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CHAPTER ONE
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Consciousness was a curse that Vaden could have done without.

The return to awareness brought only pain and a resurgence of the feeling of entrapment that gnawed on his senses until he felt he would succumb to the madness that teased at the edges of his mind.

He had lost all sense of time. Could not remember how long he’d been here. He knew that he and the other prisoners had been shuttled from place to place for a long time, but now, it seemed that they would die in these dark, dank, rat-infested cells.

There had been no rescue. Not for any of them. The agony in his torn wrists bound within the cursed shackles, where it felt as if the flesh was rotting away, seemed less intense today. Fear rose in his thoughts. His delirious mind fixated on how he could possibly survive with no hands.

He licked cracked lips and fought to bring his thoughts to bear on survival, on making it to the next day. And then the next.

But the future blurred together like the past. His senses swam. Memories overtook him...wrapped him in the past...

Vaden was in a room brightly lit with oil lamps. He faced off with his older brother, Quin, Admiral Quin now, and his sister, Melandra. This was a memory of the last time the three of them had been together.

It was not a good memory.

Quin was arguing bitterly with Melandra – over Vaden. He felt his heart twist in his chest. He wanted to return to being a child and hide somewhere so people wouldn’t judge him for it. He wanted to cover his ears and pretend he had a normal family, not a horribly divided one. He wanted...

The raised voices continued, and suddenly he couldn’t take it anymore.

“Enough! For the gods’ sake, stop!” he said, and both older sister and older brother turned their angry eyes his way. “You’ve gone over this time and again and never reach a meeting ground. All you’re doing is tearing at each other and affecting everyone around you. Or has that escaped your notice?” His tone had turned as vicious as theirs, and he wondered despairingly if all this had tainted him as well.

Quin’s stare was the epitome of judgment, his tall, broad-shouldered form rigid, his thin, patrician face with intense blue eyes intimidating Vaden.

“We want the best for you, Vaden, and now that you’ve quit the university, you’re going to need a direction.”

“From you? From Melandra? As if you both are the judge and jury of my life?”

Quin folded his arms over his chest, his expression cold and forbidding. “Someone must take you in hand. The gods know you’ve done nothing but drink wine, make merry, and spend money. You lack discipline. It makes you weak, body and soul.” His eyes narrowed with contempt. “You should have stayed aboard ship with me. It would have made something of you, something worthy of respect.”

His sister, Melandra, exploded once more. “Respect? You wish to turn him into a little copy of you? All duty and no emotion? Vaden deserves more than that. He’ll come with me.” Her eyes, mirrors of both Vaden’s and Quin’s, were full of anger, her smaller form looking like she would launch herself at her brother. Her long blonde hair, braided tightly and wound up, gleamed in the light from the window.

“Your utter defiance of every rule, law, and expectation is a perfect example of why Vaden does not care that he’s failing our family and shaming our name. You, sneaking off, captaining a ship. That isn’t done, Mel, and you will have any marriage prospects disappear if this gets out. Women don’t—”

“Women don’t what? Breathe? Wish for more than the poisoned prize of an arranged marriage? I’m far more than that, Quin, and the world will know it. Yet you’re too busy with your head up your own arse that you won’t see past these traditions that try to chain me to something I never wanted!”

“You’ll ruin yourself. Just as Vaden has ruined himself.”

They were back screaming at other. Shouting. So loud. So hostile. He’d been the cause of all the strife. He’d been the one to—

The memory broke apart into pain. He had shifted his body, and that woke the agony in his wrists. He moaned, blinked, and realized that the reality was here, in the cell, that the past was just that, the past. A time that no longer mattered. Yet, it was far better than here in the present.

Faith that he’d be rescued had kept the fire within him burning bright for a long time, despite all they had done to quench it. Now, the fire flickered, fragile, on the edge of being extinguished.

He grasped after a sense of himself that seemed to have turned to mist after all the suffering he’d endured. His world only seemed to be this dark and reeking cell, the shackles that bound him, the pain that ate like acid into his wrists.

He closed his eyes and groped for the past again, struggling for anything other than where he was. Even bad memories were better than this.

He was Vaden Toldar, not this broken thing he’d become. He had to remember...

