




[image: ]










[image: images]









For the funniest and wisest and angriest of men,
who knew that as long as you can laugh,
there’s still a part of you that’s free.


GNU Terry Pratchett
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8. The Ship


Travel, ambition, victory, success, freedom. Adventure, opportunity, and promising new enterprises appear on the horizon. There is the possibility of great reward at the end of this journey, but there are risks to face along the way.


(Reversed: Forcefulness, aggression, shipwreck. Be cautious. There may be a threat from outside. Attend to each small crisis as it comes up or you will expose yourself to increasing danger of catastrophe. May signify a becalmed period in the doldrums.)





As soon as he saw that ship come over the horizon, Avra Helvaçi said, “Eeee,” scurried to his tiny cabin so he would be safely out from underfoot, shut the door, sat on the bunk with his little rucksack clasped in his lap, and began to silently compose and rehearse the apology he would imminently need to present, if only to keep himself from being shoved overboard and left for dead. Again.


After a few moments of silence, he fumbled in his rucksack and pulled a single card from his deck of Heralds.


The Broken Quill: Damaged lines of communication; frustration will ruin delicate things.


Bit on the nose, really, and nothing he didn’t already know.


He tucked it away, clasped his hands tight between his knees so he wouldn’t vibrate out of his skin, and went back to visualizing minute variations of his apology. Teveri deserved only the best, of course.


Once The Running Sun overtook them, the rest was a quick affair. Avra prided himself on a single scanty fistful of common sense, and he was rather pleased to have correctly assessed the captain of this vessel as a man too sensible to put up much of a fight when boarded by pirates.


As the clamor and fuss on deck came to a resolution, Avra bounced his knee and hummed a nervous little tune to himself, one of his own compositions, and continued reflecting upon his predicament. Did he recollect what Teveri had been mad about last time? No. Tev was always mad about something. Who could possibly keep track of Avra’s various wrongs?


He would apologize nicely for as many things as he could think of, then, and that would smooth any still-ruffled feathers. Definitely.


And if not, well . . . It was far preferable to die at Teveri az-Ḥaffār’s hand than . . . the current most probable alternative. He tried not to think about that.


The noise quieted marginally, which meant that Captain Veris’s crew had surrendered and that The Running Sun’s crew would now take inventory. They’d search the hold and each cabin, and eventually . . .


Someone—a big, brawny, sweaty someone with the sleeves ripped off his shirt and tattoos down his arms—shouldered Avra’s door open.


“Ah! Oskar!” Avra said, slightly manic. He pasted a delighted smile across his face. “It’s been too long!”


Oskar, Teveri’s second mate, stared at him. “Aw, fuck,” he groaned. “No, no, no.”


Avra pouted. “Are you not pleased to see me? I missed you terribly.”


“No no no no,” Oskar said, backing out of the room. “No, no, no.”


“What’s the matter?” said a familiar voice from behind Oskar.


“No,” Oskar moaned again. “Fuck.”


“You seem a bit concerned,” Avra said. “Not to worry! I have a plan.”


“Nooo,” said Oskar.


“I,” Avra announced grandly, “am going to say sorry! Then all will be well, and Tev will forgive me.”


Another face poked around the doorway—a woman toward the end of middle age, with steel-grey hair cropped close to her scalp and dark skin weathered by sun and salt and wind.


“Markefa!” Avra beamed. The mild frown on Markefa’s face melted into poleaxed astonishment. “What a nice surprise! You were talking so much about retirement last time, I was all prepared to find you’d gone ashore for good. How’s the leg? All healed up? How’s the family?”


“Ah, fuck,” said Markefa.


“You know, I really think you’re both overreacting just a little teensy bit, maybe,” said Avra. “Listen, though, I can’t decide—do you think Tev would like it if you delivered me to them hog-tied?”
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“Hello, incandescent one,” Avra said adoringly, lying hog-tied at Teveri’s feet on the deck of their ship.


The Running Sun was a carrack of three masts, somewhere between meh and decent in quality: On the upside, she had been designed by the Shipbuilder’s Guild of Araşt to its famously exacting standards, including quality-control inspection, certification, and her inaugural hull-painting, though that had long since worn off. On the downside, due to the circumstances around how Teveri az-Ḥaffār had become captain, all the other pirates sneered and said mean things about how the ship was cursed or haunted or what have you. This made the crew a bit collectively defensive, in Avra’s opinion, and it was one of the many, many things Teveri was mad about.


Once, Avra had barely mentioned the rumors and stories of how Teveri had acquired the ship. Teveri had immediately dragged him by his hair out of both bed and the afterglow and had thrown him bodily out of the cabin, followed by his trousers and boots. He could not prove that they’d aimed for his head, but the suspicion was certainly there.


“Before we say anything else,” he began in his politest tones, “I want to express my deepest and sincerest apologies. I see now that I have behaved in an ungentlemanly manner. I have been an outright blackguard. A cur. A cad. Not to mention disrespectful, impolite, and indeed both churlish and childish. Moreover, I have been that greatest of reprobates—a flibbertigibbet. Not a moment has passed that I have not regretted every aspect of our last parting. I have torn my hair over it. I have lost sleep over it. I ache with remorse. On my honor, such as it is, I shall be a good and sweet little Avra henceforth, particularly if you could maybe see your way to not putting me in a rowboat in the middle of the ocean and sailing off without even a wave of a handkerchief in farewell.” Again. “I must say it’s good to see you, though. You look ravishing in those boots. Are they new?”


Teveri kicked him sharply in the stomach. Frankly, it was an honor. “How are you alive?”


“Got lucky,” he wheezed. “Tev, light of my life—”


Another sharp kick. It was somewhat less of an honor (though the boots were still ravishing).


“I won’t do it again!” Avra squeaked. “I’m sorry! You’re completely right to still be angry at me. I too would still be angry at me! I gave you a tip-off for what was probably a wild-goose chase, and then when you tracked me down to very correctly take vengeance upon me for wasting your time, I didn’t even—”


“You think I bothered following your stupid little hunch, Avra?” Teveri snarled. “Stupid, incoherent, written on the back of a napkin—”


Avra wriggled valiantly and managed to tip himself upright with a little “hrgkgh” of effort, which he hoped came across as endearing, and pouted up at them. “You didn’t go on my wild-goose chase? I really don’t know what else you have to be mad at me about, then. Maybe you should apologize too—if I didn’t do anything, then your response was maybe a little disproportionate—”


Teveri’s black right eye flashed with fury, even brighter than the gold orb that replaced the left. “Your motherfucking song.”


“The s—Ohhh, the song.” Avra arranged his face into the most plaintive expression in his inventory. “You didn’t like the song? I thought it was a good song. Complimentary, even.” Some of his best work, really. He’d rhymed “strap-on” with “denouement” and had thought himself very clever. He’d added seventeen more verses to it in the time that it had taken to get a lucky rescue from that rowboat Tev had marooned him in.


The scarred side of the captain’s mouth twisted up, baring their teeth. Gods, Tev was magnificent.


“Ah,” he said. “Aha. Well . . .” Shit, he hadn’t prepared for this one. “No accounting for taste,” he said brightly. “Wait, fuck, no, that’s wrong. Didn’t mean that—” He flung himself aside with a high “reeeee!” of alarm, and Teveri’s next kick just missed him. “It was supposed to be a nice song! I told everyone in that bar that your ship definitely isn’t haunted or anything, and that you’re great at both pirating and fucking! And that the only marginally spooky thing about you, since your ship is incredibly non-haunted, is that you’ve got a box full of terrifying spooky dildos!” He gave Teveri a limpid glance up through his eyelashes. “I thought you’d like it. I thought it would help your reputation. Should I have not mentioned your box of spooky dildos? Won’t do it again. Honest, Tev.”


“The sea will boil before a single honest word falls from your tongue,” Teveri said, aiming another kick at him, which he rolled to dodge with another “reee!!!” that he thought gave him a rather pathetic air. Tev wouldn’t kick a man who made undignified noises when threatened, would they? It would be beneath them.


Very few things were beneath Captain Teveri az-Ḥaffār, as it turned out. The next kick landed right on Avra’s bum.


He groaned in defeat (and pain), rolled onto his back, and attempted to maximize the limpidness of his pleading gaze. “Tev—”


“Call me that again, I fucking dare you.”


“Captain az-Ḥaffār,” he amended. “Let’s talk about this. I’m sorry about the song. Though you should know that lots of people told me it was surprisingly sexy! Well, technically they said ‘unexpectedly sexual,’ but the tone was ambiguous. Never mind that! If you don’t like it, then every word of it is as ashes in my mouth! I can write you a new song. A new, different, better song. I’ve recently quit my day job to pursue my poetry, you see, so I have quite a lot of free time!”


Teveri put their hands on their hips and their head a bit on one side. “What do we have that’s sticky? Just pitch for the hull, no?”


“What are you wanting sticky shit for, Tev?” Avra asked suspiciously.


“Tarring and feathering you.”


“But I don’t want to be tarred and feathered.”


“Just pitch, Captain. We’ve got some extra from their stores,” Markefa called from the rail where the crew was hauling the last of the contents of the other ship’s hold into theirs on platforms hung from ropes and pulleys at the ends of the yardarms. The other crew had been released and was already scurrying to get their sails in order and run away before The Running Sun decided to take anything else from them. “Do you want to use some of this straw instead of tearing up one of those nice pillows we took from the captain’s cabin?”


Teveri seethed. “We might as well.” To no one in particular, they snapped, “Why do these people have a hold full of fucking straw and nothing else?”


“Fancy hats,” said Avra promptly.


Teveri looked down at him with an expression of exasperation so profound it was nearly sorrow. “What?”


