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 Foreword


Kyros Vindex, treasure-hunter, has a problem. He's carrying a torch for a fellow pirate with the sexual awareness of a teaspoon. Rumors say the man has killed hundreds. He's determined to knock some sense into the workaholic that captains the Midnight Sun, but damned if he knows how.


Eric Deumont has more pressing concerns than the treasure-obsessed Kyros. There's a creature inked into his chest that no witch in the seas will lay hands on for all the gold in the world. He knows it gives the Midnight Sun a cursed reputation and that doesn't make living any easier. He has heard stories of spirits trapped for lifetimes inside spelled puzzle jars. Eric tracked down three of the pieces for such a jar with a lead number four. The fifth is still out there.


Even then, the spirit of vengeance that lives in Eric's skin has no intention of giving up such easy access to the mortal realm. It craves blood and the light of the moon allows it to wreak unchecked havoc. 


Cursed is an insult. 


This is madness.


 


M/M Goodreads Group


This story was written as a part of the M/M Romance Group's "Love’s Landscapes" event. Group members were asked to write a story prompt inspired by a photo of their choice. Authors of the group selected a photo and prompt that spoke to them and wrote a short story.



PHOTO DESCRIPTION


Two pirates sit together in the lower deck of a ship enjoying each other. One of them, blond, is shirtless and smiling. He has a snake tattoo on his left shoulder. He leans forward to lick the nipple of his lover. The second pirate has black hair down to his chest. He straddles a leg of the blond and arches toward him. He appears more reserved. The blond restrains the black-haired pirate by one wrist.


 


STORY LETTER


Dear Author,


 


Being a pirate is one of the most dangerous and exciting jobs ever. What people don’t know is that what makes it even more thrilling is to intercept another pirate’s mission, especially when you’ll get to see the other pirate’s bewildered expression. When will he notice that I always do it on purpose, but not because I hate him? They do say there’s a thin line between love and hate…


I hope you’ll be able to write our story and make it into one of the most exciting journeys ever, even if it means that many battles will have to be fought.


Sincerely,


Jane A
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I


January


Kyros sipped his slurry of a drink and held up his other hand to stop the spill of words. The ragged man across the table bit his tongue. Kyros grunted at him. “I don’t need your life story. I need your sworn word, on your honor, that you will fight.”


“You have it, sir.”


“Who brought you in tonight?”


“Rodrigo and Hugo, sir.”


Kyros stared for several heartbeats, but the man didn’t try to slide away from his scrutiny. “I’ll check with them, you realize?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Very well. Register your name with my quartermaster.” Kyros leaned his head slightly to the left and watched his new recruit’s expression tighten. “You’ll be on three-quarters share for a period, make sure you don’t cause any trouble.” The man flashed a hard look at Kyros and with obvious discontent slid himself down the bench to sit across from Araceli.


They always reacted the same. Disbelief, anger, haughty self-importance, reluctant tolerance. Sometimes they made it past tolerance and worked well before the mast. Sometimes they didn’t. Araceli didn’t suffer fools. She calmly slid a knife against the edge of a whetstone, coloring the tavern chatter with the familiar slide of metal. It was more than a show, she’d already used the weapon twice in the few hours they sat here.


“Quartermaster.” The new recruit spat on the bench. He lifted his chin. “Don’t get too comfortable.”


“Name, please.” Araceli asked with no apparent interest.


“You can call me God, if you like.”


Araceli continued to sharpen her knife and the utter lack of response deflated the recruit’s ego a bit. He glanced at Kyros who didn’t even offer a raised eyebrow of acknowledgement.


His bravado slid a bit more. “Antony Louis.”


Araceli set the whetstone to one side of her ledger and the knife down on the other. She inked her quill and scratched his name onto the list. Kyros watched the recruit lean across the table and sniff at her. She hummed. “Captain says you get three-quarter share, understand?”


“Sure, darlin’.”