Better times, like his escape to Princeton and the revelry he’d enjoyed there. Princeton was a place of unapologetic excess, and Vaden reveled in it. As a lord’s son with unlimited money, he was popular and ran with the crowd of ultimate decadency. He was never sure of the time or who he was with, but it dulled his mind and took away the pain of separation from his family. Around him, he could see a reflection of what he was in everything he encountered. All of them running from something. As Vaden lifted another glass of wine, he knew that he was no different.

He’d fled his family. His brother and sister had let him go. Quinn was captaining the Curtanian, leading the Lasomin Navy, possessed by a career that Vaden rejected utterly. Vaden had hated every minute on board the massive ship. Hated the navy, come to the point of hating Quin.

He’d turned away from Melandra, so fierce and defiant against every chain the aristocracy sought to wrap around her. Melandra had become one of the pirates, the King’s Bane as they were known in many countries. She had always been a fighter, a leader, but Vaden was not. He would never be. The wine made his sister’s disappointment in his choices less sharp, less biting in his mind. The songs drowned out his own fears. The cheer and manic celebrations around him made him almost happy for a time...

Yet even that had, in the end, betrayed him.

When yet another stranger sidled up to him among the surging, drunken crowd, smiling and wanting his company, Vaden thought nothing of it.

If the drink seemed to affect him more than the others, it didn’t seem important...

He’d woken in chains. He’d woken from a dream of debauchery into a nightmare of suffering. And here he had stayed. The prisoner of a brutal man named Tanil, a monster who served another admiral in the Lasomin Navy. What was the admiral’s name...? Tanil taunted him with it in between whispers of “Do you wish for death yet?” but he couldn’t quite remember...

Linton, that was it. Rear Admiral Linton. Tanil worshiped him and endlessly praised Linton’s plan to destroy the pirate captains of Tarnton one by one. To mock Quin’s inability to bring the pirate scourge to heel.

Vaden struggled against the despair that ate into him like the shackles gnawed into his flesh. It was hard to keep heart when you were alone in the dark with only memories to dull the agony. And even his struggles grew weaker until, again, he lost himself to memory in the darkness. At least memory was better than his fear, growing sharper as the days blurred one into another, that his family had forgotten him, or worse yet, deliberately left him to die...

* * *
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AT LAST.

Weeks of fruitless searching, but they’d found the bastards. Four Lasomin warships with the faintest blur of an island behind them on the horizon.

Captain Oulin Masoun was in his element, at the helm of Radical, his beloved ship, back at sea and closing in on prey. The sun was brilliant in a sky filled with the whitest clouds imaginable. The air was heavy with the scent of salt as Radical cut through the waves, her sails full and her cannons loaded. It seemed as if all the world lay spread before him, a horizon of endless possibilities on a beautiful day.

A day that would soon by filled with fire and smoke and battle.

The Zephyr, Captain Melandra Toldar’s ship, kept pace with Oulin’s Radical on the port side, all sails set, heading for the island of Sa Larti. Both ships were bearing down on their goal. The Lasomin warships. One of those ships was rumored to hold Oulin and Rastay’s friend Haalden, kept prisoner and tortured from what information the Brotherhood had received. Oulin gritted his teeth, watching as his ship closed the distance. The Radical would bring Haalden home, and she brought fire and hell for these Lasomin bastards who would dare kidnap one of his own.

Oulin’s normally reliable luck had been terrible since hastily setting sail, as if the gods were set against them. Storms had delayed them, driving both ships well off course since they’d set out from Tarnton. They’d lost half a precious week with shipboard repairs following the storm, and then they’d been becalmed for two days. But now... Now the prize was in sight.

He felt a surge of vicious satisfaction as he saw the Lasomin ships scatter to face the incoming threat, their formation becoming ragged. He’d expected better of the Lasomin Navy, but this might be evidence of a division in the kingdom’s fleets. Spies for the Brotherhood claimed one smaller fleet was commanded by Rear Admiral Linton and the greater fleet commanded by Admiral Quin Toldar. There were whispers that there was no love lost between the two men.