“It’s for fancy hats,” he chirped. “I asked too. Fashion for fancy hats in Map Sut this year, the captain told me. But to make them, they need this particular kind of braided straw, and the place that does the braiding isn’t the same as the place where that specific variety of rye grows, so they have to import it. Hold full of cheap straw, take it to whatsits-place and pay to get it all braided, haul the spools of braid off to Map Sut, sell them for a fat profit. That’s called a good return on investment, Tev. It is a solemn thing of great reverence where I come from, you know. Please respect my culture.”


Teveri pinched the bridge of their nose again and breathed several times.


“Don’t grind your teeth,” Avra reminded them helpfully. “Remember what that dentist said? He was far more spooky than you, by the way. Remember he said you had to stop grinding or you’d crack one. Anyway, it’s quite nice straw. Nicest straw I’ve ever seen, anyway, not that I know anything about . . . straw.” He paused. “Maybe not what you were hoping to score, though. You seem grouchy about it. Are you having money problems again?” Teveri feinted another kick at him—Avra didn’t see why that deserved a kick, but he obligingly made another pathetic, undignified sound.


The Running Sun was nearly always having money problems. Ships took a lot of upkeep, and crews needed a lot of food, and then there were things like the pension fund for any of the crew who got injured or killed . . . Money was never really good on a pirate ship, and The Running Sun had never managed a really big score—which only played into the rumors that the ship was cursed.


As soon as Avra moseyed past that thought, his brain pounced, supplying some lightning-fast calculations: It was awfully late in the season for The Running Sun to be out on the water—there was only a fortnight or so until the sea serpents rose from the abyssal depths for their breeding season, making the open ocean too dangerous for anyone sane to risk sailing into blue water for at least six weeks. (That is, unless they were an Araşti crew on an Araşti ship . . . and in possession of what was in the little rucksack Avra had been clutching for the past two days.) The ship they’d just captured was only a few days out from the port they planned to shelter in, but The Running Sun should have been much farther south—either already anchored safe in the Isles of Lost Souls or at least making her way there before the water frothed up into terrifying swarms of teeth and . . . well, mostly teeth. So many teeth. Teeth and horny rage.


There was no chance that the crew would be planning to anchor somewhere else—other captains might have contacts in secure ports that would allow them to shelter there if need be, but not Teveri az-Ḥaffār . . . And of all the pirates Avra was acquainted with, there was neither captain nor crew who would voluntarily spend the season of serpents away from the Isles of Lost Souls. It was a crucial and unmissable opportunity to be seen by the other crews, to brag and boast and bolster one’s reputation in pirate society (such as it was), to make deals and alliances, to get even for past slights, to get yourself hired by a new ship if the old one no longer suited . . . And there was the fun and spectacle of all the festivities, of course. As far as Avra was concerned, the only people who would voluntarily miss the cake competition were the ones who didn’t know about it.


In conclusion: The Running Sun must have money problems, and the crew, facing the prospect of a six-week enforced holiday they were too poor to enjoy, must have voted to try for one last score to fill their coffers before they flew back to the Isles, probably reaching port just as the sea was due to become . . . unpleasantly teethy.


Avra did not like the idea of being tarred and feathered—or tarred and strawed, for that matter—and summarily marooned again, especially when most of the other boats that could have coincidentally rescued him were already finding safe harbor and settling in for the serpent season.


He glanced down at his little rucksack, which held the entire reason that he quit his day job as a field agent of the Araşti Ministry of Intelligence in order to pursue his poetry career. Offering to share it would almost certainly absolve him of being tarred and feathered and left for dead, because selling the contents would solve The Running Sun’s money problems a hundred times over. A thousand. At that point, they might as well all retire and buy charming villas somewhere on the coast of Pezia.


He hadn’t entirely decided whether he was going to sell it—it would be an unconscionable amount of money. The idea of sharing that amount of money with the crew was a much easier decision to make. He glanced up at the rigging, at the mainsail . . .


The literally priceless mainsail. It technically belonged to him. Technically. He’d won it off another captain in a card game, years and years ago. He probably could have quit his day job right then, but selling it hadn’t even occurred to him. He’d given it to Tev without a second thought, because . . . well, because what was the point of having money if you didn’t have friends? There was a difference between Tev being mad at him for something and Tev literally never forgiving him, after all, and selling that mainsail just to line his own pockets would have done it. It would have been disrespectful, bordering on sacrilegious, and there were things that even Avra had to take seriously. That mainsail, for one. Also the cake competition. And . . . what would happen if anyone from Araşt found out what Avra had taken.


He looked down at his little rucksack again. Sharing the wealth also meant sharing the danger. He’d been leaning away from the idea of selling it because thinking about the potential consequences made him want to throw up, and because he did pride himself on one single scanty fistful of common sense, which had suggested to him two days ago that the smart plan was to hightail it out of Araşt at top speed, cover his tracks, fake his own death, change his name, move to another country where no one knew him, find a cheap boardinghouse that would rent him a grubby room with a loose floorboard he could stuff his spoils under, live out the rest of his days eking out a living with his poetry and looking over his shoulder for assassins from the Ministry of Intelligence, and never tell anyone about what he’d done.


Well, that was the second smartest plan. The first was to immediately burn all the papers and keep his mouth shut, but every time he’d considered that, he’d thought, But what if I need it one day, what if I need it to bribe someone not to kill me?


He hadn’t expected that one day to happen this soon.


Two of the crew rolled a barrel of tar over to Tev, and another person—a newcomer, as Avra didn’t recognize them—guided the loading platform onto the deck and swung off one of the bales of straw. Avra wriggled fiercely, but Oskar and Markefa’s knots were, as they had always been, impeccable.


Avra couldn’t quite bear to play his trump card yet. Never mind the money or the potential consequences—the simple concept of other people knowing about it was still too huge and nauseating to contemplate. He compromised with himself and decided to try one more round of cajoling. “Listen, let’s not do this!” he said loudly. “You’ll probably get tar all over the deck, and I will be a truly pathetic sight during the whole process—you’ll all be very embarrassed to know me!”


Teveri drew one of their knives and slashed the strings binding the bale together. Fragments of straw fell free, standing out against the worn, greyish deck in shards of a bright silver-gold that shone prettily in the sun and must have made for a very fine hat.


“You know, on balance, I don’t think we should give him one of our rowboats this time,” Teveri announced, viciously demolishing the tight bale into a loose, shining pile. “I think we should just toss him in.”


“Reeee,” Avra said piteously, but it made no difference. “But what if I suddenly prove terribly useful?”


“Oh, trust me, this whole situation is going to be very useful to me later tonight when I’m getting myself off to the thought of finally being rid of you. Markefa, open up that barrel.”


“Aye, Captain,” Markefa said complacently, and began to work it open with her big knife.


The black, hot scent of tar trickled into Avra’s nose. “Tev, Tev, Tev. Teveri. Captain az-Ḥaffār. Do not cover me in tar, please, we should probably talk first, I have a really neat thing to tell you about, I swear on my own dick that I’ve got something unbelievably nifty—”


Markefa paused, the lid half pried off, and raised an eyebrow at the captain.


“What?” Teveri snapped.


“Swears on his own dick, Captain,” she said, a little reproachful. “Oughta hear a man out when he swears on his own dick, no?”


Teveri glared. They were fairly well covered in straw—there were fragments of it clinging to their front and the stained threadbare sleeves of their shirt, pieces of it scattered through their hair, shards of it stuck to their golden-brown skin.


Ah, gods above and below, but they were splendid, even with their dark hair all ratty and mussed, most of it stringy and half-damp with sweat, the rest windblown, gritty, and dull from the buildup of salt spray.


So actually kind of disgusting, really, but . . . ah, just splendid, even so.


Teveri turned their glare onto him and snarled, “You have sixty seconds. Only because Markefa asked. Say thank you to Markefa.”


“Thank you, Markefa,” Avra said.


Teveri crossed their arms and stared down at him, impassive beyond a crisp air of expectation.


After a few moments, Avra said, “Oh, shit, did my time already start? You didn’t say my time already started!”


“Oh boy,” said Markefa.


“So it’s kind of a long story,” Avra babbled as fast as he could, “and really it’d land better if you were to hear the whole thing, because you’d probably think it was really funny—but, ah, right, to summarize it in an efficient, sixty-second sort of way—less than sixty seconds, really, because you didn’t tell me my time started—anyway, the short version! So you remember ages ago when we went to Quassa sai Bendra and that thing happened, and everybody got huffy and called me a cheater ’cause I kept winning at card games, and then those other things happened and everybody got superstitious and called me a witch ’cause lucky shit kept happening to me, and I kept saying, ‘What, that’s stupid, I’m not a witch, my luck is normal’? Well, after the friendly misunderstanding wherein you marooned me at sea because of that very bad and inappropriate song I wrote—after that I sort of, well, ahaha, I sort of felt as though getting rescued from certain death by a ship conveniently bound for Araşt was the sort of suspiciously good fortune that was worth thinking about, and I said to myself, ‘What if I tried poking my weirdly good luck a little bit, just to see what happens, maybe I’ll just do a couple fun little experiments like a natural philosopher—’”


“Time’s up,” Teveri said flatly, and moved toward the barrel of pitch.


“I copied a bunch of secret papers from the headquarters of the Araşti Shipbuilder’s Guild in Kasaba City and I have them with me right now!” Avra shrieked.


Teveri paused.


The entire deck went dead silent but for the sound of the water against the hull and the creak of the rigging in the wind.