Kyros saw Araceli’s shoulders twitch a hair tighter. Antony couldn’t handle a woman in charge, or perhaps he didn’t like a negro telling him what to do. It was just a matter of time; he’d show his true colors. Araceli continued, “We sail after merchant vessels and will track down any legitimate treasure hoard. Any news you collect on that front you bring to me or the Captain—” Araceli paused at the blatant lust on Antony’s face. “Repeat that so I know you’re listening.”


Antony reached forward to stroke a finger across Araceli’s wrist on the ledger. “I’ll listen to your voice all ni—”


Araceli swept his hand to the side, dropped the quill for her knife. She stabbed Antony’s hand to the table. Her expression remained idly disinterested. Antony jerked to his feet with a shriek. He tried to punch her and missed. The whetstone skittered toward Kyros. Araceli pinned Antony’s head to the table. His rapid breath ruffled the pages of her ledger. He whined, the fingers of his impaled hand white with stress. Blood seeped between the cracks of the table.


Araceli continued, the interruption not worth the effort, “Merchants and treasure hoards. You’ll start in the rigging. Do you have any experience with line repairs?”


Antony’s free hand scratched at the table, and his face took a more pasty shade. Araceli waited. “Yes.”


A barmaid knocked into Kyros’ arm with her hip, her hands full of drinks. She nodded at Araceli. “Keep scarring that table and you’ll be paying for a new one.”


“These benches have seen worse than a few knives.”


“Your knives’ll be the last. This ain’t the Seal, we won’t be seeing any brawls from you or yours in this place.” She frowned at him and turned away to deliver her orders.


Kyros collected the whetstone. Araceli made a final note in her ledger and allowed Antony to lift his head from the table. She pressed the quill into his free hand and turned the book toward him. “Make your mark.” Antony marked a shaky cross of lines. Araceli yanked her knife out of the table and their new recruit’s hand. He gladly put more space between them.


“You’ll find the Hawk left of the bay,” Araceli said, moving the knife in a flat gesture that Antony backed away from. “Move your things aboard. The coxswain will show you your hammock. We go with the tide in two days, understood?”


“Yes, Quartermaster.” Antony cradled his hand and made his escape from the tavern.


Araceli measured her beer over the blood he left behind, filtering it through the wood and down to the stone floor. Kyros watched her wipe the knife. He handed her the whetstone. “What does that bring us up to?”


“Three score, even.”


“Ought to be enough.” Kyros sipped his drink. “Last minute concerns?”


“Going after this trade ship from Africa… that’s another target Midnight Sun tracked down, isn’t it?”


“So what if it is?”


She frowned at him, expressing multitudes of discontent. “You gamble with all of our lives. What happens when the Sun’s Captain elevates you from annoyance to threat? I wouldn’t take that ship with two hundred men.”


“Have you bought into the stories, then? A cursed man that slaughters souls by the dozens?”


“No. If he were manic he wouldn’t be able to run the kind of business he does.” She closed the ledger and tapped her quill free of ink. “Their six-pounders match ours, and they have a pair of long nines out the front.” She shook her head. “Frankly, she might match us for speed. It isn’t wise to antagonize him.”


“I’m not trying to get us all killed—”


“Then what are you doing?”


Kyros drained his mug and tapped it on the table, pensive. “I just need the distraction. And a spice ship is a good challenge for us. There’s a lot of profit in it.”


“Sure. So why are we taking on the Sun, too?”


Kyros wiped his hand down his face and pushed the mug away with one finger. “I need a treasure to chase.”


“Don’t avoid my question.” Araceli sheathed her knife on the back of her forearm.


“I didn’t.” Kyros signaled the barmaid for another beer.


“You just refuse to accept that some things should be avoided, don’t you?”


“I don’t take ‘no’ for an answer, girl. It’s not in my nature.”


Araceli snorted at him, a deep sound in her broad lungs.
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January
That Night


 


Eric touched the shirt over his chest on the way up to tuck his hair back. He knew the shirt covered him. He’d put it on himself. It was not going to disappear. He tied several locks together at the back of his head, brass rings clinked on the strands. The Midnight Sun listed to port over a wave and moonlight blinked through the sails.


“Closing in to starboard, sir! Looks like an English boat.”