Admiral Toldar’s fleet was the true threat and disciplined, but not the one he faced today, thank the gods. He’d been shocked to discover that Quin Toldar was Melandra’s older brother, and it was said that the two of them couldn’t be more different. Within the ranks of the pirate Brotherhood, Captain Melandra Toldar had a fierce reputation that was well warranted. Now she captained the Zephyr in the coming battle against a kingdom she once called home, chasing a rumor of her youngest brother’s imprisonment and torture. The same information Oulin had of Haalden’s capture...

Oulin and Melandra sailed their respective ships straight into the teeth of what had been planned as an ambush. It made him smile to see the distant enemy ships panic because they had set this trap to destroy the Radical or the Zephyr alone, not together and ready for a fight.

Two of them against four Lasomin ships. Seemed fair.

Oulin was sailing to battle for Haalden, but he bitterly wished his friends could be at his side with the Siren. It felt wrong to sail into this fight without Captain William Rastay Starn and Dradin, the young noble Rastay had fallen so helplessly in love with. The Radical sailed with the Siren as brothers on the sea. But Oulin had been forced to set sail for the island without the Siren, which had been at sea and unable to be contacted – and Oulin had been too desperate to wait. He needed to rescue Haalden – and yet, he had the uneasy feeling that this kidnapping was only the beginning of something bigger, with far darker storm clouds on the horizon.

Months ago, the Malseenian navy had finally withdrawn from the waters around the pirate island of Tarnton. The Malseenians had ended their search for Oulin, Rastay, and Dradin, who had all played a part in the death of Dradin’s brother. The fact that Dradin himself had killed the bastard might’ve had something to do with the avid pursuit.

The Malseenians had failed to find and sink Siren or Radical and had returned to less hostile seas. With the enemy navy gone, life for the pirate island of Tarnton had returned to normal, though not for long.

Because a war loomed on the horizon. Oulin and Rastay’s close friend, Haalden, had been sent back to their home kingdom of Starn to inform the king—Rastay’s father—of the threat. Malseenia was mounting a campaign to invade Weislin, the country between Malseenia and Starn, and could ignite the whole continent in war.

Yet Haalden never made it to Starn. Their friend had disappeared. Searches had yielded nothing about him. Until recently, when Oulin had received word from the pirate Brotherhood, sharing a message that changed everything. It was his first lead—and an ominous one. The message claimed that Haalden had been taken by a rear admiral of Lasomin, the country to the east of Starn. Haalden was being held prisoner by Rear Admiral Linton in brutal conditions, and he was not expected to survive the tortures inflicted upon him.

Oulin stared at the four enemy ships turning broadside to them so the full array of their cannons could fire. But the profiles of the two pirate ships were facing toward them and not so easy to hit at the speed of full sail. Oulin stood tense at the rail as they sailed into the teeth of battle. He had chosen to fight and would do so again in a heartbeat. He was here for Haalden, while Captain Melandra’s Zephyr was here for someone Oulin didn’t know. Melandra’s youngest brother, some merry-making wastrel from Lasomin, had gone missing the same time as Haalden. To Oulin, it had seemed they were always chasing shadows, information that seemed shady at best. He’d started to believe they had a betrayer in their midst, but it was subtle enough that he didn’t have proof. Now the ships lying in wait solidified his suspicions as nothing else could have. These Lasomin ships had planned an ambush of whatever ship came to investigate the “rumors” he was now certain had been deliberately spread within the pirate island of Tarnton.

The distance relentlessly closed between the ships as he stood at the helm. Oulin raised a hand to the helmsman as the Lasomin ships opened fire on them. Clouds of smoke billowed from their rows of cannons. Booms echoed across the waves. Cannon balls whistled past to the right and left. A few hit the water to their sides, sending up geysers.

“Steady!” he ordered. The enemy ships had panicked and fired too soon. Now they needed to reload. “Steady... Hard to port!”

It was as if the two pirate ships were part of a dance. The Radical’s helmsman turned the wheel hard. The sails lost much of their wind as pirates scrambled to raise and lower sails. At almost the same instant, Zephyr turned hard to port as well, following in the Radical’s wake, and both ships were broadside to the enemy but moving fast.

“Fire!” Oulin’s roar echoed over the decks.

The starboard broadside made the Radical heel to port, as thick and choking smoke drifted over them, echoes of the massive guns radiating from the cliffs of the island.