“Good papers! Important papers! They were locked in a safe!” Avra panted, wriggling energetically away from the barrel of tar. “There was an incident where somebody tried to break into the Guild—let’s not get into it, actually, not important—I just wanted to see how far my luck went! Answer: Pretty fucking far, actually! And at this juncture, I would like to tactfully point out that if I were to be shown some affection and generosity—for example, by not being dumped overboard—then I would absolutely feel inclined to reciprocate that affection and generosity by . . . by sharing? Sharing what I have? Equal shares! And maybe we can talk it through as a crew and someone more sensible than me can figure out how we can all be rich and, crucially, not dead?”


The entire deck was still utterly still and silent—he had everyone’s attention. Maybe this was not sufficient to atone for his crimes. Maybe it was in fact all the more reason to dump him overboard. He flicked his eyes up, deliberate, to The Running Sun’s glittering cloth-of-silver mainsail.


That sail was a large part of why the crew had put up with him for so many years, and why he was pretty fucking confident they, with this little reminder, would intervene on his behalf if Tev kept refusing to be reasonable.


It had been his eerie luck working during that card game too, hadn’t it? No one just swanned into the Isles of Lost Souls, anchored in Scuttle Cove, went for a drink at the Crowned Skull, challenged Captain Luchenko of the Merry Maid to a game of dice, won without losing even a single copper piece of any nation’s currency, and walked away with one of the greatest prizes ever won in that dingy bar.


No one did that.


But Avra had done it.


Avra looked up at the silver sail, by far the biggest surviving relic of the legendary Nightingale, and listened to the crew fidget and shift on their feet as the reminder sank in. He added, just a little extra nudge, “I’m ever so inclined to be generous to friends—family— who have been so generous to me. Who’s to say how much these papers could sell for? Lots of stuff you can buy with an unimaginable mountain of money. Probably still have some left over. You could spread it out on a bed and roll around naked on it. Could do all sorts of things with that much money.” He paused again. “What’s-his-name, Captain Ueleari—doesn’t he have a standing offer to sell the Nightingale relics he’s got? What was it—the mizzen royal and the flag for the bargain price of one million Araşti altınlar? Imagine. Imagine having the mizzen royal, the mainsail, and the flag of the Nightingale, and still having enough money left over that you’re sleeping and swiving on gold and picking silver and copper out of your asscrack.”


The crew stirred again. Avra glanced at Tev, who was grinding their teeth with no regard for the advice of spooky dentists, and then at Markefa, who was giving the captain significant looks.


“It’d do a great deal to ease the sting of this bullshit,” Markefa murmured with an almost invisible nod to the straw. “Go a long way to making everybody feel better about the two last month as well.”


“What were the two last month?” Avra asked.


“Boxes of fucking rank swamp muck from Kaskinen, bound for Heyrland. Didn’t see the point of taking anything from them but their food and supplies.”


“Wow,” said Avra. “Bad luck. So fancy straw’s kind of a step up at the moment, huh? Well, fancy straw and your favorite poet in the whole wide world and a bunch of papers constituting what is very possibly the most expensive secret in recorded history. Well, half of it,” he lied quickly as the thought occurred to him that “your favorite poet in the whole wide world” was the sort of cargo that could and arguably should get thrown overboard. “The other half is in my head. So you’ve got to keep me alive if you want it to be worth anything at all.” A classic gambit, but it was a classic for a reason.


Tev grimaced. “Put the tar away, and throw this motherfucker in the rope locker. Don’t untie him. I haven’t fucking decided what I want to do with him. And don’t,” they added in a snarl, loud enough for the whole crew to hear, “do not speak to me about him, do not mention him to me, and I fucking dare you to hum even one bar of that song.” They glared fiercely—fierce enough that several of the crew in the immediate vicinity muttered about not being that horny for a fight.


“The rope locker!” Avra said meanwhile. “My old friend the rope locker! Cozy! Oskar, carry me gently, all right? You were so rough a minute ago, and I bruise so easily. I’m delicate, Oskar, you know I’m delicate—”




Captain’s Log


Day 3 of the 6th month, 199th yr Mahisti Dyn.


23 days out from last port. ~410 nautical miles SE of Makloi.


Overtook the Roitelet (Cpt Veris; Ancoux, Vinte). Restocked supplies (food, raw materials).


Other takings:




3 feather pillows


1 pair good boots


4 hammocks


unspeakable # bales “ fancy straw”


1 stupid motherfucker (WHO CAN GET FUCKED IN THE EYE WITH A PIG DICK)





Course uncertain; hold now quite full. Considering Birrabar to offload takings; cannot possibly show face in Scuttle Cove like this.


Nagasani calculates approx. 10 days safe sailing left. FUCK.












2


[image: ]




28. The Thrown Dice


Pure random chance. There are no greater powers at stake here. No fate or destiny, just chance and happenstance. “It could have happened to anyone.” (This card is identical both upright and reversed.)





After a few hours, Ellat—the youngest member of the crew and Markefa’s nephew—came to bring Avra a cup of water.


After another few hours, he brought another cup and a lump of ship’s biscuit, and Avra screeched at the top of his lungs until the boy scampered off to find an adult to give him permission to untie Avra’s ankles so that he could be taken to the side of the ship for a desperately needed pee.


Ellat tied him back up when Avra was done. Avra allowed this with his best performance of gracious patience, only to find that the boy’s knots had become as good as his aunt’s. He considered crying and wailing like a cat stuck in a crate, but he had promised to be a good and sweet little Avra, and he was rather curious what might happen if he showed willing for more than six hours at a stretch.


He curled up for a fitful nap with his head pillowed on his little rucksack.


He didn’t quite sink properly down into true sleep—there was no way to get comfortable enough, being hog-tied with nothing but the surprisingly hard nests of rope to cushion him—but the light dozing made the time pass quicker. In the Araşti intelligence ministry, they’d been taught to sleep when they could, since active field agents never knew when the next safe rest would be.


Not that Avra had been a very good field agent. He’d long since adopted a personal philosophy of taking a rather lackadaisical approach to his day job, which meant no promotions and less and less interesting assignments—he hadn’t had anything but courier errands for a couple years now—but it left him ever so much more time for his poetry.


The light had entirely gone when the door of the rope locker slammed open. Avra startled awake, saw Oskar in the doorway with a raised lantern, and grinned. Oskar looked around suspiciously, bent to check Avra’s ties, and huffed.


“Hallo,” said Avra, wriggling his fingers in a little wave. “What brings you to this fine rope locker? Do I get anything else to drink? Or maybe another pee break?”


Oskar huffed again and set the lantern down and began untying the ropes from Avra’s wrists and ankles. “Captain wants to see you.”


Tev wanting to see him sounded unlikely, but he’d take it. “Does my hair look all right? I probably have creases on my face from napping on my rucksack, don’t I? No, don’t tell me, it will spoil my confidence.” As soon as his hands were free, he stuffed his deck of Heralds into his rucksack and hugged it close.


Oskar wordlessly dragged him to his feet—ooh, he was stiff and sore!—and escorted him to Teveri’s cabin as if Avra didn’t know the way to the other end of the ship.


“Probably pointless to ask,” Oskar said, in tones of vast resignation, “but could you try not to piss them off?”


“Don’t have the foggiest idea what you mean,” said Avra.


Oskar sighed and knocked on Teveri’s door, opened it, and shoved him in.


“Ah! You’ve redecorated,” Avra said immediately, staring around the room with interest. There was a different carpet on the floor—the old one had been nicer. The fancy gold-embroidered silk coverlet on the hanging bed had been replaced with a quilt that Avra recognized from the old days, early in their acquaintance. Definitely money problems, then. Bad ones. No wonder they were so touchy.


Teveri was writing in their logbook at the same old desk as always, though, and they still had that glorious old chair that had always been on the ship—intricately carved ebony with heavy, thick legs and arms. Probably worth a lot of money, but they’d only ever tried to sell it in Scuttle Cove, where no one would buy it.


“Too spooky” was the general consensus. Several of the stories about the night Teveri had acquired the ship cited this chair in particular. Avra’s favorite of them was that Teveri had found the old captain’s corpse still sitting in this chair and they’d had to pry his death grip off the arms with a letter opener. Another was that the old captain’s soul had been bound to the chair by dreadful enchantments while his body rotted into a shambling, undead ghoul, and that sooner or later everyone would see the same happening to Captain az-Ḥaffār too, surely any day now, just you wait and see.


It was a spooky-looking chair, Avra wouldn’t deny that, but he’d been fucked in it or on it or over the arm enough times and without suffering any curse-like effects thereafter that he couldn’t bring himself to put any stock in such rumors. Well, maybe just a little, for the sexy thrill of doing something taboo. Ooh, the Forbidden Chair, oooh, are you sure it’s safe, Captain?


He helped himself to a perch on the battered old sea chest next to a decent wardrobe that he recognized from the previous ship. “This is nice,” he said, nodding to the wardrobe. “Suits you.”


This at least got Teveri to look up from their logbook and glare at him. In the light of the lamp hanging over their desk, their eyes flashed—the natural one as black and sharp as an obsidian knife, the golden false one shimmering eerily. “You’re not here to compliment the furnishings.”


“Oh. More apologies, then?” He made an attempt to lounge enticingly and said, “I can apologize all night long if you want me to, Tev, you know that.”


Teveri slammed the logbook closed. “What exactly did you take from the Shipbuilder’s Guild?”


Avra gave a nervous little laugh. “Ah. That thing. You want to hear about that thing. See, I’ve been thinking it over, and maybe you don’t want to hear about that thing at all.”


Teveri narrowed their eyes at him and very slowly tapped their fingernails, one by one, against the cover of the logbook.