“Guns?”


A pause while the crow counted. Then, “Thirty, sir. And she rides low.”


“Tacking starboard! Full sail.” Eric swung the wheel before him, pulling the Sun to port, then turning to starboard on a direct approach. The boom of the mains’l drifted to port and the fabric stretched taut. “All hands. Ready the guns.”


“All hands!”


“All hands!”


The cry echoed over the ship, and men jumped to obey. Below him, Eric felt two score men load and roll out a full complement of cannon. The deck swarmed with men readied at sail and line. The Sun breached a wave, on the hunt. “Load the long nines, chain shot.”


“Load the nines with chain!”


“Ready!”


Two larger cannon out the fore rumbled into place, and Eric listened to the distance countdown. The crow called estimates every few seconds and as the numbers dropped, the tension on deck spiraled up.


“A hundred yards. Seventy. Fifty. Thirty—”


“Fire the nines.” Eric called to his men. And shortly: BOOM! Moonlight danced in the smoke. The Midnight Sun sailed right through it.


“Hit! The mains’l and rigging. She’s tacking port, Captain— they’re gonna fight.”


“Let them try.” Eric touched his course to keep the Sun as perpendicular to their target as he could, presenting a small target to their more numerous guns. Eventually, the tangent slid too far. Eric let the Sun angle behind their target instead. “Ho, the sails!”


Men dropped from on high, knots of rope in their hands to yank every sail up and out of the wind, using the fall of gravity for speed. The Sun slowed in the water, scraping behind the English ship without striking her. The seamen bristled at each other over the short distance. Wood groaned. Water sucked against the ships. Eric watched… “Starboard, fire centers.”


The middle four cannon exploded. Twenty-four pounds of iron burst into the back of the English ship, throwing wood in every direction. The crew cheered. Eric hauled his wheel around to port as fast as he could. “All sail! Full speed! Any man not on a rope or sail, get down on the sweeps.” Bodies scrambled. In seconds, Eric heard the deep pound of the coxswain’s drum and the dark rhythm of his voice. The Sun jumped forward through the water. She accelerated faster than wind, carving through the sea. The predictable splash of oars pulled them forward.


The crow announced, “English are tacking port, sir. Halfway. Two-thirds. They’re chasing, sir, forty yards. Fifty.”


With forty men pulling the boat by hand, the Sun couldn’t be caught. At a hundred yards, Eric called the turn, “Tacking starboard. Hands on deck. Prepare to board. Ready guns.”


“Ready!”


“Ho, the sail.” The zip of lines filtered through crashing waves. Starboard oars rattled as the men pulled them in. The Sun listed hard in the water, turning as close as her speed would allow. By the time they completed the about-face, their English target had reached them.


The boats slowed beside each other, men screaming across decks and between guns. Eric gripped the wheel. “Starboard, fire all!” Both ships rattled with impact. Tangy gunpowder clouded the air. Men swung or jumped to the English vessel, screaming their fear or excitement equally.


A rail-mounted hand cannon fired on the Sun, bursting through rigging and bouncing off a metal grate on the deck. It flew through a man, taking parts of him with it. Eric jumped up onto a rail and followed his men to their prize. Blood already shone in the moonlight, painting the deck in abstract directions. Eric landed hard. He put a hand down for balance and inked his palm with blood. His chest stretched beneath the shirt. Eric swallowed hard; he forced himself to breathe.


An Englishman rushed him, sword up, screaming about something. Eric couldn’t hear him over the rush of sound in his ears. Not everything came from battle around him. He thrust his blade up and blocked, jerked his elbow into the Englishman’s face as he stood. Eric cut into neck and chest on the downstroke, then plunged his blade between ribs.


The Englishman drowned in his own blood. Eric pushed him back with his boot heel and swallowed again, keeping more than nausea at bay.


He considered the fight from his place aft of the wheel. Things didn’t appear to be in his favor. He knew a thirty-gun ship was risky. He rubbed his chest on the right, running his palm over a ring in his nipple. He breathed hard. The moon set his odds in sharp relief.
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