He saw the largest of the Lasomin ships shudder, her sails shredded from the combination of grape shot and chain shot, splinters raking the air around her.

Seconds later, the smaller guns of the Zephyr spoke, raking into the same ship Radical had hit.

Oulin gritted his teeth as one of the Lasomin ships got off a broadside, and the Zephyr was hit full-on, one of her masts shattering under the impact and toppling down, veering her off course. She listed to port and began to spin slowly as the broken mast trailed into the water, acting as an anchor.

He saw fire on the Zephyr’s deck and shouted orders to maneuver the Radical between the Lasomin enemy and Melandra’s crippled ship. The sails caught wind on the turn, and the Radical began to cut across the open ocean between Zephyr and the enemy.

Before the Radical could turn, he heard a shout from his crew members, a thing of fierce joy. 

The red sails through the smoke were unmistakable.

The infamous Siren, under full sail, fast and nimble under her captain’s experienced hand, appeared through the smoke from the rear of them all and sailed into the middle of the Lasomin formation like a fox among chickens, causing further panic at the unexpected maneuver. With the Siren in their midst, the Lasomin ships could not fire without hitting one of their own.

Oulin gave a roar of support, abandoning his maneuver to protect the Zephyr.

The Radical needed to act to bring the enemy down for good.

“Follow the Siren! Ready the guns and follow Captain Rastay’s lead!”

The enemy ships were scattering in all directions, attempting to get away from the Siren, who had opened fire in a devastating port-side broadside at close range to the nearest huge Lasomin ship. The one the Radical had already damaged.

The Pandora, Rear Admiral Linton’s own ship. Identical to the Radical, she was a sister ship built from the same plans. The Radical herself had been captured from Lasomin several years ago, and it was like watching a mirror to see her beside the Siren, towering over the smaller pirate ship.

The broadside from the Siren at such close quarters was devastating, and a cloud of splinters rose high into the air, the Pandora heeling badly.

Oulin gritted his teeth. That close, there would be injuries from that flying debris on board the Siren. Rastay was taking a terrible chance with the maneuver, but it had paid off, leaving Oulin to follow in his wake and finish the job.

“Guns at the ready, sir!”

He nodded, raised his hand and let it fall sharply. “Fire!”

At their angle, the shots raked over the deck of the Pandora’s main deck, raining death.

He felt not the slightest hint of mercy. Linton had taken Haalden and was attempting to destroy the pirate Brotherhood.

Not under Oulin’s watch and certainly not under Rastay’s, the mad bastard. The Siren even now turned hard a-port to bring her starboard guns to bear upon another ship that was maneuvering to try to protect the admiral.

The heavy roar of the Pandora’s far guns sounded in the tumult, and her target paid the price for his bravery.

The Siren shuddered but kept her course, but her broadside was ragged. There had to be injuries then.

The smoke was so thick they were choking on it, and dimly he saw a Lasomin ship turn and flee under full sail.

He squinted, then swore bitterly.

The Orion. It was this ship that he and Rastay had begun to believe might be the one moving the prisoners from place to place, and its current actions seemed to point to the truth of that suspicion.

Captain Tanil, right hand to the rear admiral and a wily bastard. Time and again, he’d slipped away.

Oulin headed for the Siren, came up alongside her as the rest of the Lasomin ships began to flee as well, as though Tanil’s departure was some sort of signal. The Pandora was listing, her sails damaged, obviously taking on water, but she limped away, and with the Siren and Zephyr damaged, Oulin could only pursue one target. It seemed Rear Admiral Linton would live another day.

The Siren hung low in the water, and Oulin swore, fear rising. This close, he could see the damage, and it was more than he had hoped. She must be taking on some water, as he could see the water being pumped from the bilge. It was not excessive, but she was out of the battle.

To the north, the Zephyr was pumping water as well. The small fire had been extinguished and her broken mast had been cut away, along with the trailing rigging that was pulling her over. She slowly righted herself. With one mast, she would be able to get back to Tarnton at least.

Aboard the Siren, to his relief, a blackened, ragged figure appeared through the smoke that shrouded the ship.

Rastay, and behind him, always close, Dradin.

“Leave us, chase the bastard!” Rastay’s red hair was stark against the smoke, his expression fierce and tight. “Get him, Oulin. Get Haalden this time. Send for us, if you lose him! And kill Tanil. Slowly!”

