

“Oh, well...” Kevril’s face broke into a helpless grin, and he actually blushed. “She’s... I mean we’re...” He cleared his throat and leaned closer. “...expecting.”

My brain stumbled over the word. “Expecting what?”

*Holy shit! She’s pregnant!* Saraknyal crowed in my head.

Realization hit like a thunderbolt. “A baby?” My voice carried more than I intended, and the low conversations around us hushed. Several council members stared at us wide-eyed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to blurt that out, but... That’s wonderful! Congratulations!” For some reason I couldn’t help grinning.

“Thank you. It’s certainly complicating things, but we couldn’t be happier.”

*As a general rule, babies are supposed to complicate things, aren’t they?*

How the hell should I know? “Well, it’s welcome news. We could all use a little more joy in our lives right now, I think.”

“We certainly could.”

The last few Protectorate members arrived, Ursula Roque wearing riding pants and her emerald-pommeled rapier, Matesh looking grim, and finally the ambassador from Sariff, Hozanak Impako, a dark and stocky fellow shadowed by two Jaguar Warriors. They all took seats, and Malchi stood, tapping a cup with a silver spoon for quiet.

“Thank you all for attending the first official meeting of the Blood Sea Protectorate,” Malchi said in his usual imperious tone. “And thank you once again for agreeing to join forces against our common foe.”

“Who wouldn’t be a foe except for the actions of one of your own council members.” Ambassador Impako swept the other members with narrowed eyes. “If Jhavika Keshmir hadn’t—”

“If not for Jhavika Keshmir, my father would still be alive, Ambassador.” Vinchi Tinworthy might have been pint-sized, but none would have doubted the ire beneath the trembling falsetto. “We all know who was at fault here. She’s dead and her damnable scourge destroyed. Can we move on, please?”

Impako opened his mouth, but Malchi raised a hand. “Please, Ambassador, this Protectorate has convened not to lay blame, but to decide how best to respond to Toki’s occupation of Hyko and subsequent actions.”

“Our response should be to muster every available fighting ship and run their fleet out of Hyko!” Ursula Roque stated flatly.

Malchi’s face reddened. “And leave our harbors undefended? Unacceptable.”

“Lord Malchi’s unfortunately correct,” Kevril interjected. “We can’t abandon our ports entirely. And even if we could run their fleet off, we haven’t soldiers or equipment to lay siege to the city.”

Ursula shot him an astonished glare.

“You are the pirate, Longbright, yes?” Impako’s lip curled. Sariff had a long-standing hatred of piracy, and not without good reason.

“Former pirate, yes, Ambassador, which is irrelevant. Despite our victory at Twin Capes, we are still—”

“It’s not irrelevant! Pirates have no honor and no loyalty! Your vaunted privateer fleet will abandon us at the first opportunity!”

“They will not!” Longbright growled. “They bled and died for this Protectorate, Ambassador, and won!”

“Because our fleet and Dragonlord Volcuut arrived.”

*Put an end to this bickering, Hashi. We’ve got work to do.*

I laughed fear, and everyone fell silent, faces pale, eyes wide. Before anyone could find their voice, I stood. “This is exactly what the god-emperor is hoping for, dissention among our ranks.”

“And you want to put us in the hands of pirates!” Impako snapped. “You honestly trust them?”

“With my life, Ambassador,” I said. “Our privateers won’t abandon us simply because they have nowhere to go. Like the rest of us, they’re fighting for their homes. In fact, they’re risking more than the rest of us because they’re going to be on the front line. What we should be doing is putting the Blood Sea on a war footing, not arguing.” I took my seat.

“Agreed,” Malchi interjected. “Now, we’ve agreed that each city state has one vote here, so decisions will be made with equal investment. The islands have resources and warriors; Sariff has her shipyards, ships, and trained ground forces; Valaka has dragons; and Haven also has a shipyard, and is the most defensible port in the Blood Sea. What we don’t know is exactly what we’re up against.”

“Seventy warships and about twenty thousand soldiers,” I stated. When everyone stared at me askance, I shrugged. “Or thereabouts. We can also expect assassins and direct attacks against Sariff’s shipyards. Toki will probably try to blockade Haven, since it is defensible. They’ve got enough resources to attack Sariff, isolate Haven, and take the islands one by one all at the same time.”

“And where did you get all this information, Lady Severn?” Impako asked.

“I have my sources,” I said without looking at Kevril.

“With our new shore batteries, only a fool would try to take Haven,” Ingrid Brickhammer stated with rock-solid certainty. “And we can probably withstand a blockade for...a couple of months. More if we lay in stores.”

“We islanders can retreat into the jungles and mountains,” the emissary from Black Point added. “Cities can be rebuilt, lives are more precious.”

“Valaka Harbor cannot be readily evacuated or rebuilt,” Volcuut put in with a glower. “The harbor is shallow, however, and dragonlords can dissuade an assault by small craft.”

I cringed at the thought of dragons raking small boats with firebreath. “What are our current forces?”

Malchi spoke first. “Haven has about two hundred harbor-defense soldiers, and we’re building more catapults and ballistae as fast as we can, but hardwood is short.”

“The islands can supply wood for both ships and siege engines,” the Ton Chi emissary offered. “As well as foodstuffs.”

“Sariff has twenty ships, and will have two more in the water in two weeks. We can launch eight to ten more within a few months.” Impako gestured to his bodyguards. “We have a standing army of two thousand Jaguar Warriors and another thousand harbor guards in Sariff City, more in the outer provinces. The harbor, however, is not defensible by land batteries.”

“That’s a problem,” Kevril put in. “Your shipyards are our greatest resource.”

“Agreed,” Malchi put in, nodding to our admiral. “And our fleet, Admiral Longbright?”

“Twenty-nine ships currently, some small. Sariff has a fleet of twenty, and has promised to add ten to the common fleet, while ten remain on harbor defense.” Kevril shrugged. “We’re still recruiting, and should have a dozen more fighting ships soon. We also have a vast number of small craft excellent for scouting, spying, and sending messages. This will be primarily a sea war, and that boils down to a numerical disadvantage, but a tactical advantage. We have a good idea where they’ll strike, and will soon know when.”
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