“It’s for your own good?” Avra offered. “On account of maybe you would be better off not knowing about things that will bring, um, basically all of Araşt down on your head if you are suspected of knowing about them. Or . . . or selling them. I think it would probably be very bad to sell them. Very, very, very bad. Imagine the maximum amount of bad, and then set it on fire. That bad.”


“Sounds lucrative. Tell me what it is so I can sell it.”


“What if I don’t want to tell you? What if I have so much love in my heart for all of my friends on this ship, and I don’t want to see the maximum amount of Araşti badness happen to them? Have you thought about that, Tev? Have you even considered my feelings?”


“No,” said Teveri flatly.


“I need you to rescue me. That is the main thrust of my feelings in this matter. I need to be just so far away. I need you to shove me in a crate”—Teveri made an interested noise and quirked one eyebrow inquisitively—”with air holes, Tev, I need to be shoved in a crate and labeled with something innocuous and smuggled into the Ammat Archipelago, because it is as far away from Araşt as it is possible to get and they do not have trade agreements with anyone but Heyrland. Though extradition agreements might be different than trade agreements. I left in too much of a rush to check.” He giggled nervously and hugged his little rucksack to his chest. “My main goal here is to not die, please, and I need you to be incredibly heroic and rescue the shit out of me.”


Teveri blinked at him, slow and bored. “What do you have?”


“Promise.”


“No.”


“Teveri,” he wailed. “I have had a very hard and scary time lately! I am looking for comfort and security! You are being so hurtful to me, kicking me all over the deck and throwing me in rope lockers and not accepting my apologies and then callously demanding—demanding!!!—my cargo manifest with no regard to how I have been fearing for my life.”


“Answer the fucking question.”


“I shan’t,” Avra cried. “You can’t treat me like a silly little slut, Tev, I’m a person! A person who has been through so much—”


“You’re certainly a silly little slut as well.”


“A silly little slut who has been through so much,” Avra amended, because at least he knew how to compromise, unlike some people, specifically some Teveris. “In the last two days, I have been through more than any silly little slut should ever have to go through!”


“You probably brought it on yourself.”


“I did not! These troubles have befallen me through no fault of my own! It was an accident.”


Teveri blinked at him again, unimpressed. “You stole from the Shipbuilder’s Guild by accident.”


“Yes!” Avra said vehemently. “Would a silly little slut be able to do it on purpose? This is why I am begging abjectly for you to rescue the shit out of me! And then I am going to fake my death and you’ll probably never hear from me again—”


“Avra, what do you have from the Shipbuilder’s Guild?”


“You just want to know how much it’s worth,” he quavered. “You aren’t even interested in how the accident happened. I ask for so little, you know! I throw myself at your feet and own up to all my mistakes, I make all kinds of oaths about being a good and sweet little Avra from this day forward, I go out of my way to make you sound magnificent every time I talk about you, and then when I beg abjectly for rescue and tremulously hold out my little bowl of orphan gruel—”


“What.”


Avra cupped his hands in front of him in illustration. “I am an orphan, and the only possession I have to my name is a little bowl! I ask for barely anything but a spoonful of gruel so I don’t starve to death in the freezing cold winter!”


“We’re barely north of the tropics.”


“It’s a metaphor, Teveri! Even in the tropics, you’re miserly with my orphan gruel!”


Teveri closed their eyes for a moment as if praying for strength. “This one isn’t as funny as the one about the possums.”


“Oh? You liked that one better?”


“Liked is a very strong word. I found the mental image of you living in a dingy crate in an alleyway and being mobbed by possums for every scrap of stale bread I kick toward you with my boot to be a more plausible image.”


“I felt orphan gruel was more sympathetic, though.”


“You’re a thirty-five-year-old man with, apparently, a very expensive Guild secret in his bag. Orphan gruel is a big stretch.”


“I ask for so little,” Avra said. “Yet when you deign to kick a stale, moldy heel of bread to me, you simply walk away and leave me to fight off all the alley possums before I can eat even one crumb of a nibble. You don’t even care that I have developed mange. You don’t even care that the possums are exploiting me! You could just hand me the moldy crust of bread instead of wrapping it around a rock and kicking it at me—”


“You do see how this is superior to the orphan gruel one, don’t you?”


“Here are the things I need right now, as a silly little slut, damp and bedraggled in an alley, scrabbling in the dirt with the possums,” he said with an injured little sniffle. “I need you to be interested in the terrible accident that befell me, and I need you to vaguely consider the idea of rescuing the shit out of me so that the maximum amount of Araşti badness does not happen to me. Think of the possums, think of how traumatized they will be. I will be arrested right in front of them, and tortured, and killed, and dismembered, and fed to tigers, and—”


“If you don’t tell me what you stole from the Shipbuilder’s Guild, I will solve all my problems at once and dump you overboard.” Teveri steepled their fingers.


“Except the money problem,” Avra said quickly.


“That’s the rope you’re currently dangling from, yes. Over water infested with sharks and sea serpents and—”


“Possums. Aquatic vampire possums.”


“Sure,” Teveri said, far more dryly than necessary. “Aquatic vampire possums.”


Avra gathered up his nerves in both hands. “I will tell you what I have stolen from the Shipbuilder’s Guild,” he said with another little sniffle. “But I have to start before the actual stealing, for the necessary context. Otherwise when I say, ‘So there I was, wandering down the street because that truthwitch gave me the idea of committing a crime,’ you’ll say, ‘Wait, what truthwitch?’ And then I’ll have to go backward and explain anyway.” He paused. “Do you know about truthwitches, Tev? They’re sort of like that spooky dentist who could tell just by looking at your teeth that you were grinding them all the time, but with lies instead of your mouth.”


Teveri ground their teeth, because they didn’t listen to spooky dentists any more than they listened to Avra. “Is this the only way you will answer the question?”


“Most assuredly, yes,” Avra said solemnly. Teveri ground their teeth again, but didn’t kick any moldy bread at him, which was almost the same thing as expressing appreciation for his pluckiness and general moxie.


He told it from the beginning.
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There had been a break-in at the Shipbuilder’s Guild, and presumably someone had been told to investigate it, but Avra didn’t know who, because that morning he’d been nursing a hangover and leaving for a courier errand up to Kafia. By the time he’d gotten back to Araşt, the situation had unraveled into some kind of kerfuffle involving peril to the entire royal family and very real concerns that there might be traitors in the civil service, which meant that everyone had to be interrogated.


Avra hadn’t known that part until later. In his view of things, he’d been accosted just inside the front door and told that he was going to be questioned by a truthwitch to see if he was a traitor. He’d burst into tears immediately. As he’d desperately tried to remember if he’d committed any actual treason lately, his superior officers of the Ministry of Intelligence had hurled him into an empty room with a foreign lady, who had asked him questions about whether he intended any harm to the royal family, whether he’d ever been involved in any conspiracies, and whether he’d ever been tempted to be involved in one.


He had denied all three questions. On the last one, she’d said he was lying, so he’d been forced to confess to his little fantasy about a conspiracy to commit sexy crimes.


“What sort of sexy crimes?” the truthwitch had said.


Avra had answered, “I don’t know, the fantasy doesn’t really get that far, usually I am done jerking off well before we get around to committing any crimes,” and proceeded to babble about all the various pretexts the sexy conspirators might have for why they all needed to get naked and prove with their bodies that everyone was really committed to the crime they were so sexily conspiring to commit.


The truthwitch had interrupted eventually and asked whether he’d ever thought of any other crimes against the royal family, and Avra had answered with the first thing that popped into his head, to wit: “Haha, nah, I dunno what I’d even do. Wow, what?”


The truthwitch had gone to the door and reported to the supervising officer that Avra was cleared for service, and also that it was her professional opinion that he was too birdbrained for them to ever bother suspecting him of a crime in the future if it came up again.


“This man’s skull is empty like a new bucket,” she had said, pointing right at him. “Write this down: He does not have a single thought in that pretty little head. There is nothing going on in there.”


Avra’s feelings had been rather hurt, and the whole experience had very much rattled him, so he’d gone to calm his nerves with a walk and a drink and a cuddle at one of the pleasure-houses down by the docks.


“But by then I had the idea in my head,” he declared to Teveri, who had dropped their forehead into their hand. “The idea . . . of crime. Wasn’t there before, but then it was. The truthwitch put it there with all her questions about my private sexual fantasies.”


“So you broke into the Shipbuilder’s Guild.”


“By accident,” Avra said, nodding. “The important thing to remember is that I broke into the Shipbuilder’s Guild by accident.”


He had been a bit tipsy after the drink and the cuddle, and he’d gone for an aimless mosey down by the harbor. He had not been able to stop wondering to himself, Hm, if I were hypothetically going to do a crime, what crime would it be?


His mosey had brought him right past the Shipbuilder’s Guild, and that wondering had crashed into a second, different wondering that he had not been able to stop for ages, which was about the so-called witchy luck that Teveri and the crew had spent years very meanly punishing him for, and whether that had had anything to do with conveniently getting rescued from being marooned in a rowboat at sea, and what kind of experiment might prove once and for all whether it was real or not.


Standing there in the shadow of the Shipbuilder’s Guild that night, the last conscious thought he’d had (“Because, as you know, Tev, I am a silly little slut and my brain is empty like a new bucket”) was Hey, didn’t somebody just break in here a couple months ago? I wonder if . . .


He had duly moseyed laps around the Shipbuilder’s Guild three or four times, and then he had stepped on—


He paused and looked up expectantly at Tev until they grunted, “What was it?”


“Ring of keys.”


Teveri sighed and pinched the bridge of their nose. “A ring of keys.”


“A ring of keys, yes.”


“You found a ring of keys—”


“Fancy keys they were, too.”