Oulin saluted him.

The Radical turned, alone, and began to pursue the smaller ship like a great hunting dog on the scent.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The sound of the metal door to the dungeon clanging open no longer had the power to make anger or fear give Vaden strength. He felt no reaction at all. He kept his eyes closed, barely feeling the steady throb of pain from his wrists where the iron shackles had ravaged him.

The footsteps were loud in the silence of the prison block. The rattle of the keys in the lock finally made him slit his eyes open, but he was capable of no more than that.

Hands slid into his filthy hair, yanking his head back with vicious force. Vaden struggled to breathe at the brutal angle, meeting brown eyes blankly.

A chuckle sounded from his tormentor, and his head was released to slump down against his chest.

Vaguely he could hear Tanil move away, followed by loud gasps of pain across the room. So at least one of his cellmates still lived.

There had originally been six of them, but now he could not quite remember how many lifeless bodies had been dragged past him over time. They’d bonded through the hell they endured, sought to keep each other’s spirits up. Now he couldn’t quite recall their names. Couldn’t really remember much of recent events. Only the past seemed to intrude on his broken mind. The time before he was taken. His life from before...

It seemed death danced close by, and he was no longer quite so averse to its call.

Footsteps approached him again. The slap drove Vaden’s head to the side, and he left it there. He made no sound of pain. A slap was nothing compared to previous torments. Long, gloved fingers came under his chin and lifted his face until he and Tanil were eye to eye once more.

“Not so fiery now, are you? The admiral doubted that I could break you, but he was wrong.”

The satisfaction in Tanil’s tone fanned the weak sparks of defiance that still existed within him. He forced his swollen eyes open as far as they could go, meeting that malicious gaze squarely.

“Na’ brok’.” His lips split as he smiled. “Tol’ ya nothin’.”

His voice was raspy and weak from disuse. His tongue felt thick and unwieldy, barely able to approximate the words. Yet Tanil’s face contorted with fury. The blow was entirely expected, and Vaden gloried in the fading of his senses. It meant he had got in a verbal blow of his own, however weak his words.

Tanil’s grip on his chin this time was brutal, rage flickering in the man’s eyes.

“I have beaten you, flogged the flesh from your bones, you stupid, worthless scum. Heard you scream, used your blood to paint my name upon you. I. Broke. You.” Each gritted word was punctuated by Tanil’s grip tightening further.

Vaden couldn’t respond with more than a faint, mocking smile that awoke blazing pain in his abused face. His senses swam, the pain muting until it was something not quite there.

“Fuc’ yu’.”

Pain exploded with Tanil’s fist, and darkness fell.

Perhaps he’d be lucky enough to never leave it. Death seemed a welcome friend. After all, his sister had not come, had not... And certainly, Quin wouldn’t give a damn that his wastrel brother was gone...

Pain might be his last friend, closer than sister or brother. One that never left him.

––––––––
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TANIL STRAIGHTENED from the slumped form of Vaden Toldar with a contemptuous sneer. He’d defeated the pirate captains, hiding the prisoners over the months where they could not be found. It had been a close thing when both the Radical and Zephyr had surprised Linton’s small fleet and Tanil had taken no chances, escaping during the furor. He’d sailed back to his island with the last of the surviving prisoners, and no pirate was going to find him here. Yet he was cautious. He’d left Orion in the harbor along with her crew, ready to escape in the faint chance they were discovered. 

And if he couldn’t take them with him, he’d kill them. It would serve the Brotherhood right for destroying his carefully laid plans. He clenched his hands in absolute rage at the memory of the pirate ships sailing straight into the trap he’d made and yet winning the battle anyway...

The information he’d gathered from the six prisoners had been minimal at best, not enough to please Rear Admiral Linton. He had not believed in the strength of the pirate Brotherhood, the almost fanatical loyalty that they felt toward each other and, most especially, to their captains.

The plan should have worked flawlessly. Capture hostages dear to the most notorious pirate captains to lure them into a trap, one by one. To destroy their ships one at a time, take any surviving pirates back to Lasomin in shackles where they’d be hanged for all to see. Rear Admiral Linton would have basked in the glory of it all, and that fame would help propel him higher, past his longtime adversary, Admiral Quin Toldar.

Kingdom politics could be tiresome. Tanil knew he was little more than one of Linton’s attack dogs, but the rewards for this gambit would be vast. He had talents, as well. Many that Admiral Linton had recognized. But Tanil’s star could only rise for as long as Linton’s did, and Admiral Quin Toldar stood in the way.

Admiral Toldar was the favorite of the Lasomin king and a deeply respected man within the naval ranks. His ascent through those ranks had been swift. Now, he’d gained the ultimate glory; he led the larger portion of the Lasomin Navy as fleet admiral. Rear Admiral Linton was going to have to do something drastic to pry him from that honor and take it himself, to become the man who controlled the entire navy, who held the king’s attention. Crushing the pirates would certainly do so. Torturing his rival’s younger brother was simply icing upon an already sweet cake. It just might break the admiral or push him into doing something that would help Linton’s cause.

It was another reason Tanil took such delight in hurting the brother, this Vaden Toldar, worthless noble wastrel that he was. Vaden had not felt nearly enough pain in his life until Tanil began – teaching him.

He smiled, staring at the bruised and battered body lying limp in the heavy iron chains. Tanil had seen an opportunity, had created a plan that made him invaluable to Linton. His skills at subterfuge, infiltration and spying had given him the chance to inveigle his way within the pirate society itself.

Gold opened many doors. Soon, Tanil had found a pirate captain who held his own dreams of glory and love of wealth. Enough so that he was willing to betray his own Brotherhood. With that man under his sway, Tanil had been certain that taking those the captains cared about prisoner would bring their captains out of the safety of Tarnton and into range of his possession. Capturing them would have been the crowning glory of his career and certainly Rear Admiral Linton’s. With the strongest pirate captains in chains or hanged, Tarnton would be vulnerable. The Brotherhood would fall.

Instead, nothing had gone right. He’d lost a large number of men in the initial captures, something the rear admiral had been scathing over, and despite all his vaunted methods of torture, most of the prisoners had died willingly, almost eagerly, as though keeping quiet was worth more than their own lives.

It made no sense. It couldn’t be loyalty keeping them from speaking, not after the agony he inflicted upon their bodies. No man was that loyal. The prisoners must have kept silent out of fear of their captains. Tanil had to wonder what horrors the pirate captains perpetrated upon their men that superseded his own torments. It offended him that he could not produce the terror and submission that any of his other prisoners had always displayed. He was the rear admiral’s right hand, his best—

The knife kissed his throat, so gently, so softly that his mind didn’t connect the danger for long moments. He froze in place, disbelieving.

This place was his, this fortress impenetrable.

How...?

A hand clamped down on Tanil’s shoulder, pulling him backward until he felt the man behind him, the height and power of him. That hand released Tanil to trail almost tenderly over his cheek, down to his neck where the blade nestled against his skin.

The power of that touch made Tanil shudder with a sudden shaft of desire. Whoever this was, his mere presence brought a thrill of fear, a sensation Tanil was unfamiliar with. He was the one who made others fear. He did not feel it himself.

“I’ve never been a man who holds to torture,” a smooth voice whispered, “or who wishes pain on others, but I find myself wishing to make an exception when it comes to you.”

The murmur, soft against Tanil’s ear, held an undercurrent of rage that seemed to wash over Tanil, to lessen him. He would never have believed he could fear another being, but the dark promise in the unseen man’s words made his breath catch.

“You see,” the soft voice continued, “you used up any mercy I might have held when you took a friend of mine and reduced him to this...”

Tanil was turned until he faced the far wall, where the second surviving prisoner, a large, dark-skinned man who had once been strong and who was now was a mere shell, was chained, head lolling against the stone, barely conscious.

“That’s my friend, you see. And you made a terrible mistake when you took him. It ensured that your life is mine, your death is mine.”

Tanil’s eyes widened. If the man claimed the prisoner was a friend, then Tanil’s attacker could only be...

“Captain Oulin Masoun,” Tanil whispered, wincing as the movement of his throat caused blood to bloom upon his skin.

“In the flesh, you little ball of slime. You’re no more than that, you see, and it will be my pleasure to usher you out of this world.”