“—lying on the ground in the middle of the shipyard. Where anyone could find them. And you just so happened to be that person.”


“Yep,” said Avra cheerfully.


He had picked them up, moseyed up to the doors of the Guild, stuck keys into the lock at random, got it open on the second or third try, and let himself in. He was not surprised to find that security had been increased since the break-in and that there were guards patrolling the halls, but he had felt it would skew the results of his luck experiment if he were to sneak, skulk, or otherwise contribute any particular effort into not being caught.


So rather than sneaking or skulking . . . he had traipsed.


He’d gotten himself quite thoroughly lost. He had traipsed up and down the halls, into a water closet for a pee break, and up to the doors of the Guildmaster’s offices, where he discovered that he’d forgotten the keys in the water closet.


So he traipsed back to fetch them, then traipsed again to the Guildmaster’s offices. He traipsed indefatigably.


During the whole process, he’d seen half a dozen guards. One of them had been leaning down to fix something with his boot as Avra traipsed right past not two feet away from him and, without looking up, had addressed Avra as Lazari and asked him to go check the south end.


Avra had said, “Sure,” and continued traipsing.


He had spent several minutes at the door to the Guildmaster’s office, testing the keys in the lock and making no effort to keep the jangling quiet, and as soon as he’d gotten it open, he traipsed inside and spent a moment admiring a statue of Asanbughaa, the ancient founder of Araşt.


“Then I opened up the safe in the pedestal—”


“How did you know there was a safe in the pedestal?”


“Tripped on the rug, banged my knee on the corner of it, accidentally triggered the mechanism to open the hidden panel.” He clasped his hands together. “You know. A lucky break.”


“Right,” Teveri said tightly. “Of course.”


“So I opened up the safe, found all those papers, took them over to the desk, lit the lamp, and started flicking through them.”


Teveri leaned forward, their elbows on their knees.


Avra gave them his most limpid glance. “Are you sure you want to know what was in there? Even if it puts your life in mortal peril?”


“Yes,” Teveri said immediately.


“There were a lot of schematics and blueprints, and research reports about fluid dynamics, hull technology, sail technology, experimental designs . . . and . . . !”


“And,” Teveri said. Their expression was intent. A bit terrifying, to be honest, but the sort of terrifying that made Avra’s insides all squirmy and warm, made him want to roll onto his back and bare his throat and stomach to be eviscerated.


“And toward the middle of the stack, there was a recipe. For . . . !”


“Get the fuck on with it.”


“Right, sorry, I forgot you don’t like edging,” Avra said. “It was a recipe for the stuff that lets the Araşti ships get past the sea serpents’ breeding swarms without being hassled.”


Teveri sat back with a sharp exhale.


“Yes. You see now why I am fleeing the country and faking my own death. That secret. The big one,” Avra said.


“Undeniably a very big one,” Teveri breathed.


“I don’t know if you’ve ever seen it done? They just dump it in the water and call it ‘offerings to the sea.’ Then they sail wherever they want—even right past a hungry serpent or through the middle of a breeding swarm—and nothing happens except a few bumps from below that might be accidental.”


Teveri was breathing carefully, their hands clenched on the arms of their throne. “I’ve heard the Araşti give offerings. I’ve heard . . . rumors.”


“Yeah, everybody’s got a hunch about what it is. One time, long time ago, I was sent to make nice with a scholar and suggest to her that it might be a kind of poison.”


“Which means it’s not a poison.”


Avra gave a huge theatrical shrug. “Don’t know. The recipe was in fancy scholar language.”


“So any potential buyer will need a scholar to make it for them. Hm.”


“Probably, but that’s not a huge obstacle. There’s scholars all over the place. Mostly drunk in public houses, in my experience.”


Teveri’s eyes narrowed at nothing—Avra could almost see the calculations running through their mind, the lists of black-market fences in Scuttle Cove who might handle the transaction without backstabbing them all.


They turned their gaze back on Avra. “So you were in the Guild, copying out papers. When did your fool head realize you’d just committed treason and decide to flee the country?”


“I finished copying out the papers, cleaned the ink off the Guildmaster’s pen—”


“You were using his pen?”


“It was right there on the desk, Tev, who else’s pen was I supposed to use? I cleaned up after myself and left the keys on the floor outside the Guildmaster’s office as if he’d dropped them. Then I ambled out.”


Teveri raised one eyebrow and waited.


“I ambled out past all the guards, left by the front door, noticed with interest that nobody was raising an alarm, continued walking for a while, and, ah . . . stopped dead in my tracks when I realized that nobody was going to come after me because there was no evidence to suggest I’d ever been there. And then I thought about how I had the most valuable secret in the world giving me paper cuts on my nipples because I’d shoved it down my shirt. I considered selling it for two whole seconds. Ooh, I thought to myself, I could quit my day job and pursue my poetry career.” He gave a solemn nod. “Then I broke out into cold sweats and threw up in someone’s flowerpots.”


“In the middle of the street with paper cuts on your nipples.”


“Tragically, yes. That was two days ago and they’re still a little tender, do you want to inspect them?” Avra put his hands to the collar of his kaftan as if he were about to yank it open and send the buttons flying all over the place.


“No,” Tev said witheringly. “And did this so-called experiment with your luck prove anything to you?”


“Yes. I have revised my perspective. I am no longer a luck atheist. I am now luck agnostic.”


“After all that?” Teveri demanded. “After all that, you’re agnostic about whether or not you were blessed by the Bendran goddess of luck for winning a card game against one of her priests? Fuck off. Here, let me guess what happened next. You went to the harbor and luckily found a ship that was about to leave—”


“Nope! Next thing I did was to go back to the palace barracks, spend a couple hours throwing up in the latrines, tell everyone I’d picked up some exotic Kafian disease while I was there so they wouldn’t come anywhere near me, and submit my paperwork for partial retirement.” Avra clasped his hands tightly in his lap. “Now, I’m sure you are wondering: ‘Avra, why would you do something so unnecessarily sexy?’ Partial retirement is a perk available to Intelligence agents who have served at least fifteen years, which is an anniversary that I hit during my errand to Kafia. It is just like regular retirement in that they stop giving you a salary. However, if you keep an eye out and write reports every now and then about things that might be relevant to the Ministry, they sometimes send you a bonus if any turn out useful. Also for special occasions like the sultan’s birthday. Also you still get your medical costs reimbursed if you send in your receipts from the physician.” He nodded serenely and added with a little laugh, nervous bordering on manic, “Say what you will about Araşt and the certainty that if they find out what I did, they will track me down and make my gruesome death look like an absurd accident or almost-incompetent suicide, but at least the civil service does come with excellent benefits. They take care of their people, until you give the impression that you are not interested in being their people, at which point maybe you are not even considered people anymore, just a particularly troublesome type of meat. Meat that moves around by itself and causes problems. Spooky, haunted meat. Honestly, who wouldn’t hack that into bits with a sword in a dark alley?”


“That’s governments for you,” Teveri said flatly. “Ask anyone on this ship about the infamously thin line between people and meat.”


“I have been realizing this on a visceral level lately, and occasionally throwing up about it,” Avra said, nodding serenely again. “For the love of fuck, please rescue the shit out of me, Tev. You can just drop me off somewhere that doesn’t have extradition treaties with Araşt and I will change my name and vanish and hide all the papers under a floorboard, and you can tell everyone you finally got around to pushing me over the side and leaving me for dead. But in a way that stuck this time.”


“You won’t be hiding the papers under a floorboard, Avra, I’m going to sell them.” Teveri extended their hand. “Give them to me.”


“Tev!” Avra shrieked, clutching his rucksack close. “Was there no big takeaway from the spooky haunted meat part of this conversation?”


“I’ve been considered spooky meat since I was born. I’m used to it,” Teveri said sharply. “Give me the papers.”


There were certain gambits in their squabbling that Avra had learned from long experience were a clear signal for Now is REALLY not the time to be fucking around. For example: any mention of Teveri’s childhood.


“I will give you the papers,” Avra quavered piteously, just to camouflage the fact that he recognized the signpost and was cooperating. “But only if you promise to remember that there’s a bit in my head that only I know about and that the secret will be worthless if you throw me overboard. If you decide to throw me overboard anyway, I would prefer if you do so in one of the sea serpent breeding swarms, so that you can tell people I died in a massive fuckpile like I have always dreamed of. Promise?”


Teveri closed their eyes, clenched their jaw for a moment, and said, “I promise you are safe until we sell the papers. After we sell them, I would imagine that I’ll be in such a good mood that I’ll have at least a week’s worth of patience for you.”


“A whole week,” Avra said, marveling. “Imagine the bullshit I could get up to with a whole week of patience to spend.”


“I would prefer not to. The papers, Avra.”


Avra rummaged in his little rucksack, got up from the sea chest to hand Teveri the papers, had some difficulty in letting go of them, and felt rather queasy when Teveri yanked them out of his grip.


“I’m gonna go throw up real quick, I’ll be right back,” he announced, though Tev was already hunched over the papers and squinting at Avra’s wobbly diagrams.


“Bring Julian,” Teveri said absently.


“I don’t know what that is,” said Avra as he went out the door in a manner that could be considered the exact opposite of traipsing. He leaned over the railing for a minute, trying not to think about spooky haunted meat, and when that didn’t entirely work, he valiantly attempted to develop a sexual fetish about it. It had worked that time a ghost in the Turtle Shallows had tried to chat him up.


“All right there, Avra?” Markefa called from the helm.


“I’m adjusting to my circumstances,” he called back. “It’s very difficult and I would appreciate it if everyone could feel sorry for me.”


“Aww,” chorused several of the nearby pirates in a strange harmony of either sarcasm, playing along with the joke, or both.