The knife blade disappeared. A hand grabbed him by the throat and slammed him against the black mold covering the wall.

Now he was face to face with the cold fury of the infamous Masoun, the very one he’d striven so hard to entrap.

Here and now, he looked more a demon than the incredibly handsome man that Tanil had once caught sight of years ago. The image had never left him, and he had to admit that his desire to capture the man had been far more than to fulfill the rear admiral’s orders.

Those unforgettable green eyes were cold and hard, nothing of the suave, almost humorous manner the man was so renowned for. His clothing was ostentatious, his luxurious garb absurdly out of place in this dark place of suffering, but the man’s eyes belonged here.

This was death in human form.

He saw the flash of the knife in the dim light...

Pain blossomed on the right side of his chest. He cried out, shocked at the force of it, the way it took his breath and left him weakened. It seemed it had nicked his lung at the very least, for he could not find enough air. The pain burst over him, and his hand rose to push futilely at the long blade buried deep within his flesh.

Its exit was as painful as its entry as the captain yanked it free.

Tanil’s wide eyes held Masoun’s. He slid down the wall, gasping for breath, feeling the warmth of his own blood flow between his fingertips, where he tried in vain to stem the flow.

Masoun smiled as he looked down at him, the curve of his lips cold and cruel, the knife dripping with Tanil’s blood.

“Don’t worry. I made sure it’s not immediately fatal. You’ll die, but slowly.”

Tanil felt cold terror wash over him.

Masoun’s smile widened, his teeth white in the gleam of the torches. Behind him, men began to file in—pirates—armed with cutlasses and moving like predators. How...? Had the island fortress fallen? What had happened to his ship? What had happened to his trap? He opened his mouth to demand an answer but could not seem to draw enough breath to form the words.

The pirates set about breaking the shackles that bound the second prisoner to the wall, gently wrapping him in a blanket and carrying him out of the cell.

Masoun cleaned his dagger on Tanil’s shirt before gesturing to Vaden’s limp form. “Take him too. Gently. I believe that might be Vaden Toldar, Melandra’s brother.”

Tanil began to laugh, a gasping, choking sound that brought the captain’s grim stare back to him. He thought vaguely that in another time, another place, he would have done anything to have this man’s attention.

“You can’t help him now,” Tanil managed to whisper. He forced his lips into a smirk. “I paid her back, the bitch. She’s considered the shame of our country. A woman pirate. Her youngest brother isn’t the same man – won’t ever be again.” His lips curled in fond remembrance. “He screamed her name in the extremity of his suffering... It broke him that she never came.”

Several of the pirates made aggressive movements toward him, but Masoun raised a single hand, halting them.

Tanil grinned through the pain of his wound, staring Masoun in those green eyes. “So you see, in the end, I won.”

Masoun tilted his head. Behind him, Vaden’s battered form, freed at last from his captivity, was cradled by a large man who carried him reverently.

“Did you?” Masoun’s tone was calm. At a flick of his hand, a jug of water was brought in and laid at Tanil’s side. “You see, you’ll take a long time to die. No one’s coming for you either. You’ll know exactly how it feels to rot here. You set a lot of things in motion, Tanil. You’ll have plenty of time to regret – every – single – one of them.”

Masoun jingled the keys he’d swiped from Tanil’s belt. He stepped back through the doorway, letting the metal-barred portal swing shut with a resounding clang that echoed through the prison level.

The captain locked it, then pocketed the keys with evident enjoyment, a grim smile slanting his lips.

Masoun regarded him in potent silence, then with contempt in every line of his body, he turned away. His boots rang upon the stone floor as he passed out of sight. Tanil heard the main door pulled shut, the clang of the great latches sliding home echoed loud in Tanil’s ears.

Then there was nothing but the sound of his pained breathing and a growing awareness of inescapable death colored with defeat.

When the final darkness took him, two days later, it was much sooner than the captain would have been pleased with.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Vaden rose to consciousness with an awareness that something had changed.

Since things never improved, this could not possibly be a good thing.

He lay on something soft, something that swayed gently in a familiar motion that had his eyes snapping open.

A ship.

He was onboard a ship.

He glanced down. The manacles, so long a part of him, were gone.

They’d moved him by ship many times but never removed the iron restraints.

His heart began to pound. Hope destroyed so long ago found a new foundation and rose again, despite his fear that he was only imagining this. His sister... Had she come at last?

It took time for his panicked breathing to slow and for his gaze to make sense of his surroundings.

It was a large room for onboard a ship. Larger than anything he’d seen before. It was certainly not Melandra’s Zephyr, and disappointment took his strength so that he could only lie there and try to decide if this could possibly be real.

The familiar creaks and groans of a wooden ship were more muted than he would have expected. He strained his ears, almost weeping when he heard the sound of gulls, the snap of canvas.

If this was a dream, he never wanted to wake.

He licked his lips, tasting the faint tang of salt upon them. This time, it did not seem to be from his own tears. This time it seemed to be from the sea herself.

At the sound of a door opening, he managed to loll his head to the side and watch a man duck through the portal into the room.

He was no one Vaden knew. Neither was he one of Tanil’s henchmen that Vaden recalled.

The man laid several items upon a small table, then turned to face him, a look of delight forming upon his face as he realized that Vaden was awake.

“You’re improving.” There was satisfaction in the tone, but nothing of malice that Vaden could detect.

“I’m Kyso Celmin, doctor aboard the Radical. It’s good to see you conscious at last.” He turned away, and Vaden heard water being poured, the sound lighting desperate thirst and need within him. So often Tanil had used water to taunt him, torture him with its presence so near, yet never within reach.

Thirst...

The doctor gently raised his head and brought the cup to his lips. Vaden swallowed tentatively, a mere sip, convinced the blessed liquid would be snatched away, that this was merely one hallucination among many.

The moisture upon his tongue made weak tears rise to his eyes. He tried to gulp the next mouthful, almost choking in his haste.

“Gently. Gently, now. There’s plenty where this came from, but you’ll make yourself sick if you take too much.”

The voice was so compassionate, so understanding. So different from what he’d been forced to endure. Contempt. Hatred. Scorn. Delight in his suffering. Yet, none of that was in this man’s words.

He used every bit of strength to raise his thin arm. He laid a hand upon the man’s sleeve and let his skeletal fingers clench into the fabric. Vaden stared into kind brown eyes that seemed to hold infinite gentleness and he began to shake uncontrollably.

“Don’t disappear,” he whispered hoarsely. “Please, don’t...”

Kyso’s eyes softened further. “I’m real, Vaden. You’re safe now. Aboard the Radical, and we’re five days distant from the island where you were held.” He reached out and touched Vaden’s cheek.

The touch, so gentle after everything he’d gone through, made his trembling increase. He leaned into the fingers, longing for something, anything, that did not bring pain to mind and body.

Memories assailed him, and his breathing became panicked, too fast, too shallow.

He dimly heard Kyso’s voice, but it faded away as he sank back into darkness.

* * *
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CAPTAIN OULIN MASOUN stood upon the foredeck, his gaze fixed upon the horizon. The wind against his face felt like a benediction, a cleansing.

Haalden had still not come back to full consciousness. His painfully thin body, so diminished from the powerful man he once had been, was now fighting an infection. It was touch and go whether he’d make it through this final battle.

To find Haalden at last and now to face the possibility they’d lose him regardless...

Oulin gritted his teeth and fought down the rage that threatened to consume him.

He didn’t like such intense anger. Had gone through enough of that as a child under his father’s rule, a man who had not made the least attempt to control his own bouts of rage.

Oulin had made it his life’s quest to be more than that. To find ways to channel his own anger into action, keeping it away from those who did not deserve its lash.

Here and now, he was finding it difficult to find his normal calm, to think rationally. At the moment, he resembled his old friend Rastay, far, far too much. The man had always been a fount of emotion, mostly anger, and it had hindered him for so long...

At least until he met Dradin Sharlain.

The thought brought a sliver of amusement to splinter the gloom in Oulin’s thoughts.

Now his old friend had a ball and chain holding him back from his most self-destructive tendencies. Dradin, though young and short of stature, kept Rastay under firm control. Not with force, but with a love so strong that Oulin counted it a privilege to witness.

The images brought him out of his self-absorption. He took a deep breath, attempting to chase away the persistent images of the cell he had found Haalden—and Vaden—in.
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