“Thank you,” Avra said, and leaned over the side again. Unfortunately the sea spray and the cool wind were very refreshing, and he was left only queasy without any of the physical relief of having done something about it. He levered himself up. “Does anyone know who or what a Julian is? Teveri asked me to bring one to them.”









3


[image: ]




20. The Crow


In the wake of disaster, some will find a way to benefit, like crows feasting on the corpses in a battlefield. The cycle of death and renewal. Having intelligence enough to turn a bad situation to your advantage.


(Reversed: You’re too clever for your own good. Exploitation. Stagnation, a situation with no winners.)





“Julian,” said Markefa, “is our newest and most decorative member of the crew.”


Avra narrowed his eyes. “What kind of decorative?”


“Six foot four, blond, shoulders like you’ve never seen.”


“Hm,” said Avra. “Suspicious. Why do you have . . . that?”


“Found him on one of those Heyrlandtsche ships filled with swamp muck a couple months back. He begged us to let him join the crew, and . . . well, he’s very good-looking and there’s not a lot of that on the crew. Captain took one look at him and said yes and invited him for drinks in their cabin.”


“WHAT?” Avra shrieked, pierced to the very heart. “They’re replacing me?”


“Don’t know that I’d call it replacing,” Markefa said philosophically. “Seeing as how you are not in the same hemisphere of handsome as our new friend Julian. You’re, what, five foot four? Scrawny like a starved rat? Pointy little rat face? Always look a bit grubby and bedraggled even when no one’s pushed you in the gutter?”


“I have a sparkling personality,” Avra said. “I have bags of charisma.”


“Bags of it,” Markefa said, because she was arguably Avra’s best friend on the whole crew. “Bags and bags of charisma you scrounged out of a rubbish heap and carry around with you in damp burlap bags.”


“Julian does not have so many damp burlap bags of garbage charisma, I wager,” Avra said loudly. “How could he? I have all of them. I have cornered the market on them, according to the teachings of my culture.”


“Mm,” said Markefa, which could have been agreement. “He’s very enticing. Whole crew’s been trying to seduce him and no one’s succeeded. Well, maybe the captain, but if so they’re being discreet about it. Oh, also he’s a Vintish cleric.”


“So he’s hot and smart,” Avra said, choked up. “He is hot and smart and Tev’s new boytoy, and I’ve been abandoned in the alley with the possums and my empty orphan gruel bowl and my damp burlap bags.”


“Yep.”


“Why did he beg to join the crew?”


“Said he had a treasure map,” Markefa said, a little mistily, which was appalling. She didn’t even get misty about her own nephew Ellat, and he was a gangly seventeen-year-old infant. “If we hadn’t been so won over by his handsome face and good figure, we would have been charmed to bits about the sweetness and innocence of claiming to have a treasure map. It was heartwarming. We cooed over him like he was a box of newborn kittens.”


Avra drew himself up, indignant. “This is unfair. This is persecution. After all the times that I claimed to have a treasure map! None of you were charmed to bits then! It’s just because he’s cute, isn’t it! Isn’t it!”


“Goes a long way, cuteness, absolutely.”


Avra made a sound that didn’t have any vowels in it to express how appalled he was and slammed back into Teveri’s cabin. “Well, well, well! Now who’s the traitor!” he screeched.


Teveri did not look up from the papers. “I’ve been a traitor since I was fourteen, Avra,” they said absently. “Everyone on this crew is also a traitor except Ellat, whose only crimes so far are adolescent moodiness and wanting to be just like his auntie when he grows up. It is you who is the newcomer to treason. Where’s Julian?”


“I don’t trust him,” Avra declared. “I won’t bring him into your presence. He lied to you about having a treasure map. You should put him in a rowboat and leave him for dead.”


“No, he’s too decorative. Vastly improves the scenery on deck.” Tev lowered the papers and scowled. “I require him to improve the scenery in here as well. Go fetch him.”


A thought occurred to Avra: Vintish cleric. Hot and smart. “A scholar,” Avra gasped. “You have a pet scholar. You’re going to show him the papers! Teveri! Teveri, no! What if he is a spy and he betrays all of us! What if he steals the papers and absconds in the night!”


“Then I will kill him and have him taxidermied so that he can continue improving the scenery.”


“You can’t trust him!” Avra shrieked. “You have known him for . . . not long enough to trust him!”


“He needs a new puzzle,” Teveri said coldly. “He was very disappointed when his treasure map led to Eel-face Yusin’s bar.”


Avra clutched at his heart. “You’re giving him enrichment activities?”


“I am getting my pet scholar to translate all this impenetrable science that I can’t read,” Teveri snapped, flapping the papers at him.


“Hah! A likely story! You know how to read, I’ve seen you read! You just want Julian to read it to you in a sexy voice with his tits out, don’t you!”


“I can’t read scientific notations! I can’t even read them in my language, let alone your barbaric tongue-flapping—”


“Oh, cultural insults? A new low!”


Teveri slapped the papers down on the desk and leaned across it to spit, “I’m allowed to make cultural insults about Araşt all I fucking want as long as they keep forcing all the captains in Scuttle Cove to choose between signing the fucking Pact or watching all their friends die of starvation in the season of serpents.”


Avra shut his mouth with a snap and gave them his most injured and piteous glare. “Not really fair play to bring a ballista to a knife fight, you know.”


“Get out of my cabin. Oskar! Oskar!” Teveri bellowed. “Come here and drag Avra out by his hair!”


Avra stood calmly and busied himself with buttoning up his little rucksack as he edged slightly away from Teveri’s desk.


Just as the doorknob turned, he hurled himself toward Tev’s giant stupid wardrobe, scrambled up into the cramped space between the top of it and the support beams of the deck above, and crammed himself into the corner, making himself as small as possible and wriggling mightily until he had a good view of the room. He brandished the tiny knife he’d palmed from the rucksack, just in case Tev was already hot on his heels and trying to murder him.


Tev was still standing at their desk, looking up at him with incredulous outrage. Oskar stood in the doorway with a figure of unspeakable and suspicious good looks just behind him, which could only be Avra’s new archnemesis, Julian. Oskar seemed as though he might imminently weep, but Brother Julian looked like he was trying not to laugh. This would normally have caused Avra to categorize him as a potential ally or protector. He was too appallingly gorgeous for that. He had to be up to something. People that pretty were never not up to nefarious schemes.


Julian was indeed huge and blond and projecting the general air that he’d just stopped cradling a newborn lamb a moment ago in his strong yet gentle arms and might go back to it if he wasn’t otherwise required for anything. He was dressed in the long grey linen robes of a Vintish cleric, though it had been smocked up and belted at knee length, and his sleeves were rolled up past his forearms and pinned—presumably so everything would be out of his way for activities related to sailing a pirate ship. His hair was ash-blond, tied back into a hip-length queue wrapped in grey fabric. He had a few fish scales stuck to his hands and a smudge of flour on his cheek, as if he’d been cooking, because of course he had.


He had to be haunted. He was the spookiest thing Avra had seen since that dentist or Tev’s box of spooky dildos.


“Now Tev, let’s be calm and reasonable,” Avra said reasonably, or in a rough approximation thereof. “As you can see, I am armed.”


“Oskar,” said Tev.


“Aye, Captain.” Oskar tromped over to the wardrobe. “Witch, get down.”


“No.”


“You’re a grown man. Have some dignity, son.”


“Absolutely not. I am going to stay and guard Teveri’s virtue from the depredations of this very haunted and suspicious man, thank you.”


Oskar climbed onto the same sea chest and reached for him; there was a brief struggle.


“Brother Julian,” said Teveri, as if Avra were not smacking, kicking, and half-heartedly stabbing at Oskar’s hands. “Please, do sit down. May I offer you a glass of rum?”


“Get off, you little piece of shit—ow!”


“Don’t grab at me and I won’t have to stab you!”


“I would love a glass of rum, thank you,” said Brother Julian absently, evidently much absorbed with the commotion on top of the wardrobe. “That is a marvelously small knife, sir,” he said.


“It’s for my nails,” said Avra, resettling himself while Oskar sucked at his bloodied fingers. “But I killed a man with it once.”


“He seems like a very determined sort of person,” Julian commented to Teveri. “One of your associates?”


“No,” said Teveri, and shoved the glass of rum across the table to him. Julian caught it, swirled the rich dark liquor in the glass, and sipped.


Oskar launched another, more energetic attempt to get Avra down from the wardrobe and managed to latch on to an ankle. Avra screeched, flailed, and slashed for all he was worth; Oskar lost the round and stumbled off the sea chest and to the floor after a solid kick took him in the jaw.


“Captain!” Oskar cried, frustrated nearly to tears. “If he won’t come down by himself, there’s no getting him down for love nor money!”


“They’re my secret papers that I committed treason to accidentally steal from the Shipbuilder’s Guild, and if Teveri is going to show them off to some untrustworthy newcomer then I have a right to chaperone these proceedings so that nobody gets fucked! Nor fucked over!”


Teveri gave Oskar a tight smile. “Thanks for trying.”


“I want combat pay!” Oskar said, pointing to a slash on his forearm, which was bleeding sluggishly from a swipe with Avra’s tiny knife.


Tev swore under their breath, stomped to the liquor cabinet, and poured a third glass of rum, which they shoved at Oskar. “There’s your combat pay. Dismissed, Oskar, thank you.”


Oskar cast a dark look at Avra and stomped out with his rum.


Avra glared at Julian. Suspicious. Too suspicious. He didn’t look like he ought to be on a pirate ship, except as a hostage. Or Teveri’s concubine, maybe, but that was Avra’s job. Julian certainly didn’t look like a pirate either. For one thing, he had both his eyes, ears, and hands—including all ten fingers—and both of his real feet. Suspicious. Probably a spy. Avra had been a spy until very recently, and he too still had both eyes, ears, hands, and feet, and all ten fingers. For now.


“You remember when you tried to tell us that you had a treasure map that you’d decoded all by yourself?” Teveri said, swirling their rum. They stretched out their long legs and crossed their ankles. Avra narrowed his eyes. “I’ve recently come into the possession of some actual treasure, and I need you to decode it.”


“Oh!” said Julian, as if pleasantly surprised. “Of course. I’d be happy to.”


“And you won’t steal it and abscond in the night, will you,” Teveri said with a tight smile.


“We’re heading back to Scuttle Cove, aren’t we? And then we’ll be ashore for six weeks.” Julian smiled, looking amused and perplexed. “Where would I abscond to?”


“Once you figure out what all the science says? Anywhere you want, and damn the serpents,” Avra muttered, wriggling around on the wardrobe so he could arrange himself more alluringly. Sometimes the enemy had to be seduced to get information out of them. Or so Avra had heard.


“Besides valuing my life, I really have no interest in cheating you and your crew. You have something very valuable, and you have a ship to look after, and crew to feed—and presumably at least a few of them have families who need the money.” He gave Teveri a heart-wrenchingly beautiful and sad half smile. “I don’t believe in stealing bread out of the mouths of children, Captain, especially not the children of people who have been so kind and hospitable to me.”


“They’ve been kind and hospitable to you?” Avra demanded. “Tev, I don’t trust this man. He’s too pretty and he’s too nice. He’s saying he doesn’t care about money, Tev! I’m the only person who doesn’t care about money, and that’s because I’ve had a steady job for fifteen years and the only thing I spend money on is alcohol and gambling and visiting the Street of Flowers and fleeing the country!”


Teveri had narrowed their eyes. “Julian, explain something to me. You had a treasure map—you were very eager to tell us all about it, and as I recall you spent the better part of an hour describing the years and years you have spent making sense of it. You were very distraught when you found out that your treasure map led to Eel-face Yusin’s bar in Scuttle Cove. And now you expect me to believe that you do not care about treasure.” They swirled the rum in their glass. “Surely you don’t think we’ll think less of you for being mercenary.”


Julian’s smile grew more sad. “You didn’t ask me what the treasure was.”


“What was the treasure, anyway, I’m dying to know, I’ve been dying to know for ages,” Avra babbled loudly.


“Ignore him,” said Teveri sharply.


Something in the way Julian was talking twinged a long-ignored instinct in the back of Avra’s mind, whatever it had been that had made the Araşti intelligence ministry say, Sure, we’ll give him a shot, let’s see if he can avoid fucking it up.


He set his knife down, easily in reach if Teveri decided to lunge for him, and rummaged in his little rucksack for his cards.


He drew number twelve, The Alchemist: The secrets of the world, discovery, new understanding, changing lead to gold; pursuing immortality through great deeds, art, or scholarship. Potentially represents a scholarly person, or one who seeks knowledge.


“Years of decoding the map, yes,” Avra said, eyeing Julian over the edge of the card. “Being a cleric, and all. And a Vint. Vintish cleric. Personal research project, was it?”


“Absolutely ignore him,” said Teveri sharply. “But what was the treasure you were looking for?”


Julian kept his eyes fixed steadily on Teveri and cleared his throat. “The teachings of my faith primarily concern the pursuit of knowledge. I was on something of a religious quest or a pilgrimage, and calling my research materials a treasure map was . . . a shorthand. The teachings of the church say that our founding prophet, Herannuen, journeyed into the Uttermost West and meditated in a cave until she achieved a moment of total illumination—that is, transcendent Understanding of the entirety of the Celestial Emperor’s creation, an enlightenment so vast and comprehensive that the doors of Felicity opened for her and she ascended—and that the disciples entombed her mortal vessel in the very cave where the miracle had occurred and bore the news of it back to Vinte. Through my research and translations of the diary of one of her disciples, I suspected she was murdered.” He shrugged one shoulder. “That was the treasure I sought. Just the truth, and . . . perspective on questions that had been troubling me for some time. Perhaps a moment of my own transcendent Understanding.” Another wry, sad, heart-stopping smile. “Hence the state in which you and your crew found me when I returned to the ship.”


“Weeping beautifully on the prow and looking off into the middle distance?” Avra asked suspiciously.


“Laughing so hard we thought he’d snapped from staring at the horizon too long,” Teveri said flatly. “We were taking bets about whether he’d start claiming that the ghost of Xing Fe Hua appeared to him and kissed him full on the mouth, or if he’d kill us all in our sleep.”


Avra whipped out another card from his deck of Heralds, grimaced at it, and pulled another, hummed, and pulled a third. “I would have wagered that he was utterly sane and just going through a personal crisis.”


“What did you get?” Tev asked suspiciously.


“The Proclamation, for important news and outward announcements after inward reflection. And The Knight, reversed, for oath-breaking.” Julian flinched a little at that one. “Aha!” said Avra, pointing at him and scrambling for his tiny knife, which fell to the floor with a clatter. “Tev! Did you see! Did you see that! I said oath-breaking and he made a suspicious face!”


“You made a suspicious face when you drew the first card,” Teveri said. “And you drew three.”


“You don’t need to know what the first one was, it’s not relevant. Don’t change the subject! He’s definitely guilty of something—”


“Thought the first card is usually the most relevant one.”


“The deck was being bitchy! It was a fun little joke!”


“What was the card, Avra,” Teveri snapped.


“You don’t need to know!”


“Avra, what was the card?”


“The Bower. Don’t yell at me, it’s not my fault! I didn’t stack the deck this time—and it’s not always about sex! Sometimes it’s about happy secrets and joyful futures!”


Teveri made a scathing noise and turned back to Julian.


“Wait!” Avra peeked over the edge of the wardrobe to his tiny knife lying on the floor. “Can someone hand that back to me, please?”


Teveri ignored him and smiled tightly at Julian. “Sorry about your prophet. Probably a good thing there weren’t relics in there, because I would have taken them off of you and sold them. The littlest fingerbone of somebody’s prophet could sell for a respectable amount if you found the right buyer.”


Julian smiled and shook his head as if this was a very funny little inside joke that he and Teveri already had. Avra seethed. “They were probably swept out and dumped in some rubbish heap hundreds of years ago. I appreciate the compassion, though.”


“Maybe he’s a fake monk,” Avra declared. “I think it is highly suspect that he is not more bothered by the idea of a bar being set up in his religion’s holy site, even if Eel-face Yusin does have the best yellow curry in town.”


“I’m not a fake monk,” Julian said gently. “Although I admit that the yellow curry was fine enough to be a balm to my spirits when I wandered inside in shock and trying to make sense of . . . the understanding that I had pursued and achieved.”


“I don’t believe that,” said Avra immediately. “Tev. Don’t believe him. Don’t show him the papers.”


“So I have these papers to show you,” said Teveri, kicking their heels up onto the corner of their desk and pushing the papers across to Julian with two fingers.


“This is a disaster,” Avra announced as Julian picked them up and studied them. “He will betray us all. He will decode the science into small words that you and I can understand, Tev, and then he will do something shocking with it. We cannot predict what someone that pretty is going to do. We don’t know how the minds of pretty people work, Tev. He could decide to do anything and we would never see it coming.”


Julian was frowning at the pages, flicking through them. “I don’t think schematics for hull design will be very useful,” he said, discarding several of the pages on the desk again. “Araşt does sell their ships to foreign countries.” And occasionally lose them to pirates named Teveri az-Ḥaffār through a sequence of unfortunate and extraordinarily spooky tragedies, but Avra was not about to bring that up in Tev’s hearing. “Whoever wished to reverse-engineer their construction techniques could do so easily.”


“There’s a bit in the middle,” said Avra, attempting to find a more alluring position to lounge on top of the wardrobe than Teveri’s boots-on-the-desk thing. “The recipe. The one I labeled ‘Serpent Juice,’ do you see it? That is also not important. Don’t look at it. You can just hand it back to me, and I’ll tear it into bits and throw it overboard for you. Haha.”


“That’s the one I’d like you to work on,” Teveri said, taking a slow, sexy sip of their rum.


Julian flicked through and found it, sitting up straighter as he skimmed through.


“I’m sure a man as clever and learned as yourself will have no problems with it, will you?”


“It’s in alchemical notation,” Julian said absently. “But the quantities are unusually large. It makes a batch of twenty or thirty barrels.” He set it down, shaking his head. “I’m not sure how much use this will be. There aren’t any instructions about how or when to use it.”


“Avra has already provided that information,” Teveri said. “They dump it into the ocean and call it ‘offerings to the sea.’”


“That’s something,” Julian said, raising his eyebrows. “Am I still ignoring him, or may I ask him a direct question?”


“I shan’t answer,” Avra said. “I’ve been trained by the Araşti Ministry of Intelligence about how to withstand interrogation.”


“What question?” Teveri asked.


Julian shrugged. “Anything else he knows about the circumstances surrounding its use, any rumors he’s heard about it, anything he’s personally witnessed . . . Considering how effectively Araşt has been able to suppress this technology in the last two hundred years, it has to be a complicated process, so any further information beyond this recipe could be the difference between triumph and disaster.”


“Told you there were bits in my head that only I know, Tev,” Avra said. “Told you it would be worthless if you threw me overboard.”


“Please don’t throw him overboard, Captain,” Julian said seriously. “He’s important research material for my work.”


“Oh, well, that changes things,” Avra said as Teveri made disappointed faces and muttered grouchily into their glass. “If he’s wanting to do sexy experiments on my body, then I consent.”


“He doesn’t,” Teveri snapped. “Shut up.” Then, to Julian, “Interrogate the twit at your leisure, and get me something coherent I can sell on the black market. You’ll be needing a quiet space to work, won’t you? And a desk. Can’t have you working belowdecks in the common room, or someone’s liable to spill something on it. You’ll work in here.”


“Thank you, that would be very helpful.” Julian hesitated, then clasped his hands in his lap and looked frankly at Teveri. “I will do my sincere best with this project, Captain, but I have a question. If my work is not to your satisfaction, is my life in danger?”


“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Teveri said firmly. They smiled and lowered their voice to just this side of a purr. “Not to worry, Julian, we’re not about to throw a strong, hardworking man overboard for the sea serpents.”


“Certainly not one who is suggesting that he do sexy experiments on my body,” Avra said quickly, rearranging himself into his alluring lounge and sticking one leg out in the hopes of increasing his allure.


“Certainly not,” Teveri agreed, their smile widening. “It would be a waste of a handsome face.”


Julian’s green eyes flicked between them. “Ah . . . I thank you both for the compliments,” he said delicately. “Apropos of nothing in particular,” he added, clearing his throat, “and since we’re all still getting to know each other, an interesting fact about me is that I took a vow of celibacy when I joined my order.” There was a long, ringing silence.


“Ah,” said Teveri. “Well. That is an interesting fact to know about you.” They sat back.


Avra stubbornly kept his leg stuck out in his posture of aggressively alluring lounging, and met Tev’s glance smugly when they glanced up at him.


“Well!” Teveri said brightly, whipping back to Julian and rising from the desk. “I hope you’ll keep us all apprised of your relationship with your faith! I myself left the cult of Qarat’ash when I was fourteen, so I know very well how these things can develop over time. Are you finished with your rum? Very good—go get a good night’s sleep, and you can start work first thing tomorrow morning.”


“You left the cult of Qarat’ash?” Julian said in astonished tones as Teveri hustled him to the door and opened it.


“I did.” They met Julian’s eyes firmly, which Avra recognized from long familiarity as a small rebellious gesture. In their once-homeland, making eye contact was considered exceedingly rude—indeed, so was the display (or scrutiny) of any part of the body beyond the hands and wrists. “Hard to tell these days, isn’t it? Perhaps we could have drinks tomorrow night and talk religion then. So interested to hear more about that fake treasure map you thought you had.” They pushed him out, slammed the door closed, and turned to Avra with a baleful look.


Avra kept his leg sultrily stuck out.


“Put that away,” Tev snapped.


“I don’t have to. It’s my leg, I can do whatever I want with it.”


“Come down from there.”


Avra studied them suspiciously. “Am I in trouble? If so, is it the sexy kind of trouble or the fighting over stale bread with the possums kind of trouble?”


Teveri shut their eyes for a moment. “You are not currently in trouble, but if you don’t obey orders from the captain of this vessel that could change astonishingly quickly.”


“Well, you could say please,” Avra said, wriggling to the end of the wardrobe and lowering himself slowly until he was hanging off the side and flailing around with his foot. “Where’s the sea chest? Tev, where’s the sea chest, did you move it, where is it—”


“Literally two inches under your foot!”


“Oh. Ah, there it is.”


As Avra got himself down and pulled his little rucksack after him, Tev flung themself back onto their throne, ground their teeth for a long moment, and burst out, “I want you to find out about him.”


“Coming to your senses about whether it’s smart to let the hot newcomer mess with the spoils of my treason, eh?”


Teveri’s mouth twisted in a silent snarl for a moment. “He hasn’t told us about his past. Nor his motivations, except for just now.”


“What, and you want me to do it? Is this some kind of cruel initiation ritual I have to endure to be counted amongst the ranks of all you experienced, professional traitors now that I’ve begun my treasonous apprenticeship?”


“No, I want you to do it because it’s rude and you’re an appalling twit.”


“Rude how?” Avra’s jaw dropped. “Wait, is it rude to ask people how they became pirates? I’ve been asking people that for ages! How else am I supposed to make conversation with new friends?”


“Oh, I don’t know,” Teveri snapped. “Maybe by politely giving them privacy about what is always a sensitive fucking subject?”


“It’s not sensitive for Ellat! He’s just an auntie’s boy!”


“Go be rude to Julian and find out why he’s kicking around on a pirate crew instead of begging us to drop him off somewhere he can catch the first ship back to Vinte.”


“Maybe he just has a yearning for adventure and the glamorous piratical life,” Avra said. “Probably he is having a crisis of faith and imminently about to give up his oath of celibacy.”


Teveri gave him a suspicious look, but only raised their eyebrow.


“See, I know about Vintish monks, Tev, and he already told us a lot. Like that I have a very real chance of finding out what his dick looks like. Vintish monks take vows. Do you know what they take vows for, Tev?”


“As you may recall,” Teveri said in a lower, sharper voice, the one that meant actual danger, “I have a somewhat contentious history with religion. So no, Helvaçi, I cannot say that I have ever cared to take much notice of the finer details of their theology.”


Gods, Tev was outright tetchy today. “Fine, that’s fine. Here is what I know,” Avra said, holding up a finger to punctuate his dramatic pause. “Not every Vintish monk takes vows of celibacy.”


“And how do you know that?”


“Fucked a couple of ’em once.”


“Of course you did.”


“One of ’em refused to get drunk with me, and she said it was because of her vows. The other wore a blindfold whenever she went out among common folks, because she said that seeing beautiful clothes distracted her mind from the contemplation of holiness.” Avra nodded triumphantly. “So you see. They don’t all take vows to give up the same things. They each give up the thing that takes up the most space in their head so that they can better pursue holy understanding or whatever. Which therefore means—”


“Aha,” said Teveri.


“—that Julian must really fucking love sex. I’m going to swallow his dick like a python.”


“You will do nothing of the sort.”


“I’m going to do unspeakable things to him with my tonsils.”


Teveri gave him a mean little smile. “Not if I get to him first.”


Avra scoffed. “You didn’t even keep showing him your legs. You gave up. You were being respectful of his piety. Meanwhile, I was paying attention and I just kept being alluring—”


“Oh, is that what you were doing? I thought you were trying to do grotesque contortionist tricks.”


“I bet he’s into that. If he swore a vow of celibacy because he was too horny, I bet he’s gagging to see some grotesque contortionist tricks in a sexual context.”


“Get out of my cabin.”


“I have questions,” Avra said loudly, bracing himself against the doorframe as Teveri tried to shove him out. “I have exactly two questions and then I’ll leave you be!”


“What?”


“Do you want to keep the papers in your desk, or are they going to be safer if they’re on my person at all times, where they will theoretically be protected by the luck that I am still agnostic about?”


Teveri snarled, stomped to the desk, snatched up the papers, stomped back to the door, and shoved them into Avra’s chest. He rolled them up neatly and stuck them into his little rucksack, and did not take the opportunity to pout about this very terrible treatment he was so nobly enduring.


“I guess we’re going back to Scuttle Cove, then? Finding a buyer for this sweet precious baby that could get us all extravagantly killed?” He patted his little rucksack meaningfully.


Teveri exhaled slowly through their nose and clenched their jaw for a moment. “Yes,” they said, tonelessly. “Some of the fences have contacts with deep enough pockets to be worth inviting to an auction. Black Garda, the Mainmast, Sareen mes Rakan, Papa Kavo . . .”


“Black Garda might still be mad at me from that time I sneezed in the punch bowl at her wedding. What about Barno the Barnacle?”


“Grimy little drunk.”


“Yeah, but he knows people out in Heyrland and they’re big shippy sorts of people. They’ve got trading companies out that way.” Avra squealed in dismay and clung to the doorframe as Teveri once again tried to lever him out. “One more thing!”


“You said you only had two questions!” Teveri snapped, shoving their shoulder into his stomach and heaving him right off his feet. “That was two!”


“Just a little extra question! And then maybe a couple comments!”


“I’ve had enough comments from you.” They took him three strides out onto the deck and dropped him, but he caught them around the neck and shoulders and clung with both arms. “Let go.”


“Is Ambassador Asena still appointed to Scuttle Cove?”


“No,” Teveri said tightly, wrestling themself free. “She retired.”


“Ah. Good for her. Very good. Do you know who . . . the replacement is?” Avra laughed nervously and clutched the rucksack close, scuttling after Tev as they strode back to their cabin. “It’s just that they might recognize me,” he said, his voice getting higher and more plaintive. “And it would be great if they didn’t hear about us trying to sell the precious baby right under their noses, so maybe we should just not sell it, Tev, have you considered that? Not sell it and be poor but alive?”


“I will take it under advisement,” Teveri said, and slammed the door in his face.




Captain’s Log


cont’d—Day 3, 6th month, 199th yr Mahisti Dyn.


Course determined; turning south. Cargo of 1 stupid motherfucker turned out to have something fucking good. Markefa est’d sale profits, said a # that genuinely almost made me come.


Cutting it close to make it to IOLS before serpents come up; Nagasani est’d 9d to the turtles if wind stays w/ us, less than 10d til serpents are due. Would be more nervous abt situation if we didn’t have motherfucking Avra on board w/ his motherfucking luck. Keeps insisting on being useful right when I’m on my v last nerve.


Julian unfort discovered to have vow of celibacy. Crew will be heartbroken when they find out. Debating which I prize more: beating the stupid twit at own game & fucking J. first, OR not being a colossal dick & respecting J.’s holy vows.


A. clearly w/o ethical qualms abt this. Trollop